
1 

Bishop’s Report to the Assembly 

Bishop S. John Roth 

Central/Southern Illinois Synod 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 

 

Our three-year lectionary cycle includes Jesus’ words, “As the Father has sent me, so I am sending 
you,” in Year A as a reading on the Sunday after Easter. You know that worship attendance tends to swing 
low after the crowds of Easter Sunday. On Easter Sunday, we boisterously celebrate what blessings we 
get to enjoy because Jesus is risen: God loves us with a love stronger than death; God forgives us; Jesus 
can be trusted when he says that he will take care of us; Jesus’ resurrection foreshadows our resurrection.  
This Easter joy in what God did and continues to do, trading our unrighteousness for Jesus’ righteousness, 
purely out of God’s grace, is always first and foremost.   

 

But then, I wonder. Might Jesus’ message “As the Father has sent me, so I am sending you,” be why 
some people who come to church on Easter don’t come back the following Sunday? Jesus does not say, 
“As the Father has made my life comfortable, so I am making your life comfortable.” Jesus does not say, 
“As the Father has made me self-satisfied, so I am making you self-satisfied.” No. Jesus says, “As the   
Father has sent me, so I send you.”   

 

This appearance of the risen Jesus to his disciples is a distinctive commissioning event. Matthew and 
Luke also have commissionings. In the biblical narratives by both Matthew (28:20) and Luke (24:47-48; 
Acts 1:8), the risen Jesus commissions his disciples to go into the world – you are probably most familiar 
with Matthew’s, where Jesus says, “Go, make disciples, baptizing them and teaching them.” In John’s 
Gospel, Jesus makes the special point that the Christian community inherits Jesus’ work – in a sense, 
takes up Jesus’ mantel.  God the Father sent Jesus; parallel to that, Jesus sends us.   

 

About 15 years ago, I attended a church growth conference in Orange County, CA. It was at            
Saddleback Church (Saddleback is not a Lutheran church), one of the fastest growing churches in the 
country – if not the fastest growing. I went there wanting not to like the senior minister at Saddleback,    
Pastor Rick Warren. It had everything to do with jealousy. He is one of those “too good to be true” stories: 
in 15 years his church grew from two families to an average weekend worship attendance over 10,000. 
Who can measure up to that? But I came away impressed; he is good, and genuine. This sticks with me. 
Early on in their history, Pastor Warren said to his church,  

 

Have you ever wondered why God leaves us here on earth, with all its pain, sorrow, and 
sin, after we (have become Christians)? Why doesn’t God just zap us immediately to 
heaven and spare us from all this? After all, we can worship, fellowship, pray, sing, hear 
God’s Word, and even have fun in heaven. In fact, there are only two things you can’t do 
in heaven that you can do on earth: sin, and witness. . . . (W)hich of these two (do you) 
think Christ left us here to do? We have a mission on earth. (Purpose Driven Church, p. 116) 

 

Rick Warren is right about that: we have a mission on earth. There are other aspects of Pastor       
Warren’s teaching that make me wince, but he is right about that. 

 

Our assembly speaker, Dr. James Thomas, and our assembly preacher, Presiding Bishop Elizabeth 
Eaton, will draw us into further reflection on what it means to be sent as Jesus was sent.  How good it is to 
look forward to this. 

 

I will continue to visit as many of you as I can, in your congregations and in your communities. I find 
great joy in worshiping with you, joining in your special gatherings, celebrating congregational anniver-
saries, installing your pastors, dreaming about missional ministry, and exploring creative ways to turn   
challenges into God-given opportunities wherever Christ is sending us. 
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Synod Council 
 

The Synod Council meets four times a year. Among its responsibilities, the Synod Council tends to be the 
vision and purpose of the synod, acts on recommendations regarding the rosters of the synod (for example, 
"on leave from call" requests and "retirement status" requests), oversees the ministries of our synod commit-
tees and synod staff, recommends budgets to the Synod Assembly, and advises the bishop. You can peruse 
the minutes of the Synod Council meetings in the Assembly Reports (available on the synod website). 

 

I encourage us as a Synod Council, as an ongoing exercise, to look at our purpose and goals as a synod 
and as a Synod Council. This began with lifting up three foundational questions: Who are we? Why are we 
here?  What then shall we do? 

 

To take this conversation further, in 2014 I asked the Synod Council to take up two questions that directly 
concern the Synod Council’s leadership role in the synod.  1) What three things does the synod do that, if 
those three things do not get done, nothing else matters?  2) How do we address doing those things in light of 
our synod's capacity to doing these things? When the Synod Council brainstormed on the first of these two 
questions, we came up with a list of more than 20 things that members of the Synod Council considered to be 
indispensable functions of the synod. Our assigned task was to identify and organize priorities for the synod.  
Following conversation at subsequent meetings and completion of forced ranking surveys between meetings, 
with the assistance of a Synod Council ad hoc working group, the Synod Council arrived at a consensus on 
three key items that speak to our “being,” i.e., that underpin all that we do as a synod, and three key items 
that speak to our “doing” regarding prioritizing what the synod is about. The working group observed that   
Synod Council responses predominately focused on synodical engagement with congregations rather than 
Churchwide or public ministry. Still, there is no suggestion here that any of the tasks identified but not includ-
ed as a key item are without merit or importance. 

 

Being, underpinning all we do: 
1. Discern and articulate the Spirit of Christ.  
2. Remind us of who we are (Lutheran, evangelists, spiritually empowered) and who we are not. 
3. Envision our Mission for sustainable growth and discipleship. 

 

Doing: 
1. Support and encourage effective congregational leadership by putting pastors in the pulpit 

and providing leadership in time of crisis. 
2. Facilitate collective decision making by convening and gathering the gifts of the synod. 
3. Communicate connectedness and caring with congregations and our broken world. 

 

These are basic guiding values/priorities/goals. Listing them is not intended to limit or constrain our synod’s 
collective programs, ministries, mission projects, or educational activities. These value/priorities/goals give 
guidance for what we attend to first, what we take particular care not to neglect, and how we engage in every-
thing from youth ministry to candidacy committee to companion synod relationships. (I have attached as an 
appendix a list of other tasks initially listed by Synod Council members as vital to what we do as a synod.) 
 

The Synod Council reflected on these key items at its March 2015 meeting by breaking into small groups 
and envisioning concretely what it might look like if the synod is fruitfully being and doing these key items. 

 

This will be an ongoing conversation in the Synod Council. It is not the intent of the Synod Council to    
create a "top-down" directive for committees, conferences, or congregations to implement. Rather, our hope 
is that this conversation would expand to committees, conferences, and congregations so that we might refine 
our vision of who we are, why we are here, and what we then do. In other words, our hope is to expand this 
conversation so that we may share in the joy of being church together as we glorify God, build up the body of 
Christ, and proclaim Christ in the world. 
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Please join me in thanking the members of our 2014-2015 Synod Council: 
 

Ms. Jeanne Rapp, Synod Vice President Mr. Lyle Hallock, Treasurer 
Pr. Patricia Heath, Secretary Ms. Kim Alberts  
Pr. Laura Kamprath Ms. Connie Frankenfeld  
Mr. Terry Goff  Mr. Henry Harms 
Pr. Ed Hudelson Mr. Jerry James  
Ms. Meret Kammerling Ms. Diane Maertens 
Mr. Michael Mason Mr. Don Swan 
Ms. Tiana Montgomery Ms. Helen Pagel  
Mr. Steve Rapp Pr. Robert Rasmus 
Pr. John Rothfusz Pr. Gary Ryden 
Mr. Mathew Spencer Pr. Michael Thomas 
Pr. Glen VanderKloot Mr. Daniel Simmons, Legal Counsel 

 

It continues to be a joy to work with these faithful, highly-motivated disciples, who come from every      
Conference in the synod. In addition to participating in the four meetings the Synod Council has each year, 
each member has an additional responsibility with a committee or group in the synod. 

 
 

Staff 
 

It continues to be a joy to serve with the faithful and gifted people on our synod staff. Let me take this   
moment to thank them:  

Pr. Robert Dealey, Director for Evangelical Mission/Coordinator of Communications and Networking 
Ms. Cindy Koonce, Office Manager 
Pr. Wayland Middendorf, Assistant to the Bishop  
Mrs. Barbara Purple, office volunteer 
Pr. Jim Reents, Assistant to the Bishop 
Pr. Ken Sandlin, Assistant to the Bishop 
Ms. Glenna Senters, Bookkeeper 
Pr. Maureen Stein, Assistant to the Bishop 
Pastor Ken Sandlin joined the synod staff July 1, 2014 as an assistant to the bishop. He currently carries 

two of the quarter-time portfolios of assistants to the bishop. 
Pastor Maureen Stein joined the staff as an assistant to the bishop with a small, one-tenth time portfolio 

June 5, 2014. Her role expanded to a quarter-time position on June 1, 2015, following her final Sunday as 
pastor of Trinity Lutheran Church, Canton, on May 31, 2015. 

 
 

Synod Notes 
 

My report includes the statistical information on the synod that you will find available on the synod web-
site:  www.csis-elca.org  The statistical information includes the current number of congregations in the synod 
and the transitions of rostered leaders over the course of the past year. 

 

As I write this, we have 15 active call processes in which a full-time pastor is sought and a Ministry Site 
Profile has been submitted by the congregation council; I anticipate three of them having called pastors by the 
time you read this. Of the remaining 12, four are interviewing nominees. Congregations in an additional five 
active call processes are working on submitting their Ministry Site Profile. 

 
 

Companion Synod Relations – Malagasy Lutheran Church 
 

We relate to two synods (or dioceses) of the Malagasy Lutheran Church, which is the Lutheran church 
body in Madagascar: the Ambovombe Synod and the Ft. Dauphin Synod, both of which are located in the 
southern region of Madagascar. Thanks to voluntary contributions, we continue to support the regional semi-
nary in Bezaha, the Manatantely Bible School in Ft. Dauphin, and the Mahavelo Bible School in Ambovombe.   
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Most significant for the development of our companion synod relationships this past year was the visit a 
delegation made to Madagascar. Making the trip were Pr. Wayne Shelksohn (who shouldered the responsibil-
ity for organizing the trip), Ms. Jeanne Berg, Ms. Linda Ericsson, Ms. Connie Frankenfeld, Pr. Ruth Kaden, 
Pr. Harlan Kaden, Pr. Kathryn Montira, as well as my wife, Kris, and me. Thank you” to the individuals, con-
gregations, conferences, and the Central/Southern Illinois Synod Women of the ELCA for financial support for 
this trip. No synod benevolence dollars were used. Those who made the trip themselves made a substantial 
financial investment in it.   
 

I. Why the C/SIS went to our Malagasy companion synods: 
1. We went and foremost because the Malagasy Lutheran Church invited us to do so. And we thank 

them for that. When President Modeste was in the United States and we were in meetings together, 
President Modeste emphasized that for a full and healthy relationships, people need to see one anoth-
er personally. Malagasy Lutherans in the southern areas of Madagascar and we American Lutherans 
have a relationship in Christ that has been going for 127 years - begun in 1888. We cherish that      
relationship, and we thank President Modeste for reinforcing the value getting together has for our   
relationship in Christ. We want to be together with them, and we are grateful to God that they want to 
be together with us. We went because they invited us to do so to explore how we might improve our 
partnership in the gospel.  

2. Second, we went to learn about our Malagasy sisters and brothers in Christ, to learn about their faith, 
about their daily life, about their joys and their sorrows, their challenges and their victories; we went to 
learn how Jesus Christ shapes and fashions their life; we went to see the effect of God's grace 
through Jesus Christ on you.  

3. There is one more reason to mention.  We went hoping to learn not only about Malagasy Lutherans; 
we went hoping to learn from them.  We wanted to come back to the United States and ask ourselves, 
"What did we learn, what did we experience in Madagascar that can help us glorify God and build up 
the body of Christ here in the United States?" 

 

II. Highlights of our itinerary -- where we went: 
 We left for Madagascar on Monday morning, August 11, and arrived in the capital city of Antananarivo 

late Tuesday night, August 12. 
 Thursday, August 14: Visit to Toby Fiadanana (Peace) 
 Friday, August 15: Conversation with Malagasy Lutheran Church General Secretary Samuel Georges 

and presented him with the etched glass gift from our synod to the Malagasy Lutheran Church. 
 Saturday, August 16: Flew to Tolagnaro (Fort Dauphin). Conversation with leadership of the Fort   

Dauphin Synod including Synod President Pastor Rakotondravony Soloson, Vice President Pastor 
Monja, and Treasurer Perline Endor, as well as the  General Secretaries for the Sunday School      
Department, the Revival Movement, the Women’s Department (Evangelist Masy), the Manantantely 
Bible School, and the Youth Department. We presented President Soloson with the etched glass gift 
from our synod to the Malagasy Lutheran Church. 

 Sunday, August 17: Worshipped with the church in the village of Elarina, with lunch afterwards. In the 
evening, we attended a concert of choirs at a church in Tolagnaro. 

 Monday, August 18: Conversation with leadership of the Amobovombe Androy Synod: President    
Pastor Elia; Pastor Gideon (GS of the Literacy program); Mrs. Macrine (General Secretary of the 
Women’s Department and a Bible School teacher); Mr. Mbola (Synod Controller). In the evening, we 
had supper together with these companion synod leaders. 

 Tuesday, August 19: With President Soloson, Vice President Monja, and Pastor Gasy, we visited the 
Lutheran Hospital in Manambaro, the church in Manambaro, the Bible School in Manatantely, the   
Toby Nenilava, and the office of the Fort Dauphin Synod Department of Agriculture and Farming. In 
the evening, we were treated to supper with leaders of the Fort Dauphin Synod at the home of Presi-
dent Soloson. 

 Wednesday, August 20: Flew back to Antananarivo. 
 Thursday, August 21: Our group met to debrief our experiences and to plan communicating our    

companion synod relationship in our synod. Late this night, we began our trip back to the United 
States. 
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When it was formed in 1950, the Malagasy Lutheran Church counted 180,000 members; today it numbers 

roughly 4 million members, and continues to experience rapid growth. Malagasy Lutherans credit much of the 
Malagasy Lutheran Church’s rapid growth to the holistic healing ministry of the revival movement. 

 

The Malagasy Lutheran Church has a deep commitment to providing a comprehensive education and 
training for its church leadership including catechists, shepherds, pastors and female theologians. These 
leaders are trained in a network of regional seminaries and Bible schools.  The church also operates numer-
ous schools at the primary and secondary levels.  There are also schools and ministries dedicated to working 
with people who are blind or hearing impaired. 

 

In our formal meetings with the companion synod delegations and ministry spokespersons, they told us 
about themselves: their church structures, their programs, their activities, their ministries. Every ministry,    
every program area, every department has an evangelism emphasis. Also, they emphasized their commit-
ment to sustainability, self-sufficiency, and accountability. 

 

Both synods fervently request our prayers. They emphasized this multiple times. I encourage all Synod 
Assembly attenders to do this in your private prayer life. Also, please go back to your congregations and    
conferences and work out opportunities for any of us who visited our companion synods to come to your 
church or conference to talk about the life and ministry of the Lutheran Church in Madagascar, to explore 
ways we might share in their ministry, and to consider where we might learn from them. 

 

You may find out more about our trip and our companion synods at either of the two forum opportunities 
during this assembly. 

 
 

“As the Father has sent me, so I am sending you.” 
 

As we gather in assembly, the promises of God continue to guide us, our prayers continue to form us, and 
the Spirit poured out at Pentecost continues to empower us. Thank you for being here to tend to the work of 
Christ's church. May you be filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit! 

 

As I did last year, I will conclude my report with a slide show of some of the places where I’ve been over 
the past year: scenes of the Central/Southern Illinois Synod. 
 
 

Appendix 
 

Other tasks initially listed by Synod Council members in response to the question “What three things does the 
synod do that, if those three things do not get done, nothing else matters?”   

 Administer, support and nurture Associates in Ministry 
 Articulate the Spirit of Christ. We are to bless one another and to be blessed, centered in Christ 
 Churchwide ministry support and participation 
 Cooperate with other synods and Churchwide when most effective 
 Elect Churchwide Assembly members 
 Evaluate leaders, congregational materials and congregations, individually and collectively 
 Maintain partnership and support for seminaries and continuing education 
 Nurture youth faith foundation 
 Partnership and support for congregationally operated schools 
 Partnership and support with social ministry organizations 
 Provide for activities in conjunction with other synods 
 Respond to human need, work for justice and peace, care of the sick and suffering…participate 

in society 
 Structuring sustainable growth and discipleship in our synod 
 Support colleges, universities and campus ministries 
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