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On July 9, 2013, 12 adults from our Synod began a long awaited two week journey to 

Colombia, South America and our Synod’s Companion Partner, The Evangelical 

Lutheran Church in Colombia (IELCO). 

 

After months of planning  

and two day-long orientation 

sessions in Edmonton the 

participants arrived in 

Colombia where we 

experienced incredible 

hospitality, a varied culture, 

beautiful landscapes, 

amazing people and the 

varied ministries of the 

Lutheran Church.   

 

Representing seven Synod 

congregations participants 

were: Donna Heine – Grace 

Lutheran, Hinton; Rev. Doug 

Heine – Grace Lutheran, Hinton; Olga Glowacki – Mount Olivet Lutheran, Sherwood 

Park; Joyce Hendrickson – Ascension Lutheran, Edmonton; Carol Jasperson – Bethany 

Lutheran, Tilley; Cathy Kochendorfer – Ascension Lutheran, Edmonton; Brent Latimer –

First Evangelical Lutheran, Calgary; Philip Lokken – Faith Evangelical Lutheran (St. 

Peter’s Ecumenical), Slave Lake; John McCormick – Advent Lutheran, Calgary; Mark 

Rintoul – Ascension Lutheran, Edmonton; Gordon Sorenson – Grace Lutheran, Hinton, 

and Bishop Larry Kochendorfer. 

After arriving in Bogota on 

Tuesday evening and resting 

comfortably at IELCO’s new 

“House of Hospitality” we 

found ourselves plunged into 

the reality that faces many 

Colombians as we visited the 

Lutheran World Federation – 

World Services Office.  

There we heard from its 

director, Silvio Schneider, of 

internally displaced persons 

(second in the world) due to 

war, violence, and drug 

production numbering  



5 million since 1985; 

consequences of the armed 

conflict, including child 

recruitment (on average 11.8 years 

of age), sexual exploitation, 

unexploded ammunition; 

confinement; land issues and 

mining concerns.  Silvio reminded 

us that we must not only 

listen…there must also be action. 

 

Following a time of introductions 

and meeting with Bishop Eduardo 

Martinez and the staff at IELCO we began our journey from Bogota north to Tunja where 

we learned of the Lutheran Church’s senior’s ministry there from lay leader, Alba, whose 

father had just recently died 

and who was ill herself.  We 

were invited to gather around 

Alba and to lay hands on her 

for comfort and healing 

through the gift of touch and 

prayer.  Alba works with 

seniors to create community, 

support and encouragement 

through gardening, craft-

making, worship, exercise 

and dance. 

 

Much of the following day 

was spent travelling through mountainous terrain north to Bucaramanga where the Grace 

Lutheran, Hinton congregation has a partner congregation, Divine Redeemer.  For three 

days we experienced the 

lively ministries of this 

congregation and its pastor, 

Israel Martinez.  We visited 

several congregations and 

missions, including San 

Marcos Lutheran where it has 

taken twenty-five years to 

receive documentation of a 

land title for the church and 

where 80% of the 

congregants are internally 

displaced persons.  Across 

the river (which had in 1998 

flooded and displaced many 



families eerily similar to that recently experienced in southern Alberta) we viewed Martin 

Luther Mission and then to a government housing project where a family have welcomed 

a Lutheran Mission, Christ 

the King, into their home, 

meeting in the open air on the 

top floor.  Many families 

moved following the flood to 

another area of Bucaramanga 

which we visited and have 

begun Grace Lutheran 

mission there.  Life is very 

uncertain for these families as 

they await title to the land 

upon which they are living. 

 

 

Friday evening the 

congregation at Divine 

Redeemeer welcomed us 

through introductions, an 

incredible potluck (a “miracle 

meal”), music, conversation, 

and much, much dancing in 

the incredible heat.  Even 

those with little or no dance 

experience were drawn into 

the celebration; a wonderful 

evening with much laughter 

and new friendships made. 

 

Saturday morning we 

journeyed to Pie de Cuesta and 

Saint John Lutheran Church.  

Pastor Jorge, a newly ordained 

pastor, who began to preach at 

age thirteen in his home  

congregation at Tunja, now 

preaches at three different 

ministries including Saint John.  

He shared movingly of his 

experience of threats upon his 

life and his confidence, as he 

put it, that, “Jesus is my 

bodyguard.”  Again, a vast 

majority of the people Pastor Jorge visits and ministers to are internally displaced. 



Sightseeing with new 

Colombian friends 

included what is often 

called the “Second Grand 

Canyon,” a forty minute 

gondola ride from the top 

of the mountain to the 

valley and up to the top of 

another mountain; a ride 

not made for the faint of 

heart.  An experience and 

breathtaking view we will 

not soon forget. 

 

 

On Saturday two of our 

delegation, Joyce and Mark, 

flew with a translator to Yopal 

to be with Ascension, 

Edmonton’s partner 

congregation and its Vicar, 

Nelson.  Here they were 

welcomed and experienced the 

gift of the community of faith 

through ministry to children, 

worship, friendship and 

conversation.   

 

Sunday morning arrived and 

the worship at Divine 

Redeemer was memorable as 

the congregation gathered and many from congregations and missions we had visited 

journeyed to worship with us.   

What a special gift this was!  

The Sharing of the Peace 

lasted…well, a long time!  

Bishop Larry proclaimed the 

Gospel and presentations were 

made between the Grace, Hinton 

and Divine Redeemer 

congregations.  A beautiful wall 

hanging made by a member from 

Grace was presented to the 

congregation with congregants 

literally taking in air as the 

hanging was shared. 



Monday morning we shared tearful goodbyes and journeyed for several hours to 

Sogamoso where the evening included our regular daily time of worship, journaling and 

prayer and a reunion with Joyce and Mark who had arrived via bus to Sogamoso. 

 

Early the next morning we walked to the 

Lutheran School in Sogamoso which has 

over four hundred students.  The students 

all gathered on the cement soccer 

(football) field for chapel and to welcome 

us in song and dance.  Members of the 

Grace, Hinton congregation had gathered 

books for the school library and these 

were presented as well as a Canadian flag 

and an extra-large Canadian shirt to the 

principal.  Then in groups of four we 

moved from classroom to classroom 

visiting with several classes introducing 

ourselves, asking questions of the students 

who loved to practice their English and in some cases were asked questions by the 

students, such as: what do you like to eat in Canada?  What is snow?   

 

We returned to the school the 

next morning and divided into 

teaching teams to assist in 

English pronunciation, teach 

English songs (Sunday School 

variety), and to teach Canadian 

football (a request from the 

school).  One of our 

participants had brought two 

Canadian footballs and through 

gesture and much laughter the 

game began. 

 

 



 

All too soon it was time to 

leave following more dancing 

and music shared with us by 

men who had travelled four 

hours by motorcycle from a 

rural Lutheran congregation 

and of course another exchange 

of gifts…something for each of 

the four hundred students. 

 

 

That evening we worshipped with 

the congregation at Spirit of Life 

Lutheran church.  Their pastor, 

Harold, who also serves as 

chaplain at the Lutheran School 

invited Bishop Larry to share a 

devotion and introduce the  

 

 

delegation.  At the conclusion 

of worship the delegation was 

invited to gather together and 

the congregants gathered 

around us and prayed over us. 

 

July 18, Thursday, included 

seeing a national historic 

monument which was being  

 

cleaned for Saturday’s national 

holiday by soldiers, and the 

renowned Salt Mine Cathedral as we 

journeyed to the Carmelita’s Convent 

and our home for the rest of our time 

Bogota. 

 



After a restful night we visited two sectors of southern Bogota, where people who have 

been displaced by 

Colombia’s armed 

conflicts have settled. In 

Caracoli, we visited with 

children and single 

mothers. A day program 

run by the IELCO teaches 

mothers life skills and 

provides a safe haven for 

children. A radio program 

for youth is being offered 

to teach values and 

problem solving strategies 

without violence, for youth 

at risk of becoming 

involved in gangs and drugs.  

From this neighborhood we 

traveled up and down the 

mountainside to Ciudad 

Bolivar where the IELCO runs 

a day program for seniors all 

who are internally displaced 

persons. We shared a delicious 

lunch, were treated to 

traditional Colombian dancing, 

and even had the opportunity 

to dance with the seniors 

ourselves! These brothers and 

sisters in Christ showed us 

their ability to dance and enjoy 

life despite their incredible adversities and were/are an inspiration to us.  

 

We also met with Fabian 

Wilches and his wife, Amanda 

(a Canadian from Kitchener), 

who Bishop Larry, Cathy, 

Joyce and Mark knew from 

previous journeys to Colombia.  

Fabian is a human rights lawyer 

and together they shared of the 

many realities for the people of 

Colombia particularly around 

land issues, human rights, and 

mining. 

 



July 20, is a national holiday 

in Colombia and our time was 

spent visiting Monserrate 

which overlooks Bogota, 

some tourist shopping, the 

gold museum and walking in 

small groups through the heart 

of the city.  A day to relax and 

be renewed in the beauty of 

Colombia and its people. 

 

On Sunday, July 21, we 

worshipped at Only Through Faith Lutheran Church and  

experienced once again gracious hospitality and welcome.  Following worship the 

ministry to hearing impaired children, youth and young adults shared a powerful drama 

with us which had us all in tears. 

Together we shared a meal at the 

True Vine Project which 

ministers to children throughout 

the week and to the hearing 

impaired and the single mothers 

on Saturdays.  We were moved 

by the passion of the ministry 

coordinator and the incredible 

ministry and people being 

served.  Ascension, Edmonton 

continues to help sponsor this 

ministry of the IELCO. 

 

 

Our final full day in Bogota 

we visited the largest of the 

Lutheran schools at San 

Lucas Lutheran Church with 

over eight hundred students 

where we enjoyed another 

program of song and 

traditional dancing, as well as 

an enthusiastic chapel with 

the primary grades.  Gifts of 

books for the school library 

from Grace, Hinton were 

presented to the principal as 

well as a Canadian flag. We 

toured the school and learned 



of the need for much structural work and the reality that a part of the school may close 

due to this needed work which would affect the older grades. 

    

The journey concluded with a visit to the IELCO office to speak with Bishop Martinez 

and the national staff and to participate in an evaluation of our time in Colombia.  

 

Our journey to Colombia was about building relationships with our brothers and sisters in 

Christ from our Companion Synod. However we came away with more than we ever 

could have imagined. We 

learned valuable lessons by the 

examples that we witnessed. 

Single mothers taught us the 

meaning of being truly thankful 

for what you have. Seniors 

inspired us to laugh and dance 

despite adversity. Children 

showed us the meaning of 

hospitality. Congregations and 

missions inspired us in the 

abundance of God.  And a 

group of young adults and 

children with hearing 

impairments demonstrated in 

the silence of sign language and 

smiles that with God, all things 

are possible. 

 

Our journey challenged us to re-evaluate what is important in our lives as we witnessed 

the gracious hearts of the Colombian people. Our journey exposed us to several severe 

contrasts, including: poverty and wealth; and great hope and great despair.  We 

experienced great faith in Jesus Christ. And we discovered a stronger sense of 

community; a greater graciousness in hospitality to the stranger; and a larger, loving 

welcome than we know in Canada. 

 

We experienced many “daunting challenges” 

and equally as many “wellsprings of hope.” 

 

We are now challenged to act on what we have 

learned from the Colombian people in our own 

country.  

 

We are excited about sharing our experience 

through presentations throughout the Synod.  

 

For further information please contact the 

synod office. 


