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Concordia Lutheran in Chicago is a 
small, urban congregation of about 

60 families with a big vision in com-
munity ministry. Concordia believes 
that the vitality of the urban Lutheran 
community is rooted in its outreach to 
the larger community through educa-
tion and service. The church created 
Concordia Avondale Campus as a 
ministry with an intentional focus on 

A small congregation witnesses  
in the community in a big way
By Brenda Swartz

the needs of the community beyond 
its members. 

It all started more than 25 years 
ago when three single mothers from 
the community approached Nicholas 
J. Zook, Concordia’s pastor, with an 
appeal for child-care help. They had 
little money and even fewer afford-
able child-care options. Even though 
they weren’t members, Concordia 

got involved and 
started its first child-
care center.

Jesus healed
The needs of the 
communities neigh-
boring Concordia 
are great: poverty, 
educational under-
achievement, lin-
guistic isolation, 
limited social 
services, no 
community-active 

Lutheran churches, and an extreme 
shortage of child care. Again in 
response to need the church pur-
chased a vacant Roman Catholic 
church and school, raised $8.5 mil-
lion for a construction project and 
expanded its mission to a second site. 

Concordia Avondale Campus’ 
programs are the tools used to wit-
ness to the community and lay the 
foundation for stronger connec-
tions between the residents and the 
Lutheran church.

Today with two sites, Concordia 
Avondale Campus children’s pro-
grams serve more than 300 children 
with full-day, year-round preschool 
and early learning (starting at 6 
weeks), after-school programs and 
full-day summer camp for children 
aged 6 to 12. A sliding tuition scale, 
weekly payment schedules and year-
round programming encourage a 
multifaceted diversity: economic, 
various family structures, racial and 
even religious. More than 70 percent 
of the families are subsidized in some 
way, 70 percent of the children are 
minorities, and more than 50 percent 
are being raised by a single parent.

Physical expansion gave the abil-
ity to serve multiple generations. 
While Concordia’s community pro-
grams started less than two years ago, 
they already provide:
• 25 youth with after-school activities 
such as gymnastics, martial arts and 
Homework Club.
• 70 adults with free classes in Eng-
lish as a second language, in partner-
ship with Truman College.
• 30 adults and seniors with fitness 
and exercise activities, and social and 

Concordia’s programs have a multi-
faceted diversity; its children have 
diverse economic, racial and religious 
backgrounds.

Concordia Avondale Campus. Continued on page D
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Return to your home, and declare 
how much God has done for you 
(Luke 8:39).

For we cannot keep from speaking 
about what we have seen and heard 
(Acts 4:20).

On April 26 the synod’s annual 
spring stewardship conference 

was held at the Lutheran School of 
Theology at Chicago. The annual 
event is co-sponsored by the Metro-
politan Chicago Synod and LSTC.

The seven-hour event incorpo-
rated two keynote speakers and eight 
breakout workshop sessions to help 
participants learn how to use the 
comprehensive stewardship resource 
Stories to Tell & Gifts to Share 
(Augsburg Fortress). The resource 
is designed to guide people toward 
a deeper understanding of God’s 
stories and story and to help people 
effectively share God’s good gifts.

Seventy-nine participants—six 
seminarians and 73 lay leaders and 
pastors representing 43 synod con-
gregations—experienced a narrative 
Scripture reading rendered by Wayne 
N. Miller, bishop, during worship.
Over lunch he described his meta-
phors for understanding stewardship.

In plenary sessions, they heard 
about stewardship and the narrative 
approach from Ed Kruse, ELCA 

director for stewardship, and how to 
implement the program from Keith 
Mundy, ELCA assistant director for 
stewardship.

Workshops on using the narrative 
approach and on implementing the 
program were offered following the 
plenary sessions. Participants prac-
ticed the narrative approach using 
resources from the program and 
learned about implementation as it 
related to their congregation.

Each student and congregation 
went home with a Stories to Tell & 
Gifts to Share stewardship resource 
program CD-ROM (ISBN 978-0-
8066-5377-8), generously underwrit-
ten by Thrivent Financial for Luther-
ans; a DVD describing the program 
that also includes comments from 
initial users; and program resources 
that included a sample narrative out-
line, a music CD and bookmarks with 
questions printed on them, written to 
generate storytelling.

For more information about stew-
ardship resources, contact Steve 
Homberg at the synod office (shom-
berg@mcselca.org or 773-248-
0021).  M

Steven L. Homberg
Homberg is associate to the bishop for steward-

ship development and oversight.

‘Stories to Tell & Gifts to Share’

The famous miracle story of 
the feeding of the 5,000 is, at its 
heart, a story that calls our atten-
tion to the question of how much 
is enough. In John’s telling of the 
tale, Jesus notices from the moment 
he sets eyes on the crowd coming 
toward him that these people have 
had more than enough—more than 
enough sickness, more than enough 
emptiness, more than enough frus-
tration and disappointment, more 
than enough empty religion.  

There was a great deal that they 
had had too much of and a great 
deal more that they had had too lit-
tle of, so before he could give them 
anything else, he knew that at least 
he needed to give them enough to 
eat.  

But to Philip, of course, provid-
ing enough for way too many was 
utterly preposterous. They could 
never provide enough!

But there was this boy who car-
ried a basket with five little barley 
cakes and a couple of bluegills—
hardly enough even to sustain his 
own family—but he decided to 
share it, nonetheless.

And, as the story goes, quite to 
everyone’s astonishment, there 
was enough. And we know there 
was enough not just because the 
Bible tells us so but because of the 
simple fact that when everyone was 
finished taking enough, there were 
12 whole baskets of leftovers to 
carry down the road and share with 
someone else who did not have 
enough.  

It is a story that bears witness to 
a most miraculous truth: namely, 
that the only way that “enough” 
can ever be measured is by measur-
ing the amount of FREEDOM you 
feel—the freedom you feel to share 
what is there.  M

Continued from page A

craft activities.
Because most of the people Con-

cordia Avondale Campus serves are 
not church members, Concordia 
Lutheran Church developed an evan-
gelical strategy that includes religious 
education, Lutheran witness and 
pastoral ministry to the community 
neighbors and families that attend the 
programs. As a result, this small con-

gregation has found a way to witness 
in the community in a big way.

If you or someone from your con-
gregation is interested in visiting or 
volunteering, please contact Zook at 
773-281-1225 or nzook@concor-
dia-chgo.org.  M

 Swartz is executive director,  
Concordia Avondale Campus
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