Latvia UMC Superintendent report to the Friends of Latvia – April, 2019 
I have been serving as Superintendent for three years. I am thankful to God for His presence and strength, as well to pastors and varied ministry leaders for their support and prayers.

I am very thankful also to our friends in the USA for their prayers, financial support and to the mission groups that are coming to Latvia to assist in different projects.

As usual, I have been participating in various ecumenical events in Riga and Liepaja. Last year, together with representatives from other denominations, I had an opportunity to meet the Catholic Pope and participate in a joint worship service.

Last year, I also took part in a big ecumenical event honoring Latvia's 100 years. Together with representatives from other denominations we prayed for Latvia. Many representatives from our congregations (pastors, members and choir singers) took part.

I have participated also in other ecumenical services and events in Riga, and to some I have delegated other pastors and church leaders. 

Many ecumenical activities have happened in this time frame in Liepaja city. Together with bishops and pastors from other denominations I serve at the religious affairs committee. We have organized many joint events during this time – Prayer breakfast, Conferences, Advent events, ecumenical worship services. We have had meetings with school directors, preschool leadership, management of the regional hospital, local government representatives and other leaders to foster development of Christian values in our city.
The latest initiative of Liepaja UMC was to organize monthly common prayers about Liepaja city with Christians from other denominations. One event has already taken place and the Bishop of Lutheran church also participated. 

We have organized several pastors' meetings to talk about current issues of our Church, to pray for one another, share in joys and struggle and to plan for the future. Such gatherings are very productive and sometimes help in searching for answers to challenging questions. 

Twice a year we try to organize a pastors' retreat. Usually it is for 3 days when we learn, share, pray and strengthen one another. This year a retreat is planned in April with two missionaries from England attending who will lead some lectures.

In November, we are planning a retreat for women and men together with Fairview UMC from TN.

One of our dreams is to organize a common trip to Israel in October for our pastors. It would be a very good experience for each of us.

Some of our pastors have been to Jerusalem, but most of them have not. Currently we are looking for the cheapest flights and are in prayers about it.

Several Administrative Board meetings have also taken place this past year, where we usually talk about topical issues of the Church, and think about development. The end of the year was a particularly challenging time. For a moment it seemed that we will not be able to pay the current pastors' payroll in November and December. The problem started from the fact that 4 of our congregations don't have a partner church and therefore no incoming payments to the Pastors' Salary Fund. The donations through Advance Special also had decreased last year. It all brought us to a challenging situation.

We all met with our Bishop Christian Alsted and talked about the situation. We made several decisions. Firstly, increase the payments of local churches into Pastors' Salary Fund. In November and December each congregation raised special donations to support our pastors. This year each congregation is continuing raising extra donations for the PSF.

In January, we organized a Conference, led by our Bishop Christian Alsted, where we talked about stewardship and financial management. Representatives from all of our churches took part.

We are grateful to our Bishop and to all of the supporters in Denmark and USA for their donations that helped us partly solve the problem. However, the task is not only to figure out how to balance our expenses and income, but also about securing salaries for all of our pastors this year.

Unfortunately, we can not talk about raising the salary level now due to our limited options. In Latvia, the minimal wage is 430 Euros. Pastors that are serving part-time, for example Kristine Rozefelde and Zinta Dzintara, receive around 250 Euros. It means that they need to look for additional work. It is not easy in all cases.

I have participated in all Camp Wesley Board meetings. The Board is very active to prepare the camp for various events this year. One of the top needs now is taking care of the electrical situation. Last year we had intermittent problems with having not enough electrical power. There are several options how to increase the allowed power, but it requires additional funding, which we lack right now.

This year several summer camps are being planned – Sunday school, teen, youth, and for the children who are not attending Sunday School. 

I am also a part of Board of the Ordained Ministry. Currently our ex-DS Gita Mednis is presiding over the Board. There are 5 members on the Board. Due to the fact that Lithuania UMC has a current lack of pastors, our Board of Ordained Ministry is supporting Lithuania and its DS Remigijus Matulaitis in solving varied complicated matters.

I have held several individual conversations with pastors and church leaders. I have also met the Office staff in Riga for several times.

This year, till the start of June, I plan visiting all Latvia UMC congregations and hold the yearly Church conferences. I would like to meet all of the Administrative Board members and leadership and talk about church development options, as well challenges and struggles.

Of course, I will continue talking about finances and how crucial is church participation in this. For some of our congregations it is not easy because they are small in number, and the overall economic situation in Latvia has not become much better lately.

One of the priorities of our Church is children and youth ministry. I am grateful to Vivita Kalnina and Austra Peltmane who are willing to take on the task of leading despite the small salary. We have received funding to cover this year's salary, but don't know if there will be any for next year. It is good to see that in some of our churches this ministry area has seen some growth, however in some congregations the number of youth and children has decreased. In some of the churches there is no youth ministry due to lack of leaders.

Thanks to Vivita Kalnina who has worked a lot this year to provide Sunday school teachers with materials and resources. Currently they are preparing for summer camps. We are in prayers that a sufficient number of shepherds and volunteers apply for the summer camps.
I am happy about the congregations that lately have experienced growth.
Thanks to pastor Zinta Dzintara, Kuldiga congregation is actively serving its community inside and outside the church. They have a laundry and shower ministry for surrounding community, as well, already for 8 months, a soup ministry. This project currently is active thanks mainly to its members' support. Special events for foster and guardian families have been organized for the last two years. Varied ministries for children, youth and adults are being organized in several sites in Kuldiga area. Although the congregation is not big, it is active and is already thinking about new additional projects.

Good work is ongoing at Tasi congregation where pastor Gunta Grina-Sologuba is serving. The congregation is organizing yearly events together with Matras UMC for families with more than 2 children, and they are very well attended. Twice a year all elderly residents of Tasi are being visited – they pray together, prepare them gifts and bring them encouragement through songs, poetry and God's Word.

The social outreach center is still a work in progress. It is due to be completed soon. It will definitely bring a lot of blessings to Tasi residents, especially to the needy.

A blessed work is happening also at Cesis UMC, where pastor Kristine Rozefelde is serving. Thanks to Kristine's energy and passion, the congregation is growing spiritually and is continually ready for new challenges. Kristine and her husband Oskars took part in a mission trip to Africa this year. After coming back she shared their experiences with our pastors and several UM congregations in Latvia. As a result, several people were called to knit some things for children in Africa, as well as raise donations for their education.

Many blessed things have happened at Liepaja UMC, also. There have been several outreach ministries to reach people with the Gospel.  By the initiative of the church, monthly prayers for Liepaja city are being held where people from other denominations are also invited. The congregation is actively participating in varied ecumenical events.
Pastor Vera Titovica, despite many challenges, is still continuing a blessed ministry at Liepa After school program. It brings much blessings because many of the children are from needy families, and this program gives them an opportunity to enjoy a hot meal, prepare their homework and learn about God.

There are blessed ministries ongoing also at other congregations. 

Matras and Paplaka congregations, served by Janis Grunte, are  struggling a little right now. We are grateful to our friends in USA for the funds raised to buy a car for the pastor. I am hopeful that Janis will acquire the driver's license soon and will be able to buy the car. It would help Janis' ministry and, hopefully, also the development of the congregations he serves. Janis Grunte is working also on UMC in Latvia website, preparing updates on UMC in Latvia for everyone to read.

Biggest challenges and needs:
Every congregation has its challenges and needs. I will touch only the biggest needs. 

1. Pastors' salary issue. We would like to keep our current pastors at their serving areas to make sure that church development continues. However, it mostly depends on whether we are able to secure their salary at least partly. Some of the pastors are already thinking about another secular job position, which would mean that they would have less time left for ministry. Therefore, we would be grateful for any support of the Pastors' Salary Fund.  
2. We still need additional partner churches.
Liepa Russian is one of the congregations that is in great need of a partnering church. It would be great if we would be able to find a partner church also for Liepa After school program, where Vera Titovica is doing a very blessed work by teaching and feeding many children whose parents are poor. Execution of the program and paying monthly utility bills requires money. 

Tasi and Paplaka churches also would need a partner church. 

3. Jelgava congregation is facing a great challenge ahead of them regarding the building they are renting from a Lutheran church. 
The Lutheran church has decided to put the building for auction after the current rent contract is up at the end of April. Jelgava congregation has been offered to buy the building for 100,000 EUR, otherwise it will get auctioned. Hence, if the Jelgava UMC is not able to buy the premises, it  would need to look for other premises in Jelgava where to hold worship services, Sunday school classes and do other ministries. 
4. Liepaja UMC is thankful that it has its church building. However the heating system is still causing stress. Last year they managed to do some minor renovation work to lower the heating bills in heating season. To completely renovate the whole system, the church would need ca. 18,000 EUR. The congregation is slowly raising funds on its own, but would be thankful for any additional donation. 
5. The wooden building in Riga, next to Riga First UMC, is still a huge challenge for UMC in Latvia. 
Currently a project to dismantle the building is being approved. A lot of preparation work is still to be accomplished. The dismantle could cost around 50,000 EUR. Also, the contract with the city's authorities requires that we rebuild the building in near future after it has been dismantled. The building is in a critical condition and is not safe for the neighborhood, thus needs urgent attention. 

I express my continued gratitude to God for all opportunities that He offers our Church and to all of our friends in USA and Europe who are praying for us and support us in so many ways. It is a great blessing for our Church growth.
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