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Every year from January 18 through 25, Christians around the world and of many different 
denominations participate in the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.  Technically, of course, it’s 
an octave, composed of eight days, so it sometimes covers two Sundays, giving some flexibility 
to the preachers like me who want to address it from the pulpit.  I always look forward to this 
week every year.  Most years, I go to hear someone else preach on the subject at the Church 
Council of Greater Seattle’s annual worship service.  This year, Connie and I decided that I’d 
had way too many evenings away from home in the past two weeks, so I skipped that pleasure.  
But I’m always glad to preach on the occasion myself, too.  I’ve been a committed ecumenist 
since before I knew the word.  As I’ve mentioned before, my faith journey, predominantly 
Baptist, also includes three years of Anglican chapel services in the Church of England schools I 
attended when my family of origin lived in the U.K. from 1966 through 1969.  In 1983, I 
committed what would have been an unthinkable act in my family just a few years before by 
marrying a Roman Catholic.  (By the way, it remained an unthinkable act in her family for a few 
years after our marriage).  And I’ve worked in ecumenical artistic settings including the steering 
committee of the Interfaith Education through the Arts program at Speed Art Museum in 
Louisville, A.D. Players in Houston, and Seattle’s Taproot Theatre Company.  I’ve taught and 
mentored students for two Catholic universities, a Baptist seminary, and an ecumenical 
seminary.  I’ve led two sizable social service organizations with an ecumenical base; one as 
executive director and one as board president.  And for the last few years, I’ve done a good deal 
of my scripture study with an ecumenical group that currently includes an Episcopalian, a 
Methodist, and a Quaker. 
 
So I am very interested indeed in the idea of Christian Unity.  I’m a firm believer in the notion 
that if more Christians paid attention to the unity for which Jesus prayed, the unity which Paul 
taught in his famous image of the body made up of many parts, each of which was just as 
important to the whole as the next, we would have a much more peaceful, joyous, and loving 
world.  I’ve been blessed in my life to see how Christian unity can work to bring people together 
across national boundaries and denominational lines.  Sadly, I’ve also experienced in my life 
how theological differences can rip people apart.  The seminary where I earned my masters in 
divinity was indisputably changed and, in the opinion of many, badly damaged by theological 
differences that were allowed to create disunity instead of being embraced as diversity.  The 
denomination which was my spiritual home for decades was sundered by those differences as 
well.  But the promise of Christian unity continues to be lifted up for me in our Evergreen 
Association, where believers and congregations of differing beliefs, practices, and ethnicities 
come together to work for the common good and to celebrate the mighty works of God. 
 
That all Christians are “Called to Proclaim the Mighty Acts of the Lord” is the theme of this 
year’s Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, as promoted by the World Council of Churches and 
the Vatican.  As has been the practice for many years, the theme is chosen by the gathered 
churches of one particular country which provides information on how the ecumenical 
imperative is being worked out in its territory.  This year, the country is Latvia.  If you’re a little 
fuzzy on where exactly that is, here are some geographical clues.  Latvia is the middle of the 
three so-called Baltic States, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, which are separated from 
Scandinavia by the Baltic Sea to their west and bordered on their east by Russia or Belarus or 
both.  About the size of West Virginia, with a climate similar to New England, Latvian history is 
marked by long periods of domination by the would-be imperial powers in its vicinity: Russia, 
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Germany, and Sweden.  Indicative of the high level of culture in Latvia as well as its continued 
place under Russia’s thumb, two of Latvia’s most famous sons are generally referred to as 
Russians: the great ballet dancer, Mikhail Baryshnikov, and the pioneering film director, Sergei 
Eisenstein.  A third, modern artist Mark Rothko, immigrated to the U.S. before he was 10. 
 
My friend Susanne Kromberg told me about a bit of Latvian history the other day that helped 
bring some things into perspective for me.  A Latvian friend of hers told her one day that 
although Latvia had been invaded by the Nazis in World War II and although nearly 200,000 
Latvians lost their lives, including approximately 75,000 Jews slaughtered by the Nazis, Latvians 
didn’t count Hitler as the most evil of their historic opponents.  “You have to remember,” this 
Latvian reportedly said, “we had Stalin.”  It is estimated that some 35,000 Latvians were 
deported or killed by Stalin during a Soviet occupation prior to the Nazi invasion and that 
another 190,000 were deported after the war, including 43,000 in one month.  An additional 
250,000 Latvians fled to the West immediately after the war with nearly 100,000 returned by 
their hoped-for sanctuaries to face the wrath of Stalin. 
 
All this coming and going and slaughter has left Latvia with a dramatically divided population.  
Over a quarter of Latvian citizens are ethnically Russian.  Thanks to centuries of German 
influence, over one-third of the population are Lutherans, while a quarter are Roman Catholic 
and not quite twenty percent are Orthodox or “Old Believers,” a sect formed by a schism in 
Russian Orthodoxy in 1666.  Other Protestants make up a tiny minority of about 1%, slightly 
larger than the percentage of Muslims or Jehovah’s Witnesses in the United States.  About 20% 
of the populace claim no religious affiliation. 
 
Given these facts, the idea that there should be an ecumenical movement in Latvia at all is fairly 
impressive.  Leaders in Latvia from the Catholic, Orthodox, Lutheran and Baptist churches 
regularly address a common message to the country on issues of ethics or social justice. The 
leaders of the different churches also join together during the celebration of the most important 
remembrance days and holidays for Latvians. These same leaders meet together annually in the 
Spiritual Affairs Council at which the Prime Minister presides.  The churches of Latvia report 
that there is a genuine friendship between these Christian leaders and among many priests and 
pastors at the parish level as well.  For these Christians and many others, the divisions of 
centuries or decades past are able to be forgotten in true spiritual fellowship.  Cross-
denominational marriages are becoming more common and the daily spiritual life of the average 
Latvian is enriched by ecumenical programming on the Latvian State Radio. 
 
On the other hand, some barriers to Christian unity remain and some old wounds continue to 
fester.  There is no official national council of churches in Latvia.  The progress that has been 
made in ecumenism is entirely due to personal relationships among national denominational 
leaders, parish priests and pastors, and individual believers.  Ecumenists are a relatively small 
group and, according to the report issued through the World Council of Churches, “many 
Christians remain either indifferent or even antagonistic to (ecumenical relations).” 
 
Perhaps the most serious challenge to Christian unity in Latvia is the continued tension between 
the Latvian Orthodox Church, which is subject to the Patriarch of Moscow, and other Latvians in 
general.  Just this Wednesday, Latvians celebrated the 25th anniversary of their independence 



From Latvia with Love 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 1/24/2016 3 
 

from the Soviet Union.  According to an Associated Press report, even as the Latvians joyously 
waved flags, laid wreaths, and marched in parade, there was concern over the future.  “Some 
Latvians are wary of a new perceived threat as neighboring Russia has been increasing its 
military presence in the region — and violating Baltic airspace — since it annexed Crimea in 
2014.”  With Orthodox Christians at least nominally loyal to a Russian bishop, they are seen as 
possible allies to a national enemy in much the same way that indigenous Christians are seen by 
some in the Middle East or that Muslims are seen by some in this country. 
 
For Latvian Christians, then, it is vitally important to have a focus in faith over against 
theological points or differences in worship.  This is the genesis of their selection of this year’s 
theme, “Called to Proclaim the Mighty Acts of the Lord.”  When custom in the form of liturgical 
practice and polity or viewpoint in theology separate Christians, we can find common ground in 
our shared heritage in the salvation history of God’s people.  All Christians can recognize that 
the stories of Jesus and his disciples in the New Testament are, in a deeply meaningful way, our 
stories.  This brings us together, gives us the grounds to overcome our differences and allows us 
to think of ourselves as a unified people or, in the words of Dr. King that I often use, the Beloved 
Community.  And this is, in fact, part of the message of I Peter.  As our Latvian brothers and 
sisters write: “St Peter tells the early Church that in their search for meaning prior to 
encountering the Gospel they were not a people. But through hearing the call to be God’s chosen 
race and receiving the power of God’s salvation in Jesus Christ, they have become God’s 
people.” 
 
The message from the churches of Latvia continues: “In the shared sacred texts of the Bible, we 
hear of God’s saving acts in salvation history: leading his people out of slavery in Egypt, and the 
great mighty act of God: the raising of Jesus from the dead, which opened new life to all of us. 
As Christians seeking the unity of the Body of Christ we are all called to recognize the mighty 
acts of God in our own lives and the life of the Church.”  I think we can recognize the truth of 
this for Good Shepherd Baptist Church.  It is in our shared history that we find many of the ties 
that bind us together.  Many of us share similar baptismal memories.  All of us remember the 
moment that we found this particular body of believers and felt that we had found our spiritual 
home.  Some remember shared experiences in the Bernie Turner years or the Chuck Elven years 
or the times when Jerry Sutton was pastor or Joyce Lawlor.  We continue to build those shared 
memories whenever we gather as a people for worship or learning or fun.  We are forged as a 
people by our shared experiences. 
 
It is the most powerful of these shared experiences that the author of I Peter and our Latvian 
friends refer to when they say that we are called to proclaim the mighty acts of God.  What is a 
mighty act?  I think it’s important to note that Peter and the Latvians are not speaking here of 
acts of human power and especially not of military might.  (By the way, wouldn’t that make a 
great name for a rock group?  Peter and the Latvians?)  Given the current tension in Latvia over 
sabre-rattling by the Russians and who might or might not be sympathetic to a Russian incursion, 
focusing on feats of muscularity and martial exercise would bring the opposite of unity.  It’s 
important to note that in the Greek of the New Testament, the word used for mighty is aretē, a 
word which usually connotes “moral excellence or virtue,” and secondarily is associated with the 
miraculous.  The acts of God that have made a people out of a group of strangers scattered 
around the world are acts of miraculous goodness, kindness, love, and beauty.  The acts of God 



From Latvia with Love 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 1/24/2016 4 
 

that have made a people out of the various churches in Latvia or the acts of God that have made a 
people out of the wanderers that have settled into fellowship in this congregation are the acts to 
which we point when we say, “This is when my life miraculously changed for the better.” 
 
We have those stories of individual miracle that we sometimes share together.  In my youth, we 
called them testimonies.  We sometimes share them formally here in our Sunday School hour, 
although it’s been a while since we’ve done that.  We also share them over meals or beverages or 
games as we relax together.  And then there are the stories of mighty acts of God that we can all 
point to together, having shared the experience.  Most of us here travelled together through the 
astonishing series of events that led our little church to pull off construction of a multi-million 
dollar housing facility, in large part because we all believed it was what God was calling us to 
do.  And, yes, there were plenty of human agents that made that accomplishment possible: our 
friends at ABHOW and Beacon Development and Walsh Construction that caught the vision to 
which God had called us.  But can anyone honestly say that they didn’t feel the movement of 
God in the realization of what should have been for our little church an impossible dream?  Or 
what about the way that the long-hoped-for preschool seemed to suddenly materialize in our 
building along with the donated resources to properly house them, completing work that had 
begun in our building over forty years ago?  Yes, the situation was right, there were willing 
helpers, but I’m ready to call it a mighty act of God.  Our identity as the people of God is 
strengthened by these nearly inexplicable stories. 
 
I spent the majority of Friday and Saturday at Camp Burton meeting with leaders from around 
the Evergreen Association of American Baptist Churches.  We shared stories there of the mighty 
acts of God, too: About how so many regions in ABC life have been damaged by disagreement 
over theology and practice; about how ABC of the Northwest seemed destined to suffer similar 
pain only to arrive at an unexpected solution; about how churches that had and still have broad 
differences of theology agreed to come together in Evergreen out of respect for each other’s 
traditional Baptist liberties.  Now we are preparing to move into a new phase of the life of our 
region as our founding executive minister, Rev. Dr. Marcia Patton, prepares for retirement and 
we begin to form succession plans and to prepare for a search committee.  There will be new 
stories of mighty acts of God in the future of Evergreen, I am sure of it. 
 
My sisters and my brothers, we have experienced miraculous, life-giving acts of love in our lives 
as individuals and together as Good Shepherd Baptist Church.  We celebrate, when we read our 
Bibles or study Church History, the mighty acts of God across the life of the Children of Israel 
and the Church, the Body of Christ, made up primarily of gentiles grafted into the tree of 
blessing.  We sing our celebration – “Since love is Lord of heaven and earth, how can I keep 
from singing?” or “I love to tell the story of unseen things above, of Jesus and his glory, of Jesus 
and his love.”  But celebration and singing isn’t enough.  We are called to go to our neighbors 
and to proclaim the mighty acts of God who brought us out of darkness into marvelous light.  We 
may do that with words, if necessary, as Francis of Assisi famously said.  But better still if we 
proclaim God’s acts of love with loving acts of our own, if we make up our minds to be a 
blessing to everyone we meet each day, with kindness, with a smile, with a listening ear, with a 
tender heart.  That is how we will continue to grow into our calling as God’s people.  That is how 
we will invite others into the Beloved Community.  That is how we will be indeed a chosen race, 
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a royal priesthood, a holy nation.  For the calling of God to love our neighbors and for the Spirit 
of God which equips us to live into that calling, thanks be to God! 


