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by Roger Sonnenberg

Internet dating offers Christian 
singles some new possibilities—
and calls for some caution, too.

1010 CHRISTIAN OR MUSLIM:
WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?
by Alvin J. Schmidt

It may be more popular to talk
about what Christians and Muslims
have in common,but we need to
know the differences between the
two faiths as well.

AFTER THE TSUNAMI:TEARS AND RELIEF
by Joe Isenhower Jr.

Missouri Synod Lutherans send aid and a 
message of “Christ-centered mercy”to those
devastated by the South Asia tsunami.
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Letters

when the CIA, British Intelligence,
Egyptian Intelligence, the former
Clinton Administration, and two or
three other intelligence sources all
said with certainty that Iraq had
such weapons. It would seem that
Dr. Oie owes the president an apol-
ogy. Because President Bush relied
on apparently flawed information
from these sources doesn’t mean
that he lied.

Rev. Earl W. Elowsky
Hillman, Mich.

DR. OIE SAYS THE IRAQI PEOPLE CONSIDER

us intruders. I have heard a number
of men who served in Iraq say the
general public appreciates what we
have done. I’m inclined to believe a
serviceman rather than the liberal
anti-Bush media.

Emogene Davis
Oakhurst, Calif.

The ‘gimmees’
I REALLY ENJOYED YOUR ARTICLE,
“Defeating the ‘Gimmees’” (Dec.
’04). I teach at a Lutheran school
and was dismayed at how few of
the students actually celebrate
Advent. Could we get permission to
copy this article to distribute to
parents before Advent begins next
year?

Tamra Jurchen

As indicated on our table of
contents page (see the small print),
“Reproduction of a single article or
column for parish use only does
not require permission of The
Lutheran Witness. ...” Lutheran
schools certainly are free to use the

AS I READ “BUSH, KERRY AND THE

Christian Voter” (Oct. ’04), I kept
looking for a strong Christian state-
ment. The deleted paragraph
(“Letters,” Dec. ’04) would have
provided this. It disturbs me that we
are willing to withhold biblical
teachings based on legal opinions
and concerns over our tax-exempt
status.

Ron Hietsch
New Castle, Pa.

RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS HAVE EVERY

right and responsibility to take
stands on the moral issues we con-
front, whether it is abortion, the
death penalty, poverty, or a myriad
of other issues. However, they
should not be in the business of
telling their members who to vote
for. No one party or person has all
the right answers. It is up to each of
us as Christians to look at the candi-
dates as a whole and prayerfully
determine which will further God’s
will here on earth. It is possible for
two people to do this and come to
opposite conclusions. It is also pos-
sible that neither of them would
have made the wrong choice.

Philip Droege
Silver Spring, Md.

Iraq and WMDs

I AM A LITTLE SURPRISED THAT YOU

included in the December “Letters”
the letter from Dr. Thomas Oie. It is
beyond me that a doctor of the
church accuses the president of the
United States of lying about the
“weapons of mass destruction,”

The church and politics

If we cannot link [our] beliefs to candi-
dates, so be it. But we can still state our
beliefs and let people decide in their
hearts whether to follow them as they
vote.

Ron Borkey
Mineral Wells, Texas

articles as well. We’re pleased you
found this one to be especially
useful.—Ed.

THE SENTENCE IN “DEFEATING THE

‘Gimmees’” that begins, “Before
your children open presents on
Christmas Eve or Christmas morn-
ing ...” should have read in big bold
letters, “GO TO CHURCH!”

Dorothea Jaster
Torrance, Calif.

A plea for sensitivity

THANK YOU FOR THE WORK YOU ARE

doing in behalf of The Lutheran
Church—Missouri Synod. The
Lutheran Witness contains many
fine features that promote the
Gospel, enrich the faith of its read-
ers and give needed information
on current topics and events.

Please note, however, that the
artwork with the November
“Searching Scripture” does not
serve in the best interest of a
church body that is seeking to be
ablaze with the Gospel and reach
more and more people of different
cultures and backgrounds. The
picture of Adam and Eve in the
garden, so white, so Caucasian,
looks like it came from the
Sunday-school pictures of the
1940s and ’50s. I know it’s not
meant to, but for many it perpetu-
ates a “white” image of the
Christian faith and works against
our mission effort that the Gospel
is for all people.

I know there are photographs
of people of color in the Witness—
many more than years ago. And
for that I thank you and applaud
your efforts. Please, in the future,
in your art work, be more sensitive
in your ministry to the whole
church, and keep in mind the
growing ethnic diversity of the
LCMS and the goal of worldwide
outreach with the Gospel.

Rev. Ty Miles
Portland, Ore.

THE LUTHERAN WITNESS
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Doubts and fears

I JUST FINISHED READING THE ARTICLE BY

Craig Parrott in the December issue
of The Lutheran Witness (“Doubt,
Fears and Faith”) and want to tell you
that the article was a great comfort to
me. I cannot tell you of the countless
times I have had doubts and fears
about my faith and thought that I
wasn’t a “very strong Christian.” I
plan to keep this article to refer back
to when I feel I really need it. Thank
you for such a wonderful article!

Dawn Rouswell
Vernon, Texas

‘A beautiful illustration’

MY THANKS TO WHOEVER WAS RESPONSIBLE

for choosing such a beautiful illustra-
tion of Mary and the infant Jesus to
grace the cover of our December
Lutheran Witness. Let’s have some
more of this beautiful Christian art.

Rev. Mark Smith
Crestwood, Mo.

WHAT A BEAUTIFUL DECEMBER COVER!
I’d love the info on the artist so I can
have a copy for my home. I’m sure I’m
not the only reader with this idea!
How better to keep the spirit of
Christmas displayed all year!

Brenda Hantsche
Arlington, Texas

The artist is Morgan Weistling;
the title of the artwork is “Kissing
the Face of God.” For information on
art prints, contact Visions of Faith,
(800) 853-1352, or go to
www.millpond.com on the Web.—Ed.

We welcome letters that 
comment on articles in
The Lutheran Witness. Letters
may be edited for length and
clarity. Send letters to “Letters,”
c/o The Lutheran Witness, 
1333 S. Kirkwood Road, 
St. Louis, MO 63122-7295; or 
send them via e-mail to
Lutheran.Witness@LCMS.org.
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THE LUTHERAN WITNESS

by Joe Isenhower Jr.

T his is my house. The waves
came. Now I have nothing,” a
Sri Lankan woman told us in

makeshift sign language.
Her voice cracked and quivered

as she spoke, but we could at first

understand only what she could get
across with her hands. Three of us
from The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod were on a beach
near Colombo, capital of the island
nation where some 30,000 died as a
result of the Dec. 26 South Asia
tsunami.

Rev. Matthew Harrison, Rev. John
Temple, and I traveled there last
month for a first-hand look at the
tsunami’s aftermath and to meet
with local Lutheran-church leaders.
Harrison is executive director of
LCMS World Relief/Human Care;
Temple, pastor of Village Lutheran

Indranil Mukherjee/AFP/Getty Images
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Church, Ladue, Mo., is a member of
the Synod’s Board for Mission
Services and a former missionary to
Sri Lanka.

The woman on the beach was able
to tell us more through an interpreter.
Her son, who is developmentally
disabled, was hospitalized after being
tossed nearly to death by the waves.
Her home and business had been
destroyed.

Lutheran relief efforts
How can Lutheran Christians

begin to imagine the grief and uncer-
tainty of those affected by the death
or unknown whereabouts of some
272,000 people or of five million left
homeless after the earthquake and
tsunami in South Asia?

On the other hand, humanitarian
response worldwide has been
unprecedented. Some $4 billion had
been pledged by Jan. 15 by govern-
ments and international development
banks. Relief agencies had seen
record donations—more than $5
million to Lutheran World Relief in
Baltimore, for example, and $1.5
million to St. Louis-based LCMS
World Relief/Human Care.

LCMS President Gerald Kieschnick
urged Missouri Synod Lutherans to
consider opportunities for donating
to tsunami relief. “In addition and of
great importance,” Kieschnick said,
“is the need for our daily prayers for
divine guidance, hope, comfort, and
renewal in the lives of those so
deeply devastated by this horrific
disaster.”

Thrivent Financial for Lutherans
offered $3 million to Lutheran World
Relief (LWR)—$1 million in an out-
right gift and $2 million in funds to
match tsunami-related contributions
to LWR from Thrivent members. 
The Marvin M. Schwan Charitable
Foundation made $100,000 in match-
ing funds available to LCMS World
Relief/Human Care. As this Lutheran
Witness was being prepared, Hans
Springer of the LCMS Foundation
said that the Schwan grant had been

Top and bottom photos by Matthew Harrison
Center photo by Joe Isenhower Jr.
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Rev. Ranjith Fernando, president
of the Lutheran Church in Sri
Lanka, and his wife were among
1,000 who died when tsunami
waves overtook the train known
as “The Queen of the Sea.” 

A young girl resident of a refugee
camp at a seaside fishing village
plays on tracks the tsunami twisted
like a spaghetti strand. 

On the cover:
Sri Lankans at a
seaside fishing
village walk where
there were once
houses and other
buildings—now just
rubble after the
Dec. 26 tsunami.
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completely matched. An LWR repre-
sentative speculated that the same
might have been true for the
Thrivent grant.

Working together, LCMS World
Mission and LCMS World Relief have
sent joint assessment teams to Sri
Lanka and Indonesia to help develop
ways the Synod can respond to sur-
vivors’ needs—physical and spiritu-
al, immediate and long-term.
Additional teams are to be sent later.

Indonesia and Sri Lanka have
reported the most casualties from
the tsunami.

Dr. Herbert Hoefer, leader of the
Sri Lanka assessment team and
regional director for India and Sri
Lanka with LCMS World Mission,
told of an encounter his team had
with one tsunami survivor.

“I asked one lady in her early 20s
who had lost her younger brother
why she thought this tragedy had
happened,” Hoefer wrote in an early
report.

“She responded in terms of the
belief in karma that is part of Bud-
dhism,” Hoefer continued. “‘All the
good people have been taken away,
and only the bad people are left,’”
he said she replied.

“Many of the survivors have no
knowledge or assurance of eternal
salvation through faith in Christ
Jesus, our Lord and Savior,”
President Kieschnick said a few days
after the tsunami struck. “Pray that
our proclamation of the Good News
of Christ will touch lives that have
been and continue to be shattered by
bad news, even devastating news.”

In Sri Lanka, where more than

30,000 died from the tsunami, 69
percent of its 19 million inhabitants
are Buddhist, 15 percent Hindu, 
8 percent Muslim, and 8 percent
Christian. One nickname for the
country, about the size of West
Virginia and located off the southern
tip of India, is “India’s Teardrop.”

‘Christ-centered mercy’
As the three of us toured a small

portion of the devastation, LCMS
World Relief’s Harrison noted that
indigenous Lutheran leaders in Sri
Lanka “can carry the aid and mes-
sage of Christ-centered mercy” to
their country folk.

We drove a 75-mile stretch of
coastal highway from Colombo to
Galle, where the walls of a 17th-
century Fort built by Dutch settlers

failed to stop the tsunami waves
that took hundreds of lives there.

The tsunami’s destructive force
was evident along the way, as it had
leveled homes and everything else
but the palm trees, even lifting rail-
road tracks to drop them in spaghet-
ti-like disarray.

Once-bustling fishing villages
looked like tropical ghost towns.
Pieces of wrecked boats stuck out

of the ground, and only pads of stone
remained where houses once stood. 

Through an interpreter, a fisher-
man named Dixon told Harrison it
was beyond his imagination why
God would allow such destruction.
He said he had never heard the
word “tsunami” before this one hit. 

Harrison told the fisherman that
God loves him and that Jesus came
to live and die for him.

At Telwatte—the place appeared
to be at least a half mile from the
beach—we saw hundreds of people
inspecting what remained of a pas-
senger train named “The Queen of
the Sea.”

“This is it,” said Rev. Rudge
Pereira, a Lutheran minister who
accompanied us and served as our
interpreter. “Ranjith Fernando died
here.”

THE LUTHERAN WITNESS

For how to donate to tsunami
relief through LCMS World Relief/
Human Care, see “Lutherans
sending aid to victims of South
Asia tsunami” on page 14.—Ed.

Rev. Matthew Harrison (left) and Rev. Rudge
Pereira speak with the woman  who lost her
home and her business to the tsunami.

Rev. John Temple, a former Synod missionary, talks with pastors in the Lanka
Lutheran Church about the Sri Lankan church’s work following the tsunami.

       



Fernando and his wife, Darshini,
were among the 1,000 people who
were riding the train or had climbed
aboard for safety when tsunami
waves knocked the train off its
tracks—some cars tumbled for four
rotations and several slammed into
buildings. Workers were reassem-
bling the train on the tracks as we
joined the onlookers.

Rev. Ranjith Fernando was presi-
dent of the Lutheran Church in Sri
Lanka, a small emerging church
body. Just last year, he finished
translating The Book of Concord
into Sinhala, the language of the
Sinhalese—one of two primary
ethnic groups in Sri Lanka. The
Lutheran Heritage Foundation, an
LCMS “recognized service organiza-
tion,” funded the translation project. 

“The tsunami caused a void in
Lutheranism when Ranjith died,”
Temple said.

Partners
At Immanuel Lutheran Church 

in Colombo the day after our drive
down the coast, we met with
President Michael Sivalingam and
other leaders of the Lanka Lutheran
Church, a partner church with the
Missouri Synod.

Sivalingam told Harrison that
members of his church body were
preparing to deliver to northeast-
coast villages aid supplies they had
collected in their communities or
had bought with a $10,000 grant
from LCMS World Relief /Human
Care.

“It just makes sense for our part-
ner Lutherans to work in this area,”
Harrison said. He explained that the
inhabitants of the northeast coast
are Hindu and Muslim Tamils—
Tamils are the other primary Sri
Lankan ethnic group—who may be
less likely to receive aid from the
Buddhist-majority government. 

The Lanka Lutheran Church is
primarily Tamil. 

“Our disaster partnership with

LCMS World Mission and LCMS
partner churches is long over-
due,” Harrison said.

“There are numerous chal-
lenges as we move forward, but it
will be key for us to work togeth-
er to pinpoint specific villages
where we are able to work and
preferably establish long-term
relationships over the years, not
only from the initial stages of
disaster response, but also on
into sustainable projects that will
continue to be beneficial to the
communities for many years to
come.”

Harrison said that because the
tsunami’s destruction is so severe
and widespread throughout
South Asia, the record amounts
in gifts already collected “are
really just a drop in the bucket”
needed for recovery. Recovery
efforts, he estimates, “need to go
on for at least another 10 years.”

“In the past,” Harrison
explained, “relief aid from the
Synod was simply spent through
our partner Lutheran World Relief,
Baltimore (LWR), with whom LCMS
World Relief is often confused.”

He described LWR as “an inter-
Lutheran international relief and
development agency that often
partners with numerous non-gov-
ernmental organizations in relief,
human rights, and sustainable devel-
opment projects.” 

“Through support of LWR, LCMS
World Relief [disproves] the idea
that the LCMS does not cooperate
with others,” Harrison said.

A portion of tsunami-relief funds
gathered by LCMS World Relief for
tsunami relief are going to LWR’s
tsunami-relief campaign, “Wave of
Giving.” During the past year, LCMS
World Relief also supported LWR
with an additional $1 million in
donations.

Harrison noted that “LWR’s man-
date is not evangelization, nor can it
be.” He added, though, that “the
partnership of LCMS World

Relief/Human Care, LCMS World
Mission, and our indigenous part-
ners keeps relief and proclamation
together. It fulfills our mandate to
correlate Christian compassion and
Word and Sacrament ministry. We
see that as crucial.

“It also builds the capacity of our
LCMS partner church,” he added.

“Our Lord converted people’s
hearts as He healed them,” Harrison
said. “So our acts of compassion
need to be accompanied with care
for people’s souls. We pray that 
the Holy Spirit will accomplish that
as we work to bring relief to the
millions of those affected by the
tsunami.”

FEBRUARY 2005Photo by Joe Isenhower Jr.

Joe Isenhower Jr. is news
editor for The Lutheran
Witness.

Rev. Matthew Harrison and W. Nehal Gamini, a
fisherman in a Sri Lankan coastal village battered
by the tsunami, inspect a fishing net. Gamini gave
Harrision a crucifix that had hung on a wall in his
house and had withstood the giant waves.
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by Alvin J. Schmidt

A lthough they “have some
differing perspectives on
Jesus’ life and teachings,”

Muslims and Christians “have more
in common than we think.” So says
an opinion piece that was published
in a number of U.S. newspapers just
before Christmas.

“It is well known, particularly in
this holiday season, that Christians
follow the teachings of Jesus,” says
the article, written by Ibrahim
Hooper of the Washington-based
Council on American-Islamic
Relations. Hooper adds, “What is
less well understood is that Muslims
also love and revere Jesus as one of
God’s greatest messengers to
mankind.”

In these days of “political correct-

ness,” it is not unusual to see such
articles—and even news reports—
that fail to tell the whole story about
Islam. So, we are left to wonder:
What is the real nature of Islam?
How do Islam’s teachings differ
from Christianity?

Christians ought to know the
answers. Here are some important
questions about Islam, along with an
honest and evangelical response.

Is the Quran the only
source of authority for
Muslims?

It is helpful for Christians to know
that for Muslims the Quran (114
chapters, called “suras”) is not the
only source of authority. Two other
sources have essentially the same
authority. They are the Hadith (say-

CHRISTIAN
OR MUSLIM:

It may be more popular to talk about what
Christians and Muslims have in common

but we need to know the differences between
the two faiths as well.

A Mujahadeen fighter reads the 
Quran outside his bunker in 

the city of Fallujah, Iraq.

CHRISTIAN
OR MUSLIM:
WHAT’S THE
DIFFERENCE?

              



ings and traditions of Muhammad)
and the Sharia (sacred law).

Sometimes, when Muslims are
criticized for certain practices—for
example, clitoridectomy (“female
circumcision”)—their apologists
respond that the practice is not
taught in the Quran. Although not
mentioned in the Quran, it is advo-
cated in the Sharia manual. Thus,
when an Islamic practice is not
taught in the Quran, it is usually man-
dated in the Hadith or the Sharia. In
numerous instances, these three
sources are in conflict with the Bible. 

What is Islam’s ‘Jihad’ 
(holy fighting)?

Recently, apologists for Islam
have been saying Jihad does not
mean fighting a holy war, but rather
is the struggle to improve oneself
spiritually. This argument, however,
is contradicted by numerous refer-
ences in the Quran, Hadith, and
Shariah law.  The Sharia manual,
Reliance of the Traveller (o9.0),
says, “Jihad means to war against
non-Muslims ... signifying warfare to
establish the religion.” A passage in
the Quran states, “O you who
believe, fight those of the unbeliev-
ers who are near you and let them
find in you hardness” (Sura 9:123).
Many more such verses are found
throughout the Quran and the
Hadith, showing that jihad primarily
means to fight and conquer “infidels,”
non-Muslims.

Those who wage Jihad are prom-
ised eternal reward: “And if indeed
you die or you are slain, certainly to
Allah shall you be gathered together”
(Sura 3:158). 

Jihad is totally contrary to what
Christ taught when he told Peter to
put away his sword, or when he told
individuals to turn the other cheek.
Unlike Muslims, Christians have no
command to advance their religion
by killing unbelievers. Quite the
opposite.

What does Islam say about
Christ’s crucifixion?

Although the Quran says Mary, a
virgin, gave birth to Jesus, it denies
He was crucified. Sura 4:157 states,
“they did not kill him, nor did they
crucify him, but it only appeared to
them so. ...” Denying Christ’s cruci-
fixion means Islam logically also
denies his bodily resurrection from
the dead. To deny these two biblical
events is to reject two of the most
vital doctrines of Christianity—
without them there is no Christianity. 

But don’t Muslims also
believe in Jesus?

By honoring Jesus as prophet,
Muslims often say, “we also believe
in Jesus.” This statement is meant to
show that they and we Christians
have something in common theolog-
ically. But not really. To Christians
Jesus was much more
than a prophet. Unlike
Muhammad, who said
he, as Allah’s prophet,
revealed his word in the
Quran, Christ is the
Word! In Him, the Word became
flesh (John 1:14). As one theologian
has said, the source of Christ’s mes-
sage was not inspiration, but incar-
nation. Moreover, Christ’s primary

mission was not as prophet, but to
suffer, die, and rise from the dead so
that all who believe in Him would
receive eternal life.

Do Christians and Muslims
pray to the same God?

Muslims and Christians are
monotheists—both believe there is
only one God. But here, too, Islam
differs greatly from Christianity,
because Islam rejects the biblical
doctrine of the Triune God (Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit) and specifically
denies the deity of Christ, calling this
doctrine blasphemous. The Quran
states, “They do blaspheme who say:
‘Allah is Christ the son of Mary’ ...
Christ the son of Mary was no more
than a messenger” (Sura 5:72, 75).

Given that Islam denies the Trinity
and the deity of Christ, it must be
sadly noted they and we do not pray
to the same God, contrary to what

some—perhaps even many—may
believe. Moreover, Christians, fol-
lowing Christ’s instruction, pray to
God in the name of Jesus Christ
(John 14:13–14). 

FEBRUARY 2005Digital Stock

Christians pray to a God
of love. Muslims do not.

               



Christians and Muslims also do
not pray to the same God because
Islam teaches that Allah is unknow-
able, not a Spirit, totally transcen-
dent, and non-personal. All of these
attributes clash with the Bible’s
portrayal of God. For instance,
Islam’s non-personal god is contra-
dicted by Christ’s teaching us to
pray, “Our Father.” He wants us to
know our prayers address a personal
God.

Christians pray to a God of love.
Muslims do not. Islam’s Hadith says
Allah has 99 attributes, but love—a
dominant attribute of God in the
Bible—is absent in the lists of 99
names provided by Muslim scholars.
The Bible is replete with references
describing God as love. The apostle
John wrote, “God is love” (1 John
4:8). And John’s Gospel declares,
“For God so loved the world, that he

gave his only begotten Son, that
whoever believes in him should not
perish but have eternal life” (John
3:16, emphasis added).

How do Islam’s views of
women differ from
Christianity?

One of the most visible aspects of
Islam is how it views women, for
whom the Quran, the Hadith, and
the Sharia specify a very different
way of life vis-à-vis Muslim men.
The Quran says, “let them wear their
head-coverings over their bosoms,
and not display their ornaments
except to their husbands or their
fathers ...” (Sura 24:31).

A woman’s testimony in court is
worth only half of a man’s; she may
not marry a non-Muslim man,
although a Muslim man may marry a

non-Muslim woman; the man,
according to the Quran (Sura 4:3),
may have four wives at one time,
but a woman may not have more
than one husband; she is not to
speak to a man when her husband is
not present; she may not visit
gravesites; and the Quran permits a
husband to beat his wives (Sura 4:34).
Very revealing are Muhammad’s
words, “I stood at the gate of Fire
[hell] and saw that the majority of
those who entered it were women”
(Sahih Al-Bukhari 62:88).

In Christianity, the view of
women is wholesomely different.
Jesus gave women freedom and
dignity unknown in the ancient
world. He did not tell them to be
veiled; He willingly taught them; 
He openly interacted with them; 
He did not oppose their speaking to
Him or other men in public; and at

Photo by Chris Hondros/Getty ImagesTHE LUTHERAN WITNESS

A Muslim student at Temple
University in Philadelphia

wears the traditional head
scarf to cover her head.

        



His resurrection, He first revealed
Himself to women.

The early church, following
Christ’s example, also gave women
freedom and dignity. Together with
men, women were catechized, bap-

tized, admitted to the Lord’s Supper,
and free to move about in society.
These practices left their mark.
Thus, women have the greatest
amount of freedom and dignity in
societies where Christianity has had
the greatest presence.

What does Islam teach
about getting to heaven?

Christians, using the language of
the Bible, speak of heaven. Muslims
speak of paradise (or garden). The

difference between the
two names is a matter 
of semantics, but the
difference in how one
gets there far exceeds
semantics.

On the basis of Eph.
2:8–9, Christians know
they will get to heaven
because they are saved
by grace through faith in
Christ’s atoning work
accomplished for them 
in His death and resurrec-
tion. And while God

wants them to do good
works, they know they are
not saved by them (Rom.
3:28). Good works are the
fruits of their faith.

Muslims, unlike
Christians, do not know a
God who has made atone-

ment for the world’s sinful people,
available through faith in Jesus
Christ. Muslims have to earn their
entrance to paradise. “And whoever
does good deeds whether male or
female, and he (or she) is a believ-
er—these shall enter the garden,
and they shall not be dealt with a jot
unjustly” (Sura 4:124). Regarding
Allah’s 99 names, the Hadith promis-
es, “he who memorizes them all by
heart will enter Paradise” (Sahih Al-
Bukhari 93:12:489).

To proclaim and defend the
Gospel calls for knowing the differ-
ences between Christianity and
other religions—Islam included—
and pointing them out in love. It
means giving reason for the hope
that is in us (1 Peter 3:15).
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Muslims do not know 
a God who has made 

atonement for the world’s 
sinful people, available 
through faith in Jesus Christ.

A Muslim woman shops at a
store in Brooklyn, N.Y., displaying
traditional Ramadan products. 

           



by Roger Sonnenberg

P auline Rodgers placed this personal ad on
eharmony.com: “I’m 55, financially stable, a
bit plump, but active. I’m a great conversa-

tionalist. I love to kiss and cuddle in front of my
plasma television and fireplace.” Within a few days,
Pauline was swapping e-mails with countless men
who didn’t care that she was plump.

Pauline’s Internet-based approach to meeting
someone has become part of the American culture.
What was once considered a somewhat odd way to
meet members of the opposite sex is now more
acceptable.

More than half the U.S. population over the age
of 18 is single—never married, widowed, or
divorced. Singles, like everyone else, search for
identity, intimacy, and meaning in their lives.

Some prefer to be single (like St. Paul, 1 Cor. 7:26),
but many others are searching for love and life
partners. Finding a suitable partner has become
easier through the Internet and the many online
agencies that offer dating services. Advocates claim
many advantages: There are no bad-breath days or
nothing-to-wear days. Every player has an equal
opportunity to meet someone. It’s cheap—no
expensive dinners, movies, or drinks. And there’s
less emotional risk.

Internet dating offers Christian singles some new
possibilities—and calls for some caution, too.

ONLINE
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Christian singles
Christian singles, too, have found that online dating

has some distinct advantages.
After college, many Christian singles find it difficult

to meet other singles with similar beliefs or who are
interested in more than a sexual relationship.
For them, online dating offers a quick and safe
way to place their values before another person.

Honest questions can be asked without fear
of rejection: What do you believe about

marriage? What is your idea of love?
What does being a Christian mean to you?

Singles have long complained that a per-
son’s identity is too often defined by unimportant
issues. For example, some professions gain immediate
status; others don’t. Or, looks can be so important that
the things that ultimately matter are ignored.

Online correspondence offers countless choices
without a great deal of emotional investment. But some
warnings—and red flags—ought to be heeded. Every
“cyberdater” should ask: Is the other person vague or
does he or she ignore my questions? Is the infor-
mation he gives me consistent? Is he available only
during odd hours?

Use only a reputable cyberdating Web site with
a privacy policy. Never give your personal informa-
tion online. Exchange information using a public
phone. An initial meeting should take place in a
very public place. Bring a friend along. Stay in
public places until you thoroughly know the per-
son you have met online.

Seek God’s will
If you are going to use online dating, know very

clearly what you want. If you seek God’s blessing
in your relationships, seek His will in building
healthy relationships. Ask what He desires for you.

What should love look like, according to God?
God says our love should be patient, kind, not
jealous, not boastful, not proud, not rude, not self-
seeking, not easily angered, no recorder of wrongs,
not delighting in evil, rejoicing with the truth,
always protecting, always trusting, always hoping,
always persevering (1 Cor. 13:4–8).

God’s Word always proves true. We know from
case studies, for example, that jealousy is a deter-
minant of who might be verbally or physically
abusive. Joseph’s jealous brothers threw him into a
pit to be sold into slavery (Gen. 37:11). Some dat-
ing partners believe they are so in love that the
other dare not have friends or acquaintances: “He
loves me so much he doesn’t want me to talk to my

friends anymore.” Such jealousy is not love; it is con-
trol that often ends in abuse.

Our values, the desires of our hearts, should reflect
what God wants and knows is best for us. Internet
dating can help us place those values clearly up front,
but only if we know these values ourselves. 

‘Someone with skin’
As wonderful as the Internet might be, relationships

finally are lived out face-to-face, with two people inter-
acting and being sensitive to each other’s feelings.
Intimacy is established through much more than the
simple exchange information; it is built on feelings and
empathy shown through body language, through tears
and laughter.

It’s like the little girl whose father traveled a lot. In
an attempt to stay close to his young daughter, he
recorded favorite stories on tape for her to listen to
each night. One night, she cried out, “I hate listening to

these stories on tape. I want some-
one with skin telling them to me.”
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God came “in the skin” to our
world; He became flesh (John
1:14). His coming made possible a
relationship with Him and relation-
ships with others (Heb. 4:14–16).
Just as Jesus showed us what
God is like, so we can know
one another only through
face-to-face contact. We need
more than information; we
need intimacy through the
expression of feelings. We
need someone with skin on.

Though the Internet can
connect people in one sense
of the word, it also can fail
miserably.

Old ways still work
Though some “old ways”

of dating may seem archaic,
God works in different ways
with different people. Some
may think that the church is
the last place to look for a
lifetime partner, let’s not be
so hasty to dismiss it.

Our Savior Lutheran
Church in Arcadia, Calif., for
example, has had 20 or more
couples meet in church and
marry over the last 25 years.
Not only did the pastor meet
his wife in the church, but
most recently the director 
of Christian education
announced his engagement
to a young woman he met
there. Another young woman,
while teaching Sunday school,
met a young man who had moved
from New York to work in Los
Angeles. Before long they fell in
love and were married.

By sharing a common faith,
these couples avoided a major
problem area in marriage. Some
may suggest that matters of faith
are not as important as in years
past, but studies tell us the oppo-
site. The authors of the book
Fantastic Families, for example,
point out that research shows
healthy marriages and families

share a common faith. One cou-
ple who met at church noted that
sharing a common faith means
they don’t have to debate
whether their children are going
to be baptized. And, they added,

they understand what their mar-
riage vows mean.

There’s more. In their book,
The Family, Jack and Judith
Balswick state that one of four
important elements of a
healthy relationship is
forgiving grace. No
covenant of relationship
can be fully lived out
without grace and for-
giveness, because we
never marry a perfect
partner. We are sinful.

We can prayerfully find a part-
ner through an online Christian
dating service or at our local
church, but in the final analysis,
that relationship can be lived out
abundantly only with God’s help

and by His grace—grace shown
us by Him through the life, death,
and resurrection of His Son,
Jesus Christ (John 10:10).
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It is truly a gift from God that
you and I believe and trust that
our sins are forgiven by Him.

However, there are many wrong
notions about the forgiveness of
sins that are sincerely believed by
billions of people in this world. 
So, it is valuable to search the
Scriptures to discover why we all
need our sins forgiven and how
God forgives our sins.

Why?
Why do we have a daily need for

the forgiveness of our sins? Be-
cause of the original sin of Adam
and Eve (Gen. 3:1–7), every human
being at the moment of conception
has inherited the total corruption of
his human nature. Write what Ps.
51:5 tells you about your sinful
nature. ________________________
_______________________________

This original sin is dreadful,
deadly, and damning. Even if we
could live our entire lives and not
commit a single sin, original sin
would separate us from God forev-
er. Read these Bible Passages and
note your observations about each
of them:
Rom. 7:18 ______________________

_______________________________

1 Cor. 2:14 ______________________

_______________________________

Eph. 2:1 ________________________

_______________________________

Because we are by our very
nature sinful beings, we constantly
commit sins in thoughts, desires,
words, and deeds. Read what God
tells us.

Actual sins: Matt. 15:19
Sins of commission: James 1:15
Sins of omission: James 4:17
Hidden sins: Ps. 19:12

SearchingSCRIPTURE

What do we deserve for our sins? 
Rom. 6:23a _____________________

_______________________________

How? 
How does God forgive us our

sins? The forgiveness of sins is
entirely—without any cooperation
from us—due to what Jesus Christ
has done for us through His suffer-
ing, death, and resurrection. What
are we told in Eph. 2:8–9?
_______________________________

_______________________________

On Good Friday, our heavenly
Father transferred the sins of the
world (past, present, and future) to
His sinless Son, Jesus the Christ.
What does Isaiah tell us in Chapter
53 verses 4–6? __________________
_______________________________

Because Jesus died as our substi-
tute, our sins are no longer charged
to us. God has declared us forgiven,
acquitted, justified, righteous in His
sight! What do these passages tell us
about how He accomplished this?
Rom. 3:24_______________________

_______________________________

2 Cor. 5:19–21 ___________________

_______________________________

Rev. Andrew Simcak Jr.
is vacancy pastor at 
St. Luke’s Lutheran
Church, Houston, Texas.

Rom. 5:1 _______________________

_______________________________

The forgiveness of sins becomes
ours through faith, a gift the Holy
Spirit bestowed upon us without
any merit or worthiness in us, with-
out any cooperation from us, or any
decision by us. This faith looks to
Christ and Christ alone for the full
and free forgiveness of our sins and
life with God now and forever! 

Now read these verses and write
your thoughts about each:
Gal. 3:24 _______________________

_______________________________

Eph. 1:7 ________________________

_______________________________

None of us can or ever will
deserve forgiveness for our sins.
May our daily life demonstrate our
gratitude to God for making it pos-
sible for us to know, believe, and
daily experience the forgiveness of
sins.

THE WHY AND HOW OF FORGIVENESS—
by Andrew Simcak Jr.

                   



from the PRESIDENT

organizations providing relief
efforts. The LCMS has already sent
hundreds of thousands of dollars to
meet emergency needs and to build
a long-term response throughout
South Asia. (To read the entire
letter, go online to
www.lcms.org/president.)

While most in the LCMS are
familiar with Lutheran Hour
Ministries and its goal of bringing
Christ to the nations and the
nations to the church, not all are
aware of LCMS World Relief/
Human Care and Lutheran World
Relief. 

LCMS World Relief/Human Care
is a ministry of the Synod, respond-
ing to disaster and providing
humanitarian assistance in the
United States and around the
world. Based at the LCMS
International Center in St. Louis, it
works overseas primarily through
national Lutheran partner churches
and LCMS missionaries in affected
areas, connecting the ministry of
mercy and the ministry of Word
and Sacrament.  

Lutheran World Relief (LWR), a
strong and well-known partner
agency based in Baltimore, also
responds to international disasters.
LWR was established in 1945 by the
major U.S. Lutheran church bodies
to provide disaster relief and
humanitarian aid, and to engage in
development work overseas. To be
able to alleviate human suffering
even in countries that are closed to
Christian mission work, LWR is not
directly involved in specific evan-
gelism efforts. LWR receives budg-
et support from both The Lutheran
Church—Missouri Synod and the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America. 

The words of Jesus in Matthew
24 are particularly meaningful at

The disciples asked Jesus
when He would be coming
again and what would be the

signs of the end of time. Jesus
warned them not to be deceived, to
remain faithful, and to watch for
wars, rumors of wars, famines, and
earthquakes, all of which He called
“the beginning of birth pains.” He
also said that many will turn away
from the faith, false prophets will
appear, the love of many will grow
cold, but the faithful will be saved.
Finally, “this gospel of the kingdom
will be preached in the whole 
world as a testimony to all nations,
and then the end will come” 
(Matt. 24:3–14).

On Dec. 26, a 9.0-magnitude
earthquake off the western coast of
Sumatra spawned a tsunami, or
seismic wave, that radiated in all
directions across the Indian Ocean.
It struck Indonesia, Thailand, Sri
Lanka, and India, causing nearly
unprecedented destruction and loss
of life, killing approximately 160,000
people and leaving 5 million home-
less.

In a Dec. 28 electronic letter to
the pastors of the Synod via LCMS
e-News, I reported that all LCMS
missionary personnel in South Asia
had been safely accounted for.
Praise God for their safety! (To
subscribe to publications via 
LCMS e-News, go on the Web to
www.lcms.org/enews and follow
the instructions there.)

In a Dec. 31 letter to the Synod,
also via LCMS e-News, I encouraged
congregations and members to
provide emergency financial assis-
tance for many, many people who
are homeless, without food, without
water, without jobs, without hope.
Gifts can be sent to LCMS World
Relief, Lutheran World Relief,
Lutheran Hour Ministries, and other

EARTHQUAKES AND TSUNAMIS: 
SIGNS OF THE BEGINNING OF THE END?

times like these. We know from His
words that there will be many signs
of the beginning of the end of time.
We also know the critical impor-
tance of being faithful to the end,
which will come after the Gospel
has been “preached in the whole
world as a testimony to all nations.”

You and I know, believe, and
confess that salvation comes alone
by God’s grace, through faith in
Jesus Christ. Your prayers and gifts
help make possible the proclama-
tion of this truth to people through-
out the world, including those
affected by earthquakes and
tsunamis, as well as those who live
in physical comfort and safety, yet
unaware of their real need for for-
giveness, life, and salvation through
Christ and Christ alone. 

God’s grace, mercy and peace be
with you all! 

Jerry Kieschnick
Lives Transformed through Christ,
in Time ... for Eternity!
John 3:16 –17
e-mail: president@lcms.org
Web page: www.lcms.org/president
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