ALBANY LUTHERAN CLUSTER

     In our newsletter, we frequently make mention of the “Albany Lutheran Cluster”.  Many good things are happening because of it, but there is a vague feeling that not everyone is aware of exactly what it is----or what its goals and activities are.  To help with that, we’ll try to include a monthly article that gives some background and other current information.  This month will focus briefly on its history and evolution.
     The genesis of the Cluster actually took place two or three decades ago when the Pastors of four ELCA congregations in the Albany area had the inspiration to initiate cooperative ministries with each other.  These churches, of course, were First (Albany), Good Shepherd (Loudonville), Holy Spirit (Albany), and St. John’s (Albany).  Probably the earliest of these ventures were combined Lenten Midweek Services, which actually continue to this day-----with the more-recent addition of fellowship dinners beforehand.  There were also Pulpit Exchanges where each of the Pastors would occasionally lead worship at one of the other congregations’ Sunday worship.  There were also times when the committees of the churches would meet together to exchange good ideas and productive ways of doing things.
     As time went on, more opportunities presented themselves for cooperative ministries.  For example, the Youth Groups would come together for joint activities and retreats.  But probably the most ambitious and noteworthy was the formation of LCMP, the “Lutheran Community Ministry Project”.  Thanks to a Synod Grant and donations from each of the churches, the congregations established a Board of Directors that hired a Community Social Worker charged with ministering to those needing help within the congregations and surrounding community.  A spin-off effort was the “Threads Clothing Ministry”, in which a storefront was leased on Second Avenue in Albany, offering free or low-cost clothing donated by church and community members.  These were vital, thriving ministries that, for several years, gave significant help and hope to many people.  In the aftermath of the LCMP, a primary emphasis has been on collaborative social ministry projects to benefit various local organizations or events------which you regularly read about in our newsletter.  
     Still later, the congregations saw the benefits of offering combined Catechetical Classes.  This has enabled young people from all the churches to meet and get to know each other better, and it takes advantage of the collective teaching strengths of all the Pastors.

     Speaking of the Pastors, by now they had become accustomed to working together collegially, meeting on a regular basis to discuss items of common concern, pray and do Bible study in preparation for upcoming sermons, and provide mutual support to each other.    

     In recent years, the four ELCA congregations have been joined by St. Paul’s Lutheran Church Missouri Synod (Albany), and together the group has crystallized into something a bit more formal-----a recognized Cluster within the Upstate New York Synod.  Although there are no doubt some differences in approach among the churches, there is no doubt that we share a strong commitment to carrying out meaningful ministries in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The epiphany has been that-----now more than ever----we can do more together than we ever could separately.
     But so much for past history-----what about now????  And (maybe even more important) what about the future?   More next month!
