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Making the Proper Preparations 
  

How are your Christmas preparations coming? Maybe you have fewer preparations to make this 
year with COVID restrictions changing your travel plans or the plans of those who might have been 
coming to visit you. But there’s still a lot to prepare, isn’t there? Do you have your tree up? How 
about the lights? Have you purchased gifts for everyone on your list? Have the meals planned? The 
Zoom chats with family all scheduled? 

Even if you don’t have relatives coming to your house this year, there is still one very special 
guest coming to see you soon… Jesus. That’s what the Advent season is all about: Jesus is coming 
and we want to prepare. That’s what John the Baptist helped people to do: make the proper 
preparations.  

“It is written in Isaiah the prophet: ‘I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will 
prepare your way’— ‘a voice of one calling in the desert, “Prepare the way for the Lord, 
make straight paths for him.”’ And so John came, baptizing in the desert region and 
preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” (Mark 1:2-4) 

Of course, preparing for Jesus’ advent doesn’t mean planning meals or putting up decorations. 
But in a way, it does mean cleaning house. You see, John’s message was one of repentance, that is to 
turn around in your thinking. John helped his hearers to clean house by helping them turn from their 
sinful ways and turn to the Savior in faith. As we make all our other preparations for Christmas, we 
do well to let John help us to do the same.  

It may not be fun to clean out whatever that thing is growing in the back of the fridge before 
company comes, but it’s important to do for your health’s sake. Likewise, I’m sure it wasn’t fun for 
John’s audience to have their sin pointed out: “The man with two tunics should share with him 
who has none, and the one who has food should do the same.” “Don’t collect any more than 
you are required to.” “Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely—be content with 
your pay.” (Mark 1:11, 13, 15) But it was necessary to lead them to repentance.  

Likewise, in our preparations for Jesus coming, we do well to take an inventory of our lives. 
(The second question and answer on page 156 in the front of Christian worship can help.) Run 
down the list of 10 Commandments. How well have you kept them? How have you been doing as a 
husband or wife or single person? As a parent or child? An employer or employee? A teacher or 
student? 

As we answer these and other probing questions, it will show us what needs to be cleaned up. 
But the problem is that we can’t clean up our lives. Not on our own. But as we answer those 
questions above it does lead us to repent in the narrow sense. That is, they lead us to see our guilt, to 
feel sorrow over our sin, and to confess it to God. 

But there’s one more aspect to “repentance” that is key in making proper preparations for Jesus’ 
advent. You see, you can’t turn away from something without also turning toward something else. 



And John’s message wasn’t meant to just turn people from their sin, but to turn people toward their 
Savior. John really helped people “clean up” by preaching “a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins” and by pointing his hearers to their Savior. “Look! The Lamb of God, who 
takes away the sin of the world!” he cried as pointed to Jesus. 

And that’s where we turn to find the solution to the mess that we’ve made. By his perfect life 
and innocent death on our behalf, Jesus cleans our hearts. By the waters of our baptisms, he’s 
washed away our guilt. By his grace and mercy he gives us full and free forgiveness of sins. Now, 
with things cleaned up by him, we are ready for his advent. 

As you make your preparations to celebrate Jesus’ first advent, as he came to earth, born in the 
flesh to be our Savior, don’t forget to prepare for his future advent, too. Repent. Turn from your 
sins. Turn to your Savior. And you will be ready to go! God’s blessing to you and yours this Advent 
and Christmas as you make the proper preparations!  

  
Your servant in Christ, 
Pastor Guenther 
  
 

  

 

Stewardship 
  

We are encouraged that the grace of God has shown itself in the continued ability of his people to 
financially support congregational ministry efforts at St. John’s during a time of adjustment and 
uncertainty due to the coronavirus pandemic.  Contributions received through October have been 
between eighty and ninety percent of budgeted need; the shortfalls are here listed: 
  

 Home Operations — 86.9%  ($85,790.74) 
 WELS Missions —  89.9% ($7,441.98) 
 Minnesota Valley LHS — 89.6% ($5,223.67) 
 Building Fund — 80.6% ($11,634.08) 
  

A couple of notes are in order:  First, we anticipate that most or all of the $95,000 loan that St. John’s 
received for Home Operations through the federal government’s Paycheck Protection Program will be 
forgiven, i.e., converted into a grant.  Also, we are pleased to report that internal loans from the Building 
Fund have been repaid, and the Building Fund will continue to be maintained in order to accommodate 
future facility projects. 
  

We share the confidence of the apostle Paul, “God is able to make all grace overflow to you, so that in 
all things, at all times, having all that you need, you will overflow in every good work” (2 Co 9:8 EHV).  
  

As we approach the end of the year, many members seek to reduce their tax liability while supporting the 
gospel ministry.  We offer a few strategies to consider, and tip our hats to Professor James Grunwald 
and Christy Boysen of Gift Planning Services for their input: 
  

● Give Appreciated Stock 
You’ll avoid paying Capital Gains Tax on the appreciation, but the full market value of that stock will go 
to work for your favorite cause immediately. Contact your broker and indicate that you’d like to transfer 
stock to a charity. You’ll need their nonprofit tax ID number. 
  

● Give Crops 
There’s no charitable deduction here, but transfer the crop to the charity’s name before selling, and you’ll 
be able to exclude that from your 2020 income. Especially in a strong agricultural year, you can offset a 
higher income year and decrease the potential income taxes you’ll pay. 



  
● Cash and the CARES Act 
The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act was signed in March and gives each 
individual the opportunity to take an extra $300 deduction for charitable giving, even if you don’t 
itemize. And while the charitable deduction is normally capped at 60% of your Adjusted Gross Income 
(AGI), this year you can deduct gifts up to 100% of your AGI. If you can afford to make a major cash 
gift, this might be the year to do so. 
  

● Make a QCD 
Are you over 70½? You can make a Qualified Charitable Distribution from your IRA to your favorite 
charity. If you don’t need your retirement fund income and prefer not to pay tax on it, this is a great way 
to give as it will allow you to give these pre-tax dollars. Depending on your income bracket, your charity 
could see 30% more impact than if you were to write a check or give cash (which is post-tax). To set up 
a QCD you need to work with the company that manages your retirement fund.  Below are some main 
points to keep in mind: 
  

-Contributions need to be made directly to St. John’s by the company managing your IRA to qualify as 
nontaxable distributions.  
  

-St. John’s cannot include QCD contributions on your St. John’s contribution statement since they are 
already treated as pre-tax contributions. 
  

-The company that manages your IRA sends you a Form 1099-R after the end of the year to report 
distributions from your IRA. The company can send you a letter stating the total non-taxable amount 
distributed to a qualified charitable organization as a QCD, but you might need to request such a letter 
from the company. 
  

-In addition to your contribution statement, St. John’s can send you a letter at the end of the year 
stating the total amount distributed from your IRA as a QCD. 
  

-You cannot claim a charitable contribution deduction on your tax form for any QCD funds not 
included on your tax form as income. 

  
Dan Borgwardt, 
Stewardship Chairman 
  

 

 

 

Council Digest 
  
Thirty-two voters were present on Tuesday evening, October 27, for the third quarter voters’ 
meeting.  A summary of reports and action from the meeting not reported elsewhere in the Fortress 
follows: 
Membership changes approved 

Transfer Out 
Silas Dose to St. Marcus, Milwaukee, WI 

Transfer In 
Nick and Stephanie Kempenich from St. Peter, St. Peter, MN 

Ministrations  
Wedding 

31 Oct Samantha Kowalke and Zachary Olson 
Baptism 

7 Nov Loretta Jean Lang 



Following reports from the called workers, congregational officers, boards, and committees, four 
business items were considered. 
 Back in July, the voters approved a recommendation from the Board of Youth and Education that 

our representative on the St. Paul’s Board of Child Discipleship be made a permanent position 
and a member of the St. John’s Church Council with advisory responsibilities to the St. John’s 
Board of Youth and Education.   This addition requires a rewording of our constitution.  The 
proposed change received its second reading before the voters as required by the constitution 
and subsequent approval.  The revision follows: 

 Article 2, Section 3. Officers   
The church council officers shall consist of a president, a vice president, a secretary, a 
treasurer, a financial secretary, a deacon, a board of elders chairman,  a board of youth and 
education chairman, a representative to St. Paul’s Board of Child Discipleship, a board of 
trustees chairman, a board of stewardship chairman, and a board of evangelism chairman. 
These officers shall be elected by the voters at the congregation’s election meeting.   
Article 3, Section 12. Representative to St. Paul’s Board of Child Discipleship The elected 
representative will represent St. John’s and be St. John’s voting member a St. Paul’s Board of 
Child Discipleship meetings. The representative is also a voting member of St. John’s church 
council. The representative shall report from time to time to the St. John’s Board of Youth 
and Education as needed.  

 A report listing candidates for elective and appointive positions from the Nominating Committee 
prepared by President Steven Thiesfeldt was approved.  Unless noted otherwise, the following 
individuals were elected to three year terms on the church council beginning January 1, 2021: 
Dan Borgwardt (Board of Stewardship chair); Jesse Zahrt (Board of Evangelism chair); Scott 
Deters (Board of Trustees chair); and Paul Wessel (Board of Youth and Education chair).  The 
position of treasurer remains unfilled.  The following appointments for the same time frame 
were also ratified: Dan Fenske and Nick Price (Elders); Bruce Savoy and Wayne Wels 
(Endowment Fund Committee); Jon Laabs (Board of Youth and Education); Alan Uher and 
Dave Borchert (Evangelism); Mark Micheel, Gerald Woodley, Dale Thom, and Kelly Emde 
(Finance Committee); Peter Baganz (MVL alternate delegate); and John Boeder (MVL delegate). 
Installation of these individuals will take place in January.  Two Board of Stewardship positions 
were not filled.  However, the council later approved an extended term for Roger Klockziem 
whose second 3-year term on the Board of Stewardship had expired, subject to congregational 
approval in January.  The council will continue to work at filling the vacant positions by the 
annual meeting in January and present the names for ratification at the annual meeting.  If you 
are a voting member and willing to serve in one of these positions (or know of someone you 
would like to nominate), please contact Nominating Committee Chair Steve Thiesfeldt. 

 The 2021 congregational budget recommended by the church council and presented by Treasurer 
Paul Gunderson was approved by the voters.  The $1,040,736 budget includes salary increases 
averaging between 1.3% and 3% for our workers.  The portion of the budget supporting worker 
compensation and ongoing expenses (office supplies, plant maintenance and improvement, etc.) 
is $884,480.  The remaining $156,256 represents status quo for our congregational mission 
offering ($90,000), MVL support ($60,000) and adjustments based on an updated per 
communicant calculation for smaller ministries like the Lutheran Institutional Ministry 
Association (LIMA), the Lutheran Chapel Service and Jesus Cares.  The budget also includes 
$22,000 for purchase of the new WELS hymnal and related music materials scheduled  to be 
released during Advent 2021.   Our members are invited to make special designated gifts for this 
project during the next calendar year. 

 The council was also directed to make arrangements for a call meeting next January to provide an  
opportunity for the voters to extend Mr. Dretske’s one-year staff ministry call for a second year. 

  



The St. John’s Church Council met on November 17. The council was hosted by the members of 
the St. Paul’s Church Council for a joint council meeting, held semi-annually between the two 
congregations. The historic purposes of these meetings include mutual communication, 
encouragement, and cooperation. Pastor Nathan Scharf of St. Paul’s led the opening and closing 
devotions. Attendees heard reports from Pastor Nathan Scharf of St. Paul’s, Pastor Rob Guenther 
of St. John’s, Principal Peter Markgraf of St. Paul’s School, and congregational president Steve 
Thiesfeldt of St. John’s.  A summary of topics addressed follows: 
 Principal Markgraf shared the blessings of the 2020-21 school year including full-time preschool 

opening, encouraging more families to utilize the school, being able to meet in person, additional 
work done by teachers and staff during the pandemic, and the blessing of working together to 
support Christian education. 

 President Thiesfeldt provided an overview of Hope in the Lord, St. John’s strategic ministry plan. 
 Pastor Guenther shared challenges and blessings of ministering during the pandemic. Seeing and 

doing ministry in a different way has been a blessing. Many have been engaged in God’s Word 
online. 

 Pastor Scharf noted that our congregations’ varied approaches to ministry during the pandemic 
have served our community well.  Plans to repair the front church steps are progressing. St. 
Paul’s has recently called Pastor Adam Mueller to replace Pastor Sutton, who will be retiring in 
Summer 2021.  

 St. Paul’s has developed a new school support formula, recently approved by the St. Paul’s voters, 
that will impact St. John’s by gradually increasing the level of financial support required.  The 
congregations continue to work together to implement these changes.  St. Paul’s is also 
considering a proposal that eventually would have all teachers at St. Paul’s Lutheran School 
called by St. Paul’s congregation.  A special committee with representatives from both 
congregations will consider the details of the proposal before the proposed changes are 
recommended for implementation. 

 Both congregations are considering some form of involvement in Martin Luther College’s 
Equipping Christian Witnesses capital campaign over the next two years. 

 The next joint council meeting will be hosted by St. John’s during the month of May. 
The council followed the joint meeting with its regular monthly session.  Details follow. 
 Board of Elders chair Bill Dinse reported that four individuals have applied for our vacant 

bookkeeper position. The goal is to have the position filled sometime next January. 
 Bill Pekrul, chair of the Board of Evangelism, reported a successful “Trunk or Treat” organized by 

its Fellowship/Outreach Committee with an estimated 1,000 attending, including 90 unchurched 
individuals.  The pastors of St. John’s and St. Paul’s are making follow-up contact with these 
unchurched prospects.  

 The Board of Trustees, under the leadership of chair Scott Deters, has converted one of the 
basement fellowship area light fixtures to an LED bulb and is pursuing a bid for converting the 
other fixtures to LEDs. A month-by-month checklist of items that require inspection on our 
property and within our facility is being developed. 

 A Lutheran charities envelope is available for use during the month of December.  The council 
directed that contributions received this year will be designated for our local benevolence fund. 

 Since the congregation no longer has an administrative teacher, the Board of Youth and Education 
recommended that Pastor Guenther fill that role as designated by our constitution on a 
temporary basis until the matter can be addressed more completely as a part of our strategic 
ministry plan.   The board also recommended that the one-year call being served by Mrs. Emily 
Stoering at St. Paul’s be made permanent.  That recommendation will come to the voters for 
action next January.  



 The council has plans to address Hope in the Lord, the recently-approved strategic ministry plan, on 
a regular basis by setting aside a portion of each council meeting for that purpose.  The 
establishment of timelines for the majority of the action plans was accomplished at this meeting.  
Goal 3 (Christian Education) was updated to include Martin Luther College at the 
encouragement of the voters when the plan was presented in September.   The Board of 
Evangelism was encouraged to develop a fourth goal for the plan under the heading 
“Evangelism and Outreach.” 

 Financial Secretary Mike Thom noted that the congregation has applied for forgiveness of the 
$95,000 loan received through the government Payroll Protection Program. He is confident that 
the application will show that the congregation has met the required guidelines. His report also 
noted that congregational offerings through October are at about 85% of budgeted need in the 
operating fund, MVL, and WELS missions support, leaving a current deficit of about $85,000 in 
the operating fund when compared to the budget.  At the same time, Treasurer Paul 
Gunderson’s report shows a cash balance of about $40,000 and a significant effort to 
underspend the budget so the actual deficit is somewhat less.  Historically, God has led our 
members to make generous year-end gifts to close the gap on these deficits in the final months 
of the year.   We pray that will be the case again in 2020!  Mr. Gunderson also noted that the 
building fund has been used to pay off all internal loans.  A Campus Facilities Task Force has 
been charged with the responsibility of identifying our future needs.  In the meantime, our 
offering envelopes will continue to have a line item for donating to the building fund as a way of 
working toward future facility needs once they are identified.   

Future meetings: 
 Next council meeting: Tuesday, December 15, 7 pm 
 Annual voters’ meeting: Tuesday, January 26, 7 pm  
  
Steven R. Thiesfeldt,  
Congregational Chairman 
  

 

 

Our Synod at Work 

Benefits of Giving in 2020 

  
Recently the Wisconsin Synod sent out a mailer entitled the “Grace of Giving.”  The pamphlet 
contained information regarding the benefits of giving in 2020.  We would like to use this month’s 
column to highlight some of the information that is contained in this mailer. 
  

First of all, it is emphasized that the people do not give to their congregations and to the WELS 
areas of ministry because of tax benefits.  The primary motive for Christian giving is explained very 
well in  
2 Corinthians 5:14, which states the primary motive is “Christ’s love compels us.” 
  

Of course, gifts of cash to the Synod remain a popular way to support our Lord’s work, whether we 
mail a check or donate online with a credit card or electronic transfer.  In 2020, people may not 
realize that cash gifts can provide tax savings whether you itemize or not.  The pamphlet provides 
two examples: 
  

1.  Individuals who do not itemize their deductions can reduce their taxable income by up to $300 
when they make cash gifts to qualified charities; and 

2. Those who elect to itemize their charitable gifts and other deductions will learn the normal limit 



(60 percent of adjusted gross income) has been eliminated for gifts of cash this year, meaning 
taxpayers are allowed to claim unlimited deductions on their 2020 returns, up to 100 percent of 
their adjusted gross income.  The Synod encourages people to consult with their tax advisor 
before following this approach. 

  
Checks mailed to WELS can be postmarked as late as December 31 and still qualify as a 2020 
charitable gift, even though the Synod doesn’t received until early in 2021, although checks from 
IRA checkbooks must be cashed by December 30.  Of course, it is important to save all receipts and 
acknowledgments if you plan to claim tax deductions for your gifts. 
  
Qualified Charitable Distribution is another good option for this year.  Even though the 
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act suspended the required minimum distributions 
from IRAs and other qualified retirement accounts for 2020, it remains a good giving option.  IRA 
owners age 70.5 and above can still make qualified charitable distributions of up to $100,000 per 
person, per year from their accounts.  Here are a couple important points to keep in mind if this 
might be an option: 
  
1.  Giving directly from your IRA—rather than withdrawing these funds—won’t increase your 

adjusted gross income or subject your Social Security income to more taxes; and 
2. Qualified Charitable Distributions can be advantageous for those who do not expect to itemize 

their deductions and for those whose deductions are limited.   
  
More information regarding giving options can be obtained by contacting WELS Ministry of 
Christian Giving at N16W23377 Stone Ridge Drive in Waukesha, WI  53188-1108 or by calling 800-
827-5482. 
  
Gerald Woodley 
  

 

 

St. Paul’s Lutheran School 
  

splnewulm.org/school/  
  
Blessing Bags from the St. Paul's School Students 
  
It has been a long tradition of St. Paul’s Lutheran School to make and deliver Blessing Bags. Maybe 
you have received one of these bags from the children. The intent of the bags is to teach our 
students about sharing their blessings with others and to lift the spirits of others. Each year the 
students are given time to decorate paper bags, make cards, and collect goodies for shut-ins and 
those in homes here in New Ulm.  
  
After the collection of goodies is completed, students divide all of these gifts into a couple hundred, 
student decorated bags. This year, bags will be distributed with Meals and Wheels, at our New Ulm 
WELS churches, and St. Paul’s School. If you are aware of someone who would benefit from 
Blessing Bags, you will be able to pick up one and deliver it, too.  
We find that the more we experience the giving, the more our students understand the old adage 
that it is better to give than to receive. The smiles of the students as they fill the bags with goodies 
or draw a Christmas picture on a bag or card are all part of the blessings we receive as we continue 
to share our Blessing Bags around New Ulm. 



  
The COVID pandemic has made it a bit harder for us to make and deliver our Blessing Bags this 
year, but we have plans to continue this tradition after Thanksgiving. We are thankful for everyone 
who donates goods and gifts for this wonderful program! 
  
Pete Markgraf, 
St. Paul’s School Principal 
  

 

 

Church Library 
  

December is upon us, the end of 2020, but the beginning of winter.  We will be celebrating the 
birth of God’s Son , but no doubt differently than other years because of COVID-19.  Merry 
Christmas to you all. 
  
There are 2 books to add to our church library this month.  The first one is titled “I Don’t Have 
Enough Faith to be an Atheist.”  Cute title but it is the truth. “Can we handle the truth?” is the 
heading for the first chapter.  The two authors, Norman Geisler and Frank Turek, are associated 
with the Southern Evangelical Seminary.  They compare  the information revealed in Scriptures, 
and the beauty of creation , to the assertion of atheists that it all somehow sorta started on its 
own.  That takes more faith to believe than to believe an Intelligent Being made it all.  I found the 
book very interesting. 
  
The second book is “Worship Without Words” by Patricia Klein.  She tells us that in the Middle 
Ages, few people could read, in Europe, so in order to teach Bible ideas, pictures were used, in 
stained glass windows, paintings, and such.  This book explains what signs and symbols of our faith 
meant or mean.  It covers most Christian symbols, some of which I did not 
know. 
  
Have a good December and Christmas season , and I pray that 2021 will see the end of COVID-
19.  
  
LeiLani Rahn,  
Church Librarian 
  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Symbols in our Sanctuary 
- Advent Wreath 

  

  
The Church Year begins with Advent, the prophecy and birth of Jesus, our Savior.  
  
Decorated Christmas trees are often a symbol of Christmas in our homes. The Advent wreath is a 
Christian symbol that points to the coming Savior. Our Advent wreath is located near the lectern at 
the front of the sanctuary. There are five candles on the wreath, each with its own meaning. One 
new candle is lit each week of Advent, until all of them are lit on Christmas Day.  
  
The Advent wreath is usually a circle, representing the eternal nature of God. Wreaths are usually 
constructed or wrapped in evergreens, which has served as an ancient symbol of immortality and 
life. 
  
The Prophesy Candle is lit on the first Sunday in Advent, which is Advent Sunday. This candle is in 
front and is blue or purple in color. The Prophesy Candle symbolizes hope.  On this Sunday we 
return to the prophesies of hope that point to our Savior’s coming.  
  
The Bethlehem Candle is lit on the second Sunday in Advent. This candle is to the left of the 
Prophesy Candle. The Bethlehem candle symbolizes faith, vigilance, and preparation and is blue or 
purple in color.  
  
The Shepherd Candle is lit along with the first two candles during the third week of Advent. This 
candle is opposite the Prophesy candle on the Advent wreath and is pink in color. The Shepherd 
candle symbolizes joy in Christ as light wins over darkness.  
  
The Angel Candle is the last candle to be lit on the wreath. This candle is blue or purple and is lit on 
the fourth week of Advent. The Angel Candle is a symbol of peace as the message of our Savior’s 
birth is shared.  
  
The Christ Candle is located at the center of the wreath. This candle is white and is tallest of all the 
candles. It is lit on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. The Christ Candle is white to symbolize 
Jesus’ purity and righteousness. 
  
May God rejuvenate you this Advent season, as we remember who is at the center of our hope, 
Jesus. 
  
Brad Price, 
Deacon 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



OWLS 
  

The hardy persistence of the coronavirus has been testing the patience of God's saints in the interest 
of our growing stronger in our endurance under the many temptations to which the world is 
subjecting us to doubt 
our Lord's sacrifice-tested, oft-promised faithfulness. May the Lord strengthen us all in our will to 
give glory to him as our loving King in this End-Time and Advent season, remembering also the 
patience in suffering of the many faithful servants of Christ who preceded us. That is our earnest 
prayer not only for us elderly but for all who must chafe under this burden. Our Lord promises no 
burden greater than we can bear. 
Let the burden remind us of what has been true for thousands of years: Here we have no continuing 
city; we await God's call to that place where no longer will our own willfulness, nor any other man's, 
nor the sin-polluted creation imperil us or cause us to regret our  faithfulness to him who fervently 
wills for us to live with him in joy forever. Praise the Lord! 
 
That said, we announce the cancellation of our December Christmas party as our officers now plan 
for the New Year. 
 
Dar Raddatz 
 
(An "aside" to our faithful secretaries: The Lord bless your Thanksgiving and your planning for 
Christmas!) 


