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ñI had an epiphany!ñ 

 

How many of us have heard these words exclaimed casually as the speaker talks about figuring out a Christmas 

gift, or realizing where they had misplaced their keys?  Epiphany has become something we can throw around of-

ten and easily- and so it only makes sense that the celebration of Epiphany seems more like an after-thought to 

Christmas than a further explanation of the story that has captured us all. 

 

As a professor from Luther Seminary pointed out, epiphany has a rather radical biblical use- epiphanies were 

thought of as God moments, times when the divine broke into the human world, in visions, through people, deeds, 

or oracles.  Epiphanies were the markers that God was doing things in the human world.  Epiphanies were under-

stood to be the time and place when the space between humans and God was absent. 

 

We recognize that on Christmas we celebrated Godôs great epiphany, the time when all that kept us far from God 

was forever removed.  In Jesusô birth into our world all that would keep us from knowing Godôs love was in-

stantly shattered, Godôs grace and mercy for all of creation took center stage as the heavenly host appeared to 

shepherds and Mary and Joseph held the baby Jesus in their arms. 

 

But as we enter into the season of epiphany, we do well to remember that Christmas was not the end; the space 

between us and God still gets incredibly thin sometimes.  This is the season of light, when we hear stories about 

the reaction of some of the early followers to this amazing birth.  Sometimes the light was too much to bear- and it 

could only be reacted to with violence, sometimes it was greeted with great joy.  And, so it is only natural for us to 

react in similar ways to the unfolding story.  The light of 

this season might make us a bit uncomfortable, as it 

shines in places we might rather keep in the shadows.  

The light of this season may also bring us great joy as 

we sense Godôs light beckoning us to head down paths 

as yet untrod- into new ministries and new adventures.  

 

Whatever this season brings to you and yours, I hope 

that it is a deeper understanding of epiphany than just 

the relief of finding a set of lost keys.  I trust that God 

has plans and adventures for our community that we 

cannot even begin to imagine.  May this season of light 

brighten the darkest of places and remind us once again 

that God is near. 

 

Grace and Peace, 

 

 Pastor Brooke Petersen     
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GREETINGS FROM CAROLYN  STYPKA 

  

Happy second day of Christmas!!! It is currently snowing in Kumamoto, Japan.  This is the first time it's been cold enough down 
here to do so this season. It's been snowing big, wet flakes for a couple of hours now, but nothing is sticking.  When I first realized 

it was snowy and not just rainy, I was happy.  My new friend, John, from Malaysia was remarking at our Christmas feast yesterday 
that he hopes he can see snow for the first time before he returns home in March.  His wish came true! :)  

 

A year ago this time, I was meeting my family at the Narita Airport.  It was wonderful, but a little hectic.  Two years ago at this 
time, I was having my first Christmas ever away from home, in my small and uncomfortable shoebox in Tokyo.  This year, 

however, is the first Christmas that really felt like Christmas to me.  I've had a very busy December (and November for that 

matter) and it's kept me active with Christmas parties, services, short trips, packages and purchasing of new long johns. Christmas 
Day, sitting around feasting in Jen and Rob's apartment, it really felt like Christmas.  Maybe it was the successful Polish 

mushroom soup I made, or having been up late the night before from church and talking with my family til late late late.  
 

Christmas Eve had me going to three different candle-incorporating services throughout the city.  The first was at Luther's Chapel, 

with all the kindergarten, junior high, high school and college teachers.  I had the minor tragedy of gettin' the loose candle on 
candleholder.  I made it through, no worries, but didn't listen much to the message.  The service was followed by a short party, 

with snacks and a bit of entertainment (some first year teachers were pressured into doing a comedy act, a small group of teachers 
sang a song, and then all of us sang the Hallelujah Chorus we'd been practicing the past two weeks with the students).  Next I 

attending Murozono's Christmas Eve service, full of songs, some baptisms, and new pen lights, which are decidedly not very 

exciting, despite their claim for being more safe.  Lastly, I attended and helped out at the Kumamoto International Christmas Eve 
service.  This was also full of lots of English Christmas songs, darkness, candles, and a really great message.  It was about the faith 

God has in us, and that we sometimes neglect, but is seen especially during Christmas through Joseph being told to raise 

Jesus.  After chatting with new and old friends afterwards, I came home and talked with my family via Skype as my father was 
serving up his famous omelets.  I acquired my mother's Rum Ball recipe, and talked til the wee hours of the night.  Thanks to a 

friend and her tip on the Japanese corn syrup (mizuame, for those looking) the rum balls were delicious the next day!  
 

Go back to last Wednesday, and I was up at 4:30 AM to get ready for morning caroling.  This is a Luther event only open to high 

school seniors.  We carol from a park downtown to school, stopping at some random corners, near by a shrine, a church, and the 
boys' and girls' dormitories.  Our school's chaplain, Che, then lead us in a morning devotion time, of which I understood a large 

portion of his sermon!!  We then all had breakfast together of dangojiro, a kind of winter dumpling soup and onigiris, rice 
balls.  The rest of the day were three Christmas reihai (worship service) for the different student groups.  This year, they brought 

back the Christmas skit (in Japanese, though there are rumors it was done in English previously) which hadn't been performed for 

at least a decade or so.  That, with some student song performances, the seriously beautiful rendition of Hallelujah Chorus (much 
better than just the teachers), another easy to understand message, a hand-bells performance, and my donning of a wreath pin 

really made it feel like Christmas.   

 
Tomorrow I leave for Beppu, the nearby onsen (hot springs) city in Oita Prefecture.  I'll be there on my own, relaxing, trying the 

sand and mud baths, and exploring the native monkey mountain.  I look forward to the rest and rejuvenation!  This has truly been a 
great holiday season so far.  I hope you all are doing well, and staying warm in these increasing cold nights.  As an official 

announcement, (family and some friends should already know this) I have been asked to extend my time in Japan for one year, and 

I have accepted it.  The ELCA was unable to fill one of the positions, and I will be staying for an extra year, until March of 

2012.  Although this decision process happened a bit of time ago now, it is still hard to face the realities of it at times.  I've already 

been sad as I felt a slight distance from dearest J3s Jen and Matt, as I will not be returning to the States on the same timeline 
anymore.  I believe accepting the extension will be right and good for me in the end.  But the third year of teaching will prove to 

have it's highs and lows like each year has.  It's hard to know if you are following your right path.  However, with a willing and 

happy heart, mind and spirit, I think it can't be wrong.   
 

In February Jen and I will receive our Japanese Proficiency Test results back.  Even if I don't pass the 3rd level out of 5, I think I 

won't mind.  The newly revised tests have made this 3rd level to be a better transitions between the quite easy low levels and 
extremely difficult upper ones.  There was a lot of words, grammar and kanji that I had never seen or studied before.  I found it 

exciting to see in such a concrete manner a glimpse of things I could know.  Soon after the exam, I finally bought myself a fancy 
electronic dictionary to further my studies.  Pray for palpable brain cells to absorb and then extract new information, and my laugh 

to remain strong.  Just this week my vice principal told me my strongest point in studying is laughing.  It's also my strongest point 

in my relationship with him, to laugh at his corny jokes I never understand.  
 

Love, Peace and Sand onsens,  

Carolyn Stypka 



This time it only took one day for more good news to arrive regarding IPLCôs Return To Sender 
campaign. 

 
Last month, we told the story of how we returned the World War II letters written by 1932 

Confirmation class member Mark A. Norcott to his family in Pennsylvania. The day after our story 

went to the printer to run in the December Tidings, a relative of one of Mr. Norcottôs Confirmation 
classmates sent us an e-mail. 

 

Candice Ahlstromer of California contacted us after seeing her fatherôs name appear on the IPLC 
website when she performed an Internet search. Candice was hoping to get the original V-Mail that 

her father had written to Pastor Joshua Oden during the war. 
  

Now that V-Mail, written by Magnus John Ahlstromer, has made another cross-country journey a 

little more than 67 years after he wrote it while on a ship in the middle of the ocean.  
 

Mr. Ahlstromerôs letter was featured in the July 2009 edition of the Tidings.  
 

The Ahlstromer family has become the 115th family to receive an interesting piece of the family 

history through the Return To Sender program. We need to find three more letter writers or the 
families to hit the halfway mark. We ñonlyò have 121 more families to locate. 

 

Hereôs hoping we hear from another letter-writerôs family shortly after this edition goes to press! 
  

--Ralph Greenslade 

 RETURN TO SENDER 

 3 

John Ahlstromer, 

Confirmation Class  

of 1932.  

Eighty years ago, IPLC and the rest of the nation was suffering from the Great Depression. Here is what was printed on the cover 

of the 14-page January 1931 edition of the Tidings: 

  
A HAPPY NEW YEAR! 

 
ñThe Irving Park Lutheran Church Tidingsò wishes to extend to its many readers a most Happy New Year! 

 

To some, the year 1930 was a troublesome year, and many are thankful that it has passed. The year 1931 has opened up much 
more hopeful. There is a bright outlook upon the horizon, and as the leaders of our country look out upon the commercial situation 

they give us the assurance that much better conditions are in store for us. 

 
In the realm of our church, 1930 was a banner year. We had our largest accession; we had our largest church attendance; we had a 

very marked increased interest on the part of our membership. Therefore, it is not with regret that we look back upon 1930, but 
rather with a feeling of deep gratitude to our Heavenly Father for His guidance and blessings. 

 

As we look forward to 1931, there are a number of things that we want to keep in mind: 1) The establishment of a family altar in 
every home ï and they are being established! 2) A regular church attendance ï and many have accepted this.  3) The development 

of the ñprayerful spirit,ò making in fact our 1931 slogan ñThe Church With the Prayerful Spirit.ò 
 

We wish to express our appreciation to our advertisers who have made our ñTidingsò possible, and urge that our membership, as 

far as possible, make their purchases from such who advertise in the ñTidings,ò and thus reciprocate with them for making it 
possible for us to issue this magazine. 

  

            --Ralph Greenslade 

 HISTORICALLY  SPEAKING  
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Thank you to everyone that helped with 

the Hanging of the Greens. Many hands 

make for little work. The fellowship is 

nice and itôs a fun way to start the New 

Year. The Sanctuary and Victory Hall 

look great. 

 

Please mark your calendar, for Janu-

ary 9th. Following worship, that day, 

we will take everything down. 

 

 Thanks,   Worship Team 

 

HANGING OF THE  GREENS 


