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Bishop’s Report to the Assembly, 2018 

Bishop S. John Roth 
Central/Southern Illinois Synod 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 

“Remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 

 

This Annual Assembly begins and ends with the promise of Jesus, “I am with you always.”  In Matthew’s 
Gospel, God’s continuing forgiveness and reconciliation are expressed in terms of the ongoing presence of 
Jesus, also near the beginning and at the end. Matthew tells us in chapter one, that Jesus is “God with us”; 
Jesus’ birth fulfills the prophecy, “‘Behold a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they will call his name 
Immanuel’ which means ‘God with us’.”  And at the end, Jesus reaffirms that he is Immanuel – God with us – 
by promising: I am with you, not just for good days, not just on Sundays; I am with you all days. “I am with 
you always, to the end of the age.” 

Let me lift up to you the vision of and for our synod that is expressed in our Synod Constitution. First, our 
constitution expresses who we are as God has called, gathered, enlightened, and sanctified us to be: 

 

+S6.01. The Church is a people created by God in Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit, called and sent to 
bear witness to God's creative, redeeming, and sanctifying activity in the world. 

 

Then comes the aspirational and wide-ranging description of our life as a synod. Note the imperative 
language of “this synod3.shall”.  In the context of the preceding +S6.01, and its assertion that God is the 
primary actor, this “shall” is not a command in the sense of “These are things you have to do – whether you 
like it or not”. Rather, the “shall” conveys the sense that “These things exhibit fruits of the faith that we get to 
do because the Holy Spirit propels us to them”. Yes, this list is aspirational, in that it identifies that which we 
strive to do but not yet fully do; but the list is also promissory, in that it conveys what God produces among 
us. 
+S6.02. To participate in God's mission, this synod as a part of the Church shall: 

a. Proclaim God's saving Gospel of justification by grace for Christ's sake through faith alone, 
according to the apostolic witness in the Holy Scripture, preserving and transmitting the 
Gospel faithfully to future generations. 

b. Carry out Christ's Great Commission by reaching out to all people to bring them to faith in 
Christ and by doing all ministry with a global awareness consistent with the understanding of 
God as Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier of all. 

c. Serve in response to God's love to meet human needs, caring for the sick and the aged, 
advocating dignity and justice for all people, working for peace and reconciliation among the 
nations, and standing with the poor and powerless, and committing itself to their needs. 

d. Worship God in proclamation of the word and administration of the sacraments and through 
lives of prayer, praise, thanksgiving, witness, and service. 

e. Nurture its members in the Word of God so as to grow in faith and hope and love, to see daily 
life as the primary setting for the exercise of their Christian calling, and to use the gifts of the 
Spirit for their life together and for their calling in the world. 

f. Manifest the unity given to the people of God by living together in the love of Christ and by 
joining with other Christians in prayer and action to express and preserve the unity which the 
Spirit gives. 

If someone asks you for the vision for our synod, here it is, in +S6.02. Yes, +S6.02 expresses our synod’s 
mission, in that it expresses in broad terms what we are about today, what we want to do now. But 
importantly, +6.02 also summarizes what we look forward to being in the future. That is the essence of vision. 

Now let me say what +6.02 is not: it is not an organizational chart for staff and committees of the C/SIS.  
“The synod,” in the expression “this synod3shall,” is the body of believers gathered in our congregations.  
Much of what +S6.02 envisions is carried out in local settings, in our congregations.   
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A vital responsibility of synod leadership is to assess where we more effective engage +S6.02 through 
Synod Council, synod staff, synod committees, and synod programs, and where we are more effective 
engaging +S6.02 in congregations, clusters, conferences, or ad hoc groups.   

Our Synod Council spent more than two years intensively prioritizing where it would be best for us to put 
our energies as synod staff, synod committees, and synod programs.  As I have reported to past synod 
assemblies, the Synod Council identified three leading purposes/priorities related to our “being” as a synod 
and three leading priorities related to our “doing” as a synod: 

 

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. 
 

 Efforts in the past year to pursue these priorities include adjusting the call process to include the option of 
beginning a call process in a congregation before the departing pastor has left the congregation; pursuing the 
advice and counsel of synod staff in an ELCA synod that produces more candidates for ministry than the 
number of first call vacancies in that synod; fashioning St. John Lutheran Church, Shelbyville, and St. Paul 
Lutheran Church, Shelbyville, as the first Theological Education for Emerging Ministries sight in our synod; 
recrafting our synod website, including providing for pastors, deacons, and congregations to submit items for 
publicizing with a click on the website; regularizing our interim ministers gatherings; filling the vacancies on 
synod staff; and continuing the visiting synod staff members do to our congregations. We on synod staff 
continue to draw strength and enthusiasm for this ministry from Jesus’ promise, “I am with you always.”   

 

Joint Lutheran-Catholic Commemorations of the  
500

th
 Anniversary of the Reformation 

 

There were many wonderful events throughout our synod commemorating the 500th Anniversary of the 
Reformation, in individual congregations and in groups of congregations. For example, the six congregations 
of the Servants United Parish in the Northeast Conference came together into one combined morning 
worship service on Reformation Sunday – a well-attended, uplifting service that both honored our shared 
heritage of grace as Lutherans and reinforced the blessing that shared ministry in a parish can be. Similar 
stories can be told about worship and singing events in Bloomington, O’Fallon, and the Three Saints Parish 
north of Peoria; and about dialogues among Catholic parishes and Lutheran churches, such as a series of 
gatherings that took place in Belleville. 

Among these various commemorations, I would like to highlight the four joint Lutheran-Catholic 
Commemorative Prayer Services that I participated in, because of the historic character of these joint 
services. 

The October 2016 Joint Prayer Service in Lund, Sweden, led by Pope Francis and Bishop Munib Younan 
(then president of the Lutheran World Federation) served as the model for all four of these services. The first 
was October 25, 2017, in the Southern Conference, initiated in the Wartburg Parish and local Catholic 
churches, held at St. Mary’s Catholic Church, Chester, IL. Bishop Edward Braxton (Diocese of Belleville) 
participated. There was a joint Lutheran-Catholic choir and a full house. The singing was glorious. The 
appreciative comments from Lutherans and Catholics following the service evidenced a depth of emotional 
engagement with this service that surprised me.  Bishop Braxton could not have been more gracious to all of 
us Lutherans. 

The second was, October 29, 2017, at the Cathedral Basilica in St. Louis, planned with Lutherans 
representing both the Missouri and the Illinois side of the Metropolitan St. Louis area. We did not fill the 
Cathedral – it is an enormous space – but there was a good crowd. Again, the singing was glorious and the 
spiritual uplift evident in the worshipers. Participating in this service was particularly moving for me because, 
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somewhat comparably, in 1999 my father participated in the joint Lutheran-Catholic worship service held in 
this Cathedral celebrating the adoption of the Joint Declaration of the Doctrine of Justification.   

The third was November 19, 2017, at St. Agnes Catholic Church in Springfield, planned by a joint 
Lutheran-Catholic working group, with the blessing of the Diocese of Springfield. Bishop Thomas John 
Paprocki participated, and even provided me with a vimp to assist with my crozier. There was, again, an 
excellent crowd, the singing soared, and the good will shared was palpable. Quick footnote, in the aftermath, I 
and our C/SIS ministry are now prayed for regularly by the sisters at the Dominican House in Springfield. 

The fourth was April 29, 2018, at Our Lady of Lourdes in Gibson City, planned by Pastor Jim Davis and 
Father Thomas Theneth. Our Lady of Lourdes is a spectacular worship space, visually and acoustically.  
Bishop Daniel Conlon sent his ecumenical officer, Mr. Peter Burnham to represent the bishop’s office. This 
service was the first formal shared worship event between the Diocese of Joliet and an ELCA synod, 
according to the diocese’s ecumenical officer.   

Let me include some words from my homilies at Reformation events. 
Ultimately, though, Catholic and Lutheran shared Commemoration of the 500th 

Anniversary of the Reformation is not about what we have done together; it is not about our 
growing understanding of each other or our growing appreciation for each other.  Though 
this is all very, very good – that is not central point.   

The central point is the grace that we share – the mutual grace that God bestows on us 
as Catholics and on us as Lutherans.   

Quoting from the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, “By grace alone, in 
faith in Christ's saving work and not because of any merit on our part, we are accepted by 
God and receive the Holy Spirit, who renews our hearts while equipping and calling us to 
good works".  This is our Reformation message.  This is our (Catholic and Lutheran) 
Reformation message. 

 

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 
committees and synod staff, recommends budgets to the Synod Assembly, and advises the bishop. You can 
review the minutes of the Synod Council meetings in the Assembly Reports (available on the synod website).  

Please join me in thanking the members of our 2017-2018 Synod Council, besides me this includes:  
 

Ms. Carey Mayer, Synod Vice President  Ms. Debbie Peterson 

Pr. Pamela Mitcham, Secretary  Pr. Robert Rasmus (through March 4, 2018) 
Mr. Ken Finkle, Treasurer  Mr. Larry Saler 
Ms. Kim Alberts Mr. Mathew Spencer  
Pr. Ryan Anderson Ms. Hailey Storm 

Pr. James Davis Mr. Don Swan  
Pr. Scott Egbers Pr. Glen VanderKloot 
Mr. Terry Goff  Mr. Dennis Wallin 

Mr. Henry Harms  Pr. Melissa Waterman   
Ms. Deanne Holshouser Pr. Amy Ziettlow (since March 4, 2018) 
Mr. Tim Marty Mr. Daniel Simmons, Legal Counsel  
Ms. Marcia McGaughey 

 

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 liaison responsibility with a committee or group in the synod, or serves on committee of the 
Synod Council.  
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Synod Staff  
We continue in a season of transition in synod staff.   
• We have worked with three assistants to the bishop rather than four for a year and a half. I am grateful 

for Assistants to the Bishop Pastor Jim Reents, Pastor Ken Sandlin, and Pastor Maureen Stein, all 
three of whom have picked up extra duties during this time.   

• With the departure of Pastor Robert Dealey at the end of last August, Pastor Gary Erickson, Director 
for Evangelical Mission (DEM) in the Northern Illinois Synod, began serving as part-time interim DEM 
in our synod. We are grateful for his service.   

• Ms. Cindy Koonce, retired from Office Manager at the end of December 2017; since then, she has 
worked for us part-time in the office and as the 2018 Synod Assembly Coordinator.   

• We transitioned from the position of Coordinator of Communications and Networking to a new position 
of Administrative Assistant for Media, Communications and Graphic Design. Mr. Tucker Good 
assumed these duties in August of 2017. 

• Ms. Laura Lee joined our staff as Office Manager this past January. Please give her a warm welcome. 
• We are blessed by the continued service of Ms. Glenna Senters as Bookkeeper, and Ms. Barbara 

Purple as office volunteer. 
It truly is a privilege and joy to serve with the faithful and gifted people on our synod staff.   

 

Upcoming Clergy Renewal Leave/Sabbatical 

I will be on sabbatical October 7, 2018, through January 6, 2019. My full sabbatical request is in my report 
to the Synod Council at its September 2017 meeting. In this assembly report, I will simply note key points.   

Our synod’s recommended compensation guidelines provide the following recommendation regarding 
sabbatical leave for parish pastors.  The wisdom behind this is that a pastor’s sabbatical can enhance the 
mission of the church; I believe that this wisdom can apply for the pastor of a congregation and the pastor of a 
synod. 

We recommend congregation councils give serious consideration to Sabbatical or Clergy Renewal 
Leave as part of the compensation package. A sabbatical leave is a time for release from normal 
duties in order that the pastor may devote time to renewal. It is an integral and important part of an 
overall strategy for enhancing the mission of the congregation through pastor renewal, enrichment, 
study, spiritual growth, travel, personal and family time, skill development, and/or research.  
Sabbatical leaves can be of any duration decided upon by the congregation. For those congregations 
interested in providing sabbatical or clergy renewal time a resource document is available on line or 
from the Synod Office. It is entitled: Resource Guide for Sabbatical or Clergy Renewal for The Central/
Southern Illinois Synod of the ELCA. 
 

Program Objectives: 1) To identify and to distinguish technical challenges (i.e., those challenges for which we 
already have systems, procedures, and resources to available to address effectively the challenges) from 
adaptive challenges (i.e., those challenges for which we will have to learn or create ways unknown to us 
now in order to address effectively the challenges).  For example, a congregational budget challenge is 
generally treated as a technical challenge: the solution is to find more money or to cut expenses; but if the 
budget challenge is essentially a symptom of a deeper question of where people’s hearts and minds are, 
the technical “fix” of new income stream or reducing costs will not solve the adaptive challenge.  In this 
sabbatical, the point of learning to identify adaptive challenges is not so much to proposed solutions to 
particular adaptive challenges, but rather to consider how we might structure ourselves as a synod to be 
capable of addressing adaptive challenges as they appear.  2) To gauge the degree to which the office of 
bishop provides the office holder with the capacity to exercise adaptive leadership.   

 

Personal Objectives: As mentioned above, a renewal period is time for intentional exploration and reflection, 
for regaining the enthusiasm and creativity for ministry, and for surveying fresh ways to address current 
challenges.  The combination of staying on top of the pressing day-to-day responsibilities, keeping up with 
the pace of change at every expression of the ELCA, and addressing conflicts in congregations leaves a 
bishop precious little time for the crucial job of reflection on the big picture and of planning adaptive 
change.  Consequently, the overall personal sabbatical objective is gaining greater perspective on the 
particular ministry of the ELCA synodical bishop within the mission of the synod.   
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Major Elements of the Experience: 1) Visits with other ELCA synods engaged in innovative ministries that we 
may learn from in our synod.  2) Guided conversations with former ELCA synod bishops.  3) Guided 
conversations with bishops and other judicatory heads in other U.S. denominations, including judicatories 
composed primarily of people of color.  4) Reading (the bibliography is under construction).  5) Getting on 
“the balcony”.  “Achieving a balcony perspective means taking yourself out of the dance, in your 
mind3.The only way you gain both a clearer view of reality and some perspective on the bigger picture is 
by distancing yourself from the fray” (Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, p. 53).  

  

During the sabbatical, synodical ministry will be handled by the assistants to the bishop and an acting 
bishop.  Bishop Richard Hoyme is currently the bishop of the Northeast Synod of Wisconsin. He is retiring at 
the end of June, and has agreed to serve as acting bishop on a part-time basis. I anticipate that the 
sabbatical will have no budgetary impact.  The costs incurred for the acting bishop and for additional services, 
if any, needed from the assistants to the bishop will be covered by separately donated funds that are 
available and by accumulated continuing education funds. 

Why a sabbatical at this time? I will have been synod bishop for seven years when this sabbatical begins.  
The position is no longer new to me. While I would never claim to have being bishop "figured out", I have 
been in this call long enough to have gained perspective on the challenges, joys, capacities, limitations, 
needed skills, and hidden nuances of the position – as well as having been in this call long enough to have 
lived with consequences of my decisions as bishop. This seven years of experience will give substance to the 
reflecting, analyzing, searching, researching, and planning I will be doing during the sabbatical. A sabbatical 
at this time is not a reward or a perk for past performance; it is a strategic move for the sake of the synod’s 
future. With the sabbatical being completed in the winter of 2018-2019, there will still be almost five years left 
on this term as bishop. Five years may seem like a long time. However, one of the lessons learned in the past 
years as bishop is that it takes significantly longer for a bishop to constructively impact the culture of the 
synod – to kindle enlivened hearts and minds in a synod context – than it does for a pastor to do so with a 
congregation. Still, five years is a decent amount of time to try to initiate and to begin to implement adaptive 
change in the synod.   

 

LYO and Lutheran Youth Gathering 

 

Let me give a shout out to youth ministry in our synod-wide context and the ELCA context. I experience 
the love of Christ and high energy at our C/SIS Lutheran Youth Organization annual gatherings. While our 
LYO has gone from two annual gatherings to one due to state budget issues, these gatherings continue to be 
a vibrant vehicle of faith formation for our young people. Closely aligned with these gatherings is our synod's 
participation in Leadership Lab, an annual, week-long opportunity for both faith formation and Christian 
leadership development sponsored by the three ELCA synods of Illinois. What treasures these are for our 
synod - congregations, youth workers, youth advisors, deacons, and pastors coming together to serve Christ 
and Christ's church, particularly Christ's church present in our young people. 

The triennial ELCA Youth Gathering is an extravaganza that is hard to imagine if you have not seen 
it. Through large sessions where thousands - yes, thousands - sing, pray, and listen to stories of faith 
together, through service projects around the city, through Bible studies, and through worship with hundreds 
of fellow C/SIS youth, our young people are enveloped and energized by the love of God in Jesus Christ. 

None of this synod-wide or ELCA-wide youth ministry could take place without the faithful, dedicated 
service of volunteer adults throughout our congregations. I am grateful to God for these wonderful saints. 

 

Reflection on Finances 

 

Last year, our 2017 Synod Assembly, with the approval of the ELCA Church Council, made the difficult 
decision to realign our proportional share of mission support with the ELCA Churchwide Organization from 
55% to 50%. I will not revisit all of the reasons for this realignment, but simply say that our synod remains 
committed to generous partnership with the ministries of the ELCA, which is reflected in both our proportional 
share of mission support and the designated gift to ELCA ministries by congregations and individuals.   

2018 Bishop’s Report to the Assembly 
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More importantly, God has blessed us. Yes, I see the persistent downslope trend line of dollars provided 
by our congregations in mission support.  But when I look at the dollar amounts, I am awed and humbled that 
the good people of our congregations provide one point four million dollars for Christ's mission and ministry 
through our church body – yes, ONE POINT FOUR MILLION DOLLARS - $1,400,000. This is bountifulness; 
this is extravagant resources - entrusted to us for faithful stewardship. God has provided for us richly!  Words 
in the refrain in Zebulon Highben's song "Come to the Water" ring in my mind: "Where Christ is there is plenty 
for all."  

So, while we look at the dollar numbers with clear eyes and we do the practical work of prioritizing our 
use of these financial resources, we also celebrate what we have available. I ask that we emphasize 1) the 
joy of participating financially in the Christ's mission and ministry, 2) that stewardship in all contexts is about 
our faith before it is about our finances, and 3) personal and congregational stories that show that the 
incredible giving capacity that we have among us. Let me repeat this, "Where Christ is there is plenty for all." 

 

Note on Our Relationship with Companion Synods  
 

We continue to nurture our companion synod relationships. Year 2018 began the fourth year in our five-

year plan for financial partnership with the Ambovombe-Androy Synod and the Fort Dauphin Synod. Thanks 
to your generosity through Synod Assembly offerings, congregational and individual designated 
contributions, and the 2015 Pedal for a Purpose, we have sent our promised $16,400 for 2018 to designated 
ministries in these two companion synods. 

Plans are underway in each of the four ELCA synods, including our C/SIS, to bring representatives of 
educational efforts that our ELCA synods support to the United States and to our respective ELCA synods in 
late September of this year. I will have more information about this as we get into the summer. 

 

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 ministers over the course of the past year (through May 31, 2018).  

Your synod staff devotes expansive time and effort working with interim ministries and call processes. As 
I write this, we have 17 active call processes in which a full-time pastor is sought and a Ministry Site Profile 
has been submitted by the congregation council. Five full-time calls were filled during the past year. I 
anticipate that one of the 17 above-mentioned active call processes will be filled by the time you read this.  
Five of the remaining 16 currently have nominees for pastor. Four of these call processes have not yet 
received a nominee to consider. 

It is a privilege to serve Christ by serving you.  As we gather in assembly, the promise of Jesus continues 
to envelop us – “Remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age” – 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 hope through the Holy Spirit! 

As I have done in previous years, 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.  

 


