
An Interview with Pastor Friesner . . . 
 
In June, Mark Steigenga, retired religion editor with the Ludington Daily News and organist-
choirmaster at Good Shepherd Evangelical Lutheran Church in Manistee, recorded a 
conversation with the Rev. Dr. James Leroy Friesner, newly appointed interim pastor at Good 
Shepherd. Topics ranged from growing up Nazarene, to preaching, to goals as an interim pastor. 
The following is a transcript of that interview, which took place in pastor Friesner’s office. 
 
Reverend Friesner, you grew up in the Nazarene Church. Now you are interim pastor at a 
Lutheran Church. Was that a difficult transition? 
 
I am thankful for the foundation I received as a young child and a young adult. I am thankful 
that this past Sunday we sang an old hymn of the church, “How Great Thou Art,” and because 
of that Nazarene influence, I sang every verse of the hymn from heart. I am so thankful that I 
have that memory so deep within me. 
 
I have often said that perhaps Luther might have made a good Nazarene because one of the 
things that Luther picks up on that we don’t emphasize in the Lutheran Church as perhaps we 
should is his understanding of sanctification. In the Nazarene Church you had this 
understanding, right or wrong, of salvation and sanctification. If you dig into what Luther said, 
you have salvation because of what Jesus Christ did on the cross, but you also understand 
through Luther that God would have more for you than salvation. God would also have 
sanctification. 
 
When you sanctify something you put it aside for holy use. So, our salvation comes to us 
through Christ, and the Holy Spirit causes that, and the Holy Spirit also causes us to continue to 
be set aside for holy use. That is probably one of the things that walked me into Lutheranism so 
easily. The more I read about Luther and the more I understood, it wasn’t so far from where I 
had been and it wasn’t far from the Biblical understanding that I had. 
 
And yet the denominations are worlds apart in their worship style. How did you make that 
move? 
 
I appreciate the personal piety and the worship experience in the Nazarene Church. But if I ever 
had a problem with it was that sometimes we placed an emphasis on ourselves and so the 
worship was about what we did — if we gave a shout or ran around the room or jumped the 
altar rail. It was all focused on us. The thing I so appreciate about the Lutheran liturgy is the 
central idea that this is not about us but this is about God. And so when we worship we are 
keenly aware that we are there to worship God and to give thanks for our God’s many, many 
blessings and salvation and sanctification and all those things that happen, but it is done in a 
corporate way. And I appreciate the calmness and the peacefulness and the beauty of the 
corporate liturgical worship that we experience as Lutherans. 
 



You talked about our lives being set aside for holiness. That would imply some connection to 
the world. What are Christians set aside for in this world? When I look at the world I see 
anything but holiness these days. 
 
For sure. One of the ways that I think that we are set aside is as Jesus says, we are to be the 
light of the world, a city set on the hill. You are supposed to shine differently. You are supposed 
to help people see through the witness of your life that things are different with you because of 
what Christ has done — not only for the whole world but also specifically through you. And 
that’s what Jesus dealt with again and again. Some people will accept that and other times, as 
Jesus told his disciples, you just knock the dust off your shoes and walk away because someone 
else is waiting to hear and more importantly to see that things are different through Jesus.  
 
We don’t have that today. We always want to think that if we can entertain in worship that will 
bring in the crowds, and if we make people feel good in worship that will bring in the crowds. 
Following Christ is not about feeling good or building crowds, it is about loving one another and 
caring for one another and letting people know that regardless of who they are that they are 
welcomed and they are loved. It seems simple, but it isn’t always. But that’s what we are set 
aside for, just as sure as we take a chalice on the altar and we dedicate it and we set it aside 
and use it every Sunday morning for the wine, for the blood of Christ. We would never think to 
pick that chalice up and go into the kitchen and take a swig of water or whatever it is that we 
want. We would never do that. We ought to have respect for that. So it is with people that God 
is calling, and has called, and people who follow Christ. Their lives should be an example and 
shouldn’t be like everyone else’s. 
 
The way we sanctify things becomes a paradigm for the way we look at our lives and the way 
we treat others — the holiness becomes a symbol. 
 
Yes, a symbol and not ever a “holier than thou” or an “I’m so heavenly bound that I am no 
earthly good,” where we totally disconnect from those around us and it’s me and Jesus. 
Christianity has never been a me and Jesus movement. We are set aside to be used. I mean, as 
it says in scripture, “I beseech you, therefore, set your bodies as a holy sacrifice.” There it is 
again. It is not you. 
 
Being sanctified for holy use can get you in trouble these days. 
 
Serious trouble. Sanctification is not a value of the world these days. The world values how 
much money you can make and how successful you are. We do that wrongly in the church. We 
say we are not a successful congregation unless we are doing three services on Sunday, unless 
our coffers are filled, unless we are sponsoring six missionaries around the world. We somehow 
equate our success to the world’s success when we say we are not doing well unless we are 
growing or rich or unless we have six busses going out every Sunday morning to pick up 
children. Our success as a church is not about size, or offerings, or any of those things that the 
world tells us. Now, we do have to use our brain matter. I am saving for retirement just like 
everyone else. But I am also seeking to live my life out in the way God wants me to do. I have to 



say, I need to trust God. I am successful as a pastor if I see lives changed and people turned to 
God and people understanding that those things that the world tells us we need, we don’t 
need. 
 
People come to church expecting to be comfortable. They want to be a part of the group. To 
them, church needs to be a pleasant place to be. How do you move people from that to what 
you just talked about, of being sanctified, of being Christ to the world? 
 
I think it lies with the power of prayer, that the Holy Spirit will move, and that the Spirit will 
have its way in people’s lives and that the Spirit will change them. I can’t change them as a 
pastor. I can’t make a difference in their lives except with the Good News of Jesus, obviously. I 
pray that the Spirit will move and that the Spirit will call them to an awareness that this could 
be more than what it is. This could be so much better than what it is — that I’m not going to 
church just because I’ve always gone to church. I am going to church first and foremost because 
God loves me and sent God’s Son to die for me and I have some good news to share. That 
happens with the Spirit. It is the Spirit that turns the congregation around. It’s not programs. 
It’s not philosophies. It’s not the personality of the pastor. It’s the Spirit. And that is why we, 
the church, as the one, holy, catholic church more than ever before need to simply pray with all 
that we have, “Come, Holy Spirit.” That’s what we need. That is radical to some people, I know, 
but Jesus was kind of radical. 
 
So, people see all these denominations and here are Lutherans. What is unique about 
Lutherans? Why should they be interested in a Lutheran congregation? 
 
Well, so I met this person in my internship congregation, Doris Meyers. And Doris and her 
husband died about two years ago and they were married sixty-some years and they were at 
our home on several occasions, and the last occasion they were there I was asked to be the 
officiant at their services. I promised them both that I would do that if they wouldn’t die right 
away, and we laughed and we had probably another couple three years together. But Doris was 
from Alabama and you didn’t take the Alabama out of Doris. She was born and raised Baptist 
and she converted to Lutheranism because of her husband. I will never ever forget, she said to 
me one day sitting at her supper table with her and her husband, “You know, these Lutherans 
just don’t get it.” And I said, “How’s that?” And she said, “Well, you know I was raised Baptist.” 
And I said, “Yes, I know that.” She said, “Well the Lutherans have the best of both worlds.” And 
I said, “How’s that?” And she said, “You have the evangelical perspective of it, and you have 
that beautiful liturgy. You’ve got everything. What more would you want. You got Jesus, you 
got the Word. What more would you want?” And this is coming from a life-long Southern 
Baptist girl. And I said to her, “Oh, Doris, you are so right. We have it all.” Our name says Good 
Shepherd Evangelical Lutheran Church. Evangelical means the Good News. In the Reformation 
we were the Holy Roman Catholic Church. Then, after the Reformation we became the Holy 
Evangelical Catholic Church. The Good News — and catholic with a small “c” meaning universal. 
Luther never wanted the denomination to be named for him, ever. And sometimes I wish we 
were still simply the Evangelical Catholic Church. Evangelical — Good News. Like Doris said, 
“You’ve got Good News and you’ve got the liturgy.” It’s wonderful. 



 
How do you preach on a Sunday morning?  
 
I preach always with the prayer of the Holy Spirit to direct and to guide. I prepare for the 
homily. I read the lessons. I review the commentaries and then I outline in my office. Then I 
walk into the church with nothing in my hands, only my heart, and I offer the sermon. Early on 
when I was an intern people kept saying to me, “If you let go of your notes you could preach.” 
So, finally, one day I did let go of my notes and hung on to Jesus. It always seems to touch 
someone. I always ask the question when I am preparing, “So what?” What difference does this 
mean? What difference does this make? Why should anyone take time out of their morning to 
come and hear this? How is it going to make a difference to them? So, what’s it all about? And I 
ask that question and always the Spirit is faithful in answering when the sermon is delivered. 
 
So you don’t know exactly what you are going to say? 
 
I have a real strong direction, but I don’t always know. I can’t just stand there and read a 
sermon. It has got to be the Spirit that speaks through, and to, the hearts of others. And I am 
always surprised by the different ways that happens. One person will say, “It really touched my 
heart when you said this.” And I think, “Did I say that?” Or, another person recently when I 
talked about our fears, said, “You have no idea the fear that I have been having now for several 
weeks and it has almost left me immobile and yet, when you preached and you said what you 
said, it’s going to be OK.” So, again, that’s not me, it’s the Spirit. It’s the Spirit using my voice 
and speaking to their heart and letting them be open to it. 
 
Do you react to those whom you see in the congregation that day? Do you see an individual 
and then think of what you need to say to them? 
 
No. No. I just know that when I stood in the pulpit and read from my notes, people fell asleep. 
And now that I’m down on the floor they watch my every move. I don’t know if they don’t trust 
me to get too close. I have that effect. I walk into a room and everybody gets quiet as if they 
think, “Oh, the principal has arrived.” But they do, they watch and I can see in their faces, 
whether it be a smile broadly on their face or a look of sorrow or the tears begin to roll, I can 
see they are being touched in some way and by something, and I begin praying even more, 
“Lord, this is your sermon. Let me be faithful to it.” 
 
Preaching is an emotional experience for you. 
 
Very, very, very emotional. Because, again, I ask the question, “So what?” Well, here is one of 
the “so whats.” You don’t have to live life the way you’ve been living it any more. That’s a big 
“so what.” You don’t have to worry any more. The Spirit says, “Just lay it at the foot of the cross 
and I will take care of it.” And that brings a profound sense of presence and belief in your life. 
What’s the expression? I’ve got your back. Sometimes it is good for me to hear, when I go into 
certain situations, the Spirit saying, “Jim, I’ve got your back.” You know, it is not easy when 
someone has died and you have to walk into the home and greet the family for the first time. 



Perhaps the person is dying and they have called you in and what can you say? You can’t say 
anything. What can you do? Well, you can be fully present. You can hold them and you can 
pray. Sometimes I start to pray not even knowing what to say. It’s like the Spirit says, “I’ve got 
your back. It’s going to be OK.” So, I just trust and open my heart and be as vulnerable as I can 
possibly be and the Spirit speaks. I think that’s what happens a lot of times on Sunday morning. 
I just want to be vulnerable to the Spirit. I don’t want that to be Dr. Friesner out there saying, 
“See what I’ve learned. Aren’t you impressed?” But what does that mean to the person who 
has just become a widow or whose child is deep in drugs or whose husband has left or his wife 
has left or whose grandson has committed suicide. It doesn’t mean anything. What means the 
most at that point and time is to know that they are loved and that God is with them and that 
they are not alone. 
 
We have a family member who is dying with lung cancer and I got called a few weeks ago to see 
him and I will officiate his service when Jesus calls him home. But he has a wife who is very sure 
of herself and she has always been that way. She has always had the answer. She called me and 
said, “Billy needs to talk to you,” and then she burst into tears and she said, “You know, I’ve 
always had the answers. But I don’t have the answers anymore.” And she just cried and I cried 
and she cried and I cried because I thought, “Wow! For her to admit that, is clearly a work of 
the Spirit, and then to say, ‘I don’t have the answers, and, we are just doing this one day at a 
time.’” Isn’t that really what we all do? Nobody gets tomorrow. It is awfully nice to think we do, 
but it’s not guaranteed. 
 
Is it hard to preach these days when the knowledge base of those who are listening to you 
may not be what it once was? There was a time when Scripture stories were well known, 
when children learned these things. People don’t know these stories anymore. Does that 
make it harder to preach? 
 
I don’t think that it makes it harder to preach, except that you have to start at a different place. 
That is, you almost tell the story so that they are familiar with the story. There is a text in the 
New Testament where the man goes down to the pool of Bethsaida and nobody will put him in. 
I think it is one of the saddest stories in the Bible. You have to kind of give some background to 
that — what they were doing, and why they were there, and how the healing took place, and 
then, if they have that, then they understand more of what it means to have Jesus pick him up 
and put him in the water. 
 
You read Scripture at an emotional level, don’t you? 
 
Yes, because it is part of life and it is also what gives life. I think you can look at that particular 
story of the man at the pool and you can say, “Well, that’s just a story that happened back then 
and it doesn’t really apply to us.” And then you look at it and you say, well, it relates to us in a 
lot of different ways. We may not have the pool there, but who is it that is hungry and in need, 
or who is it that needs to be kept in a warm place for the night when they have no home and no 
one else is going to do it so it’s our responsibility. As Lutherans, we believe that it is more than 
a story. It is the living Word of God and the Spirit speaks through those words to us. That’s very 



Lutheran. This is not a dead, outdated canon of letters that the fathers — there were no 
mothers, there should have been — but the good fathers put together the canon and said, 
“Behold, the Book.” Rather, we believe that it is the living Word of God and that the Spirit 
speaks to us through that Word. So, I don’t see how one can possibly read it without emotion. 
 
You are called as an interim pastor. What goals can you set for a parish such as Good 
Shepherd in a short period of time? 
 
So, first and most importantly I think that one of the things the parish needs is what Nehemiah 
talks about in the Old Testament, “The joy of the Lord is my strength.” I think that sometimes in 
the church we sure have lost our joy. We worry and we fuss about things sometimes that will 
not matter in eternity. We get our hands on things and we hold tight to them in the church. We 
forget that we are all transitory. Today I walked in the door, but there most certainly will come 
a day when I walk out the door or they will carry me out. Jim’s time is up. I’m done. So, most 
importantly, one of the things we need is to help folks recapture the joy of the Lord, to get 
ahold of that joy and to not be so tough on ourselves. Take that beyond the Old Testament and 
take it into the Gospel of John where Jesus says, “My prayer is that my joy remain in you and 
that your joy be fulfilled.” Here is Jesus himself saying, “Where’s the joy?” Now, I understand 
that life is very difficult and I understand that sometimes there are losses in life that seem to be 
overwhelming and non-recoverable and to some degree, they are. I have openly wept with 
members of a parish who have lost a son or a daughter or a grandchild. Nobody should have to 
do that. And I’ve openly wept at the graveside of dear friends of mine whom I miss terribly and 
would give anything to pick up a telephone and just have a conversation with. But somewhere 
down, deep inside, even below that grief that almost overtakes, there is a sense of joy, a sense 
of thanksgiving, a sense of, “You know, I will get to see Ron again. I will get to see George again 
and I will get to see whomever again it is, that this separation is only temporary,” and then the 
joy kind of bubbles up. No one is saying that you run around the building shouting, “Ah, great, 
this is great, she’s dead but I get to see her again.” No. No. That’s not the joy I’m talking about. 
Paul talks about the peace that passes all understanding. Keep your eyes and mind on Christ 
and that which is in the very center of your being. I think that’s the joy that Jesus was talking 
about. Knowing that you know that you know that you know. That even in the midst of this 
difficulty and most painful uncertainty he is Lord and that he will have the last word. 
 
I hear you talking about a place in the midst of the whirlpool of life where there is a peace 
and calmness. Are you talking about the parish, the church, our gathering here as that place? 
 
We desperately need one another. We were created to live in community and I will be so bold 
as to say I don’t know how you divide that community, how you pair up that community, who 
you pair up with whom in that community. I don’t care. We were created to live in community 
because we really do need one another. We need one another. And in the parish, when folks 
kind of start to let their guards down and say, “This thing about Jesus is real and I’m going to 
trust and I’m going to believe and I’m going to dare be who I am, whatever that might be,” 
there is such a sense of community that bonds, that connects, that’s always open for the next 
guy standing at the  door looking in or the next gal looking in the door, saying, “I don’t know, 



should I go in there.” Yes. Come in here, you are welcome here. We want you to be a part of 
this community because in this community we laugh together, we cry together, we play 
together, we eat together, we are profoundly convinced that we need one another and that in 
the midst of our community, Jesus is present. 


