
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Congregation of the Servants of Christ, St. Au-
gustine's House, is an ecumenical Christian com-
munity whose life of discipleship is inspired and 
shaped by the Holy Rule of St. Benedict. We iden-
tify with the Lutheran tradition, understood as a 
movement within and for the one holy catholic 
and apostolic Church of Jesus Christ. 
We are committed to the growth of the perma-
nent resident community, to the pursuit of ecu-
menical understanding, and to the provision of re-
treats for members of the Fellowship of St. Augus-
tine and others. We seek to serve the whole 
Church by our life of prayer and by the use of our 
facilities.  
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 PAX  

“More than that, we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering pro-
duces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character pro-
duces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has 
been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given 
to us.” (Romans 5:3-5 RSV) 

It was during my eighth grade year that death first intruded upon Christ-
mass for me. My Great-Aunt Faye had passed away suddenly and unex-
pectedly at her home on the Fourth Sunday in Advent, and there we were, 
a few days later, on the afternoon of Christmass Eve of all days, gathered 
in a local funeral home for a funeral. Funerals were nothing new to me. 
Where I was raised, funerals for family members involved obligatory at-
tendance and by that age I had plenty of experience, having plenty of fam-
ily members. Christmass Eve, of course, was also nothing new to me, hav-
ing had experienced fourteen of them by that time, one in utero. Having 
the two of them come together at one time, though, was totally new. Nor-
mally, Christmass Eve meant sleeping in because there was no school and 
then a long anticipation of the night to come, when the grand celebration 
would begin around sundown as we began to prepare for the evening’s 
worship services. But there we were, gathered as a family in the mid-after-
noon, much earlier in the day than we normally would be gathered, in a 
place I had never even begun to anticipate being gathered on that day. It 
was quite surreal. On one of the most joyous days of the year, we were to-
gether in shock and grief. At the time we celebrate that most glorious 
Birth, we were steeped in death. The day took on even more surreality as 
we left the funeral home and traveled to the grave yard for the burial. Put-
ting someone in the ground on the day of a celebration of birth clashed in 
my soul. How could these two ever be reconciled? 

The disjuncture of the coincidence continued and grew. Given the day, 
the normal after funeral dinner was not held. Going straight home from 
the cemetery felt stunted, incomplete. There was no time to spend to-
gether to dissipate the shock and the grief, as normally there would be. 
Little preparation was needed for Church, since we were already Church 
ready having been to the funeral. The intervening time felt empty; even 
dead. Worship in the early evening and the regular family gathering after 
was so normal in so many ways, yet so distinctly abnormal given the 
day’s earlier activities. While my grandparents, my mother, and my aunts 
and uncles went through all the usual motions, I wondered at the grief 



they must be experiencing, yet not allowing to show. I 
wondered about my same age second cousins, and what it 
must be like for them to gather without their grandmother 
at Christmass for the first time, especially having never 
even begun to anticipate such a situation. I wondered 
about my great-uncle, and what it must be like for him to 
celebrate Christmass the same day he buried his loving 
wife of 55 years. I still wonder, 47 
years later. 

The second time death intruded upon 
Christmass for me I was at Trinity 
Lutheran Seminary in Columbus, 
Ohio, listening to my beloved homi-
letics professor, the Rev. Dr. Paul W. 
F. Harms, begin to go on one of his 
characteristic off the cuff monologues 
that never failed to fascinate and in-
spire. As he led us into eager and joy-
ous anticipation of the celebration of 
the Birth of the Christ Child, his talk 
took a disquieting turn as he said, 
“But we must not forget- this Babe 
makes men bleed” and continued to 
just as eloquently lead us into consid-
eration of the day after Christmass, 
St. Stephen’s Day, when we cele-
brate the first Christian martyr, and, 
just a few days later, the Day of the 
Holy Innocents, when we remember the baby boys of 
Bethlehem slaughtered in Herod’s jealous rage. That a day 
which so much celebrates peace and life would be sur-
rounded by such violence and death is jarring. 

Yet, such is Christmass as it really is, even from the begin-
ning. If we look at the Christmass narratives, we see a 
seemingly broken covenant and a threat of divorce when 
the Virgin is found to be with child out of wedlock. We 
hear of forced travel under harsh conditions as Joseph and 
Mary, with Jesus in her womb, are required to travel when 
she is about to deliver. We hear of a delivery under much 
less than optimal circumstances in some kind of cattle 
shed. This birth, wonderful and joyous as it was, was also 
surrounded by a multitude of hardships, as is true of any 
birth. 

A sincere, full celebration of Christmass recognizes the 
presence not only of these hardships but also the presence 
of the hardship of death. It is only as we keep death in 
mind that we acknowledge the fullness of the Incarnation, 

for this Child was born in order to die so that we might 
live (Mk 10:45). 

Therefore, we can celebrate death even in the midst of cel-
ebrating birth. As St. Ambrose wrote in the book “On the 
Death of his Brother”: 

“Death is then no cause for mourning, for it is the cause of 
mankind’s salvation. Death is not something to be 

avoided, for the Son of God did not 
think it beneath His dignity, nor did 
He seek to escape it.” 

Likewise, let us not try to celebrate 
Christmass while ignoring or denying 
the death and hardship that is present 
for ourselves and others all around us. 
Rather than go along with the empha-
sis our culture puts on Christmass, 
which is to momentarily ignore our 
troubles while we make merry and 
boost the economy, let us 
acknowledge the hardship and death 
around us so that through our celebra-
tion of our Savior’s Birth He may re-
deem these, and us. When we cele-
brate Christmass while acknowledging 
the death and hardship around us, we 
invite those around us who are experi-
encing death and hardship into our 

celebration in a way that does not force them to deny their 
sadness and loss in order to celebrate, but rather leads 
them to Christ with their sadness and loss so that he might 
bring them to life through these difficulties. Let us not 
deny them or ourselves that joy. 

As we celebrate Christmass and beyond through Epiph-
any, let us allow the Christ Child into the totality of our 
life so that He may bring us into the totality of His Life. 

Peace, 

+Jeffrey 

News & Notes 
The annual Fellowship Day gathering was held on Octo-
ber 15th. The speaker was Pastor Benjamin J. Dueholm. 
His lecture is available on our website or may be obtained 
by requesting it by email.  

We are making some needed improvements to two of our 
buildings. In November new siding was applied to the 
small cottage built for Fr. Arthur in 1981 and later 



expanded. After Fr. Arthurs death it served for a time as 
our office space. It now provides living space for Br. Rich-
ard, an office for Bp. Jeffery, and one additional guest 
room. 

 

The other project is the renovation and expansion of the 
kitchen in the retreat house, which was begun in the last 
part of November. Since the completion of the Brugger 
Hall wing with its additional guest rooms, the small 
kitchen, essentially unchanged since 1966, has become 
camped and inadequate. Several walls have been removed 
to more than double the workspace and all new cabinets 
and appliances will be installed. We anticipate completion 
of this project by the end of the year. 

We will host our friends of the Anglican Church of the 
Advent for a service of Advent Lessons and Carols on the 
Fourth Sunday of Advent, Dec. 18th at 6 p.m. All are in-
vited to join us. 

www.StAugustinesHouse.org 
Find us on Facebook. 

Mortgage Paid in Full 

Thanks to the generous support of many we have been able 
to pay off our mortgage on the Brugger Hall wing ahead of 
schedule and will enter the new year free of debt. 

We gratefully acknowledge the following donors for this fi-
nal quarter. September: Donna Ritchie in memory of Fr. 
John; October: Bruce Hartung in memory of Fr. Arthur; 
November: Howard Burk in memory of Fr. John; Karl and 
Joan Geisler; Thomas H. Struck; and Martin and Christy 
Torgler in honor of their grandson Christopher Ernst Tor-
gler. 

Presence as Imposition 

In his lecture on Fellowship Day Pr. Benjamin Dueholm pro-
posed the following as a distinction between an actual presence 
and a virtual or electronic presence. His complete lecture is availa-
ble on our website under Documents. 

Leaving aside the deep theological questions of what con-
stitutes sufficient conditions for the “real presence” of 
Christ to be manifested or made available in the Sacra-
ment, I suggest that churches and leaders have to ask a dif-
ferent question: What does it mean for human beings to be 
really present to each other? And I suggest a criterion: our 
presence is real when we impose on each other in an una-
voidable way.  

If this talk were happening in a Zoom meeting, you might 
be able to turn off your camera and your microphone and 
do chores or watch a movie or message your friends about 
how awful the speaker is. If you were to interrupt me too 



much, someone would have the power to simply mute you 
or put you in a breakout room. Or if I became too upset at 
things people say to me, I could simply exit the meeting at 
the push of a button. A great gift of modern communica-
tions platforms is the frictionless exit.  

Now if a similar restive disorder were to break out in this 
room, you or I would have to go to the trouble of standing 
up, leaving our place, and exiting. If someone here were to 
start weeping or sneezing or having a seizure, it could not 
be hidden behind a muted microphone and a turned-off 
camera. Presence is an imposition. Presence demands ac-
knowledgment. Presence requires escape.  

I do not believe that Christian worship or Christian com-
munity can really do without this kind of presence (indeed 
I doubt whether a town or a city or many other communi-
ties can do without it). As empowering and edifying as it 
can be to gather and talk and even worship when we are 
scattered in physical space, there is finally no substitute for 
the mutual imposition of being together.  
 

Gifts are gratefully acknowledged in memory of 

JOHN R. COCHRAN 
KENNETH ETHRIDGE 

NORMAN J. HEID 
PATTIE HEINLEIN 

ARTHUR CARL KREINHEDER 
PAUL J. KANE 

THOMAS KNUTSON 
THOMAS A. MCELWEY 

JOAN W. MILLER 
JEAN SHOLLY 

GILL and ANGELA STEVENS 
GILL JAMES STEVENS 

and in honor of 

FREDERICK JOHNSEN 
DONNA RITCHIE 

JAMES URBAN 
CHRISTOPHER ERNST TORGLER 

and from the estate of 

NORMAN E. NETHING 
 

Christmas Schedule 

    Dec. 18th, 6 pm:   Advent Lessons & Carols 

    Dec. 24th, 7 pm:   Mass of the Angels & Shepherds 

    Dec. 25th, 10 am:   Mass of the Eternal Word 

 

 

wake, mankind! For your sake God 
has become man. Awake O sleeper, 
and arise from the dead, and Christ 

shall give you light. I tell you again: for your 
sake, God became man.  

You would have suffered eternal death, had he 
not been born in time. Never would you have 
been freed from sinful flesh, had he not taken 
on himself the likeness of sinful flesh. You would 
have suffered everlasting unhappiness, had it 
not been for this mercy. You would never have 
returned to life, had he not shared your death. 
You would have been lost if he had not hastened 
to your aid. You would have perished, had he 
not come.  

Let us then joyfully celebrate the coming of our 
salvation and redemption. Let us celebrate the 
festive day on which he who is the great and 
eternal day came from the great and endless 
day of eternity into our own short day of time.  

—St. Augustine 

A

To all, a Merry Christmas 

and a Happy New Year! 

Christ is born! Glorify Him! 

 
 

Br. Richard, Sam, Bp. Jeffrey, Cherie, Daniel Johnson, 
Frank, and Br. Andy (in Korea) 


