
Dear Reader, 

There are three components to this document: 
The Sabbatical Report to the Synod Council (C/SIS) – pp. 1-30 
A list of discussion points for the Report (something of an outline of the report) – pp. 31-32 
A list of Works Consulted – p. 33 

I welcome any and all feedback you might have to offer.   

God’s peace,  
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Sabbatical Report to Synod Council (C/SIS) 

January 19, 2019 
S. John Roth, Bishop 

Introduction 
In my pre-sabbatical brainstorming and planning, I envisioned two broad 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 the challenges 
effectively) 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), 2) to gauge the 
degree to which the office of bishop in the ELCA provides the office holder a) with the capacity 
to achieve the constitutional responsibilities assigned to the bishop and b) with the capacity to 
exercise adaptive leadership. 

My overall intent was to pursue renewal through intentional exploration and reflection, to 
regain enthusiasm and creativity for ministry and to survey 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 synod bishop precious little time for the crucial work of reflecting on the 
big picture and of planning adaptive change.  So, my personal sabbatical objective was to gain 
greater perspective on the particular ministry of the ELCA synodical bishop within the mission 
of the synod. 

My original sabbatical plan listed five major elements of the anticipated sabbatical 
experience; I reproduce them here as I presented them prior to the sabbatical:  

1) “Getting on the balcony”.  “Achieving a balcony perspective means taking yourself out of 
the dance, in your mind…. 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”.    1

2) Visits with other ELCA synods engaged in innovative ministries that we may learn from 
in our synod.  A minimum of three days on site.    

Checklist of specific points of inquiry 
• Staffing – position descriptions, accountabilities, authorities, oversight, pros 

and cons of staffing structure 
• Income streams and budgeting – current, trend, anticipated 
• Candidacy – focus on activities or engagements related to lifting up being a 

pastor or deacon as a viable vocation 
• Interim ministry – challenges, models, resources, costs, pros and cons 
• Call process – challenges, resources, guidance for congregations, current 

practices, and anticipated changes, pros and cons 
• Synodically Authorized Ministry – training, authorization, expectations, 

context, pros and cons 
• Ecumenically-shared ministries – history, contexts, expectations, future 

plans, pros and cons 

 Ronald Heifetz and Martin Linsky, Leadership on the Line.  Note: my footnotes will not contain 1

academically full and complete bibliographical references.  Read the references more as “the quote came 
from this source and see this source for further reading,” rather than as “look this up here.”  
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• Information supplied by ELCA Research and Evaluation for each synod: 
Statistical Report and Data Kit 

• Conversations with any or all the following: synod bishops, assistants to the 
bishop, DEMs, synod committee chairs, anyone interesting 

• Items of interest to the bishop of the synod being visited 
3) Reading (the bibliography is under construction and includes an array of works on 

theology, leadership, adaptive change, and church practice).   
4) Guided conversations with former ELCA synod bishops. 
5) As opportunities present themselves, guided conversations with bishops and other 

judicatory heads in other U.S. denominations, including judicatories composed primarily 
of people of color.   

Three weeks into the sabbatical, it became clear to me that this overall sabbatical plan was 
unrealistically ambitious.  As you will see as you read through this report, there are several gaps 
and unfulfilled hopes as the sabbatical came to an end.  Nevertheless, the sabbatical itself piqued 
my interest in these yet-to-be-explored areas, and I will look for opportunities going forward to 
pursue them.  Renewed curiosity was a delightful unintended consequence of the sabbatical; in 
addition to motivating me to explore original sabbatical questions that I did not have time to 
pursue during the sabbatical, this renewal of curiosity led me down several thought-provoking 
“rabbit holes” during the sabbatical.   

This section of the report summarizes my visits to the Northern Great Lakes Synod (NGLS), 
the Upstate New York Synod (UNYS), and the Southeastern Iowa Synod (SEIS).  Prior to each 
visit, I explored each synod’s website, read its synod constitution, and consulted available 
statistical information on each synod. 

Why did I choose to visit these three synods?  I could have visited any of the other synods of 
the ELCA and come away with valuable new knowledge and food for thought.  However, because 
certain things that I happened to run across over the years about these three synods caught my 
interest, and I wanted to take a closer look at them.  Here are a few examples.  1) In terms of 
number of congregations and rostered ministers, the NGLS is now what the C/SIS will be in ten 
years, if current trends in the C/SIS continue; yet at the same time, the NGLS has meaningful 
characteristics that the C/SIS currently can only aspire to: a) congregational sense of connection 
and responsibility to the broader ELCA is remarkable (case in point, for years 100% of its 
congregations have submitted an annual parochial report); and b) the overwhelming majority of 
pastors make a priority of being connected at the conference and synod levels.  2) The UNYS is 
crafting creative staffing arrangements to respond to budget constraints.  Also, the UNYS uses 
conference deans to assist with serving congregations in transition in a much more aggressive 
way than the C/SIS does.  The SEIS did a major overhaul of its governance structure in 2009, 
and at the same time built future flexibility in its governing documents.  The SEIS is taking 
advantage of this flexibility in initiating sweeping changes in how the synod will do committee 
work in the future.  Also, the SEIS is a central midwestern “destination synod,” that is, it is a 
synod requested by more candidates, and by pastors seeking their second or third call. 

Bishops Finegan, Macholz, and Burk were more than simply gracious in giving their time for 
me.  They arranged my access to their people and even added features to the visits which 
enhanced my understanding and feel for the ministries in their contexts.  I cannot adequately 
convey in this report the blessing and privilege it was to be welcomed into their “worlds” and to 
invited into open and candid conversations about their ministries.   
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Moreover, I am indebted to these currently serving bishops and to former Bishop Skrenes 
serving as sounding boards for some of my sabbatical.  Their valuable feedback and insights 
alone were worth the trips.   

A Glance a Few Statistics 

My purpose for these visits was to learn from these synods, not to critique them.  So, this 
report will not be an “I liked this, but I didn’t like that” listing of procedures and programs.  I 
also make no attempt to describe these synods comprehensively.  Rather, I will lift up selected 
items that I think could be thought provoking and fruitful for us to reflect on in the C/SIS.  In 
addition, I received from each synod copies of job descriptions that the C/SIS staff and I will 
discuss in detail in the coming year. 

Visit to the Northern Great Lakes Synod (NGLS) 
My wife, Kris, accompanied me on this trip because former Bishop Tom and Luanne Skrenes 

invited us to be their guests while I pursued my sabbatical project.  Former Bishop Skrenes 
retired in 2017. 

The full-time NGLS staff consists of Bishop Katherine Finegan, Pastor Jim Duehring (DEM/
Assistant to the Bishop), Louise Ingalls (Secretary), and Betsy Koski (Bookkeeper/Secretary).  
The synod also employs other persons on a small, part-time bases for specific tasks.  Bishop 
Finegan was elected in 2017. 

 

Thursday evening (10/18), Bishop Finegan took me with her to the synod’s congregation in 
Peshtigo, WI, for one of the “Walking Together” events she and the other full-time staff were 
holding with each of the eight synod conferences.   Conferences range in size from six to 14 

C/SIS NGLS UNYS SEIS

No. of Congregations in 
2015 130 82 168 138

No. of Members in 2015 40,260 27,022 52,552 89,466

Avg. Attendance 2015 10,144 6,088 11,189 28,442

Square miles 40,336 22,078 38,000 20,806

2015 Members per sq. 
mi. 1.0 1.2 1.3 4.3

Total 2015 Congregation 
income from Giving $21,762,294 $10,926,159 $27,106,132 $54,986,026

Total Synod Income 
from Congregations $1,439,080 $831,006 $1,114,472 $2,478,499



!  4

congregations each.  Bishop Finegan and Pastor Duehring each led portions of the event, which 
was in part an overview of the synod and its ministries, in part training for congregational 
movement from being a fellowship of members to being followers of Jesus participating in God’s 
mission for the sake of the world, and in part a workshop in congregational refocus and renewal.  
They emphasized that we are the claimed, gathered, and sent disciples of Jesus Christ.    

Friday (10/19), the Skreneses took Kris and me on a tour of the “copper country,” which is 
the northern peninsula reaching into Lake Superior.  They took us to see several ELCA churches, 
as well as the ELCA’s Finlandia University.  Since this area is Luanne Skrenes’s home territory 
and Pastor Tom Skrenes served as bishop of the NGLS for 18 years, the two of them were 
treasures of knowledge about the background and current realities of the congregations in this 
area.   

Sunday (10/21), I went with Bishop Finegan to worship and after-service conversation at 
Faith Lutheran Church in Three Lakes, WI, followed by conversation with a pastor and council 
president of Prince of Peace Lutheran Church, Eagle River, WI.  These congregations are 
experiencing challenges similar to those of congregations in our synod who are striving to adjust 
to new realities where some congregations cannot afford the staff that they are accustomed to in 
their congregation, and other congregations would like to be able to assist those congregations 
but have their own challenges to maintain vibrant ministry with limited resources.   

Tuesday (10/23), I spent the day in structured conversations with all four synod staff 
members individually.    2

The NGLS Council meets, as does the C/SIS Council, in January, March, June (for an 
abbreviated meeting) and September.  Normally, the NGLS Council meets at 4:00 p.m. on 
Friday, breaks for supper and after-supper fellowship, and reconvenes Saturday morning until 
about noon.  Meetings are held at churches around the synod.  The SC Executive Committee 
meets a week or so before the SC meeting.   

 Pastor Duehring’s call is from the NGLS, with a half-time grant for Director for Evangelical Mission 2

(DEM).  Given that they are the only two rostered staff in the office, Bishop Finegan and Pastor Duehring 
divide several of the program duties between them.  Pastor Duehring has primary responsibility around 
stewardship, youth, companion synod relations, and some aspects of campus ministry.  Bishop Finegan 
has primary responsibility with candidacy, endowment committee, the Lay School for Mission, leadership 
support, licensed lay ministry, the synod women’s organization, and other aspects of campus ministry.  
Obviously, this leaves considerable room for overlap between Bishop Finegan and Pastor Duehring: 
evangelism and transformational ministry, finance committee, and call process, for example.   

Ms. Ingalls (Secretary) takes the lead with Synod Assembly planning and registration, the synod 
newsletter, E-Notes to the synod list, making arrangements for Synod Council meetings and other special 
events around the synod, preparing the synod directory, processing the mail and staff correspondence, 
ordering office supplies, and making arrangements for repairs and maintenance of the facility. 

Ms. Koski (BookKeeper/Secretary) takes the lead maintaining all files in the office except those in the 
Bishop’s and the Assistant to the Bishop’s offices, managing roster changes with the ELCA churchwide 
office and Portico Benefit Services, overseeing communication with the synod’s constitution committee,  

Ms. Ingalls and Ms. Koski have worked together in the synod office well back into former Bishop 
Skrenes’s tenure.  Both fill full-time positions.  While their respective job descriptions distinguish their 
secretarial responsibilities, both acknowledge that they share many, if not most, of the secretarial duties, 
basically seeing that what needs to be done gets done when it needs to be.  The NGLS offices is open 9:00 
a.m. – 5:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. 
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It can be misleading to compare the C/SIS budget with the NGLS budget.  For example, both 
synods fund committees or ministry partners for campus ministry, camping ministry, outreach, 
justice advocacy, candidacy, etc.  However, the C/SIS budgets undesignated income from 
congregations for these, while the NGLS does most of this funding through designated/
restricted income.  Also, the NGLS includes pass through designated giving in a single summary 
of income and expenses with mission support from congregations, whereas the C/SIS reports 
these separately.  Worth noting is that the NGLS endowment fund (totaling roughly $390,000) 
distributed $25,000 for various projects ranging from pastor’s seminary debt reduction to 
campus ministry to the Lay School for Mission.  Also, the NGLS piggybacked a synod-wide 
“Always Being Made New Campaign” onto the ELCA churchwide campaign; through 2017 the 
synod-wide campaign raised about $24,000 for the synod’s outdoor camp, congregational 
hunger grants, and the synod’s companion synod relationship.   

In anticipation of electing a new NGLS bishop, the ELCA churchwide office conducted a 
ministry review of the NGLS at the request of then Bishop Skrenes.  This ministry review was 
thought provoking and helpful background for my conversations with synod staff.  The review is 
divided into two parts: a qualitative review and a quantitative review.  The qualitative review 
took place February 17-19, 2017.  It sought to identify and enhance the strengths of the 
congregations and synod, to identify the goals of the congregations and the synod and hear 
possible recommendations to address them, to understand how ELCA Lutherans are perceived 
in the area, and to gather information and get advice for the incoming bishop.  Ministry review 
information was gathered at a meeting with the synod council and bishop transition team, and 
at listening posts held in Marquette, MI, and Crystal Falls, MI; these two listening posts were 
attended by clergy and lay members from a total of 29 congregations, and in addition, four 
congregations submitted written responses to the survey questions.  So roughly 41% of the 
congregations had some sort of input into the review. 

This far-reaching qualitative review is helpful for my look at the synod to the extent that one 
keeps in mind what the review is and what the review is not.  The qualitative review is essentially 
a collection of perceptions and opinions.  This study makes no attempt to assess whether the 
perceptions given are accurate, or the opinions given are reasonable.  That said, it is noteworthy 
that the first two goals listed for the NGLS going forward are “improve clergy retention rate” and 
“fill pastoral vacancies,” goals that echo the top priority listed in the C/SIS Council study of 
synod purpose and priorities.   

Permit me to illustrate briefly how the phrasing of some observations made by this 
qualitative review can be problematic.  There are four “Challenges in the Synod” listed: multi-
point parishes, pastor salaries, inward focus/isolation, and conservative context.  My comments 
are on the first and fourth identified challenges. 

The qualitative review says: “Multi-point Parishes – Even though there are many two- and 
three-point parishes in the synod, many congregations find it difficult to give up their church 
building/identity in order to merge with another congregation.”  This phrasing assumes that 
merger is preferable to multi-point parish and that giving up a church building/identity is the 
central impediment to this preferred option, merger.  In my view, there are indeed situations in 
which the mission of Christ’s church could be more effectively pursued if congregations would 
merge and leave their church buildings.  However, it must be recognized that merging is neither 
as easy nor as certain to be a successful venture as one might think based on worship attendance 
numbers and financial numbers.  There are many stories of problem-plagued mergers.  I 
mention below potential problems of managing internal conflicts, negotiations, and 
accommodations in parish arrangements; these potential problems apply to mergers as well.  In 
fact, in some cases, it would preferable for a congregation to close rather than for a merged 
congregation to expend excessive time and energy on managing its merger.  On the flip side, a 
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multi-site parish configuration can provide advantages to Christian presence and proclamation 
that are now enjoyed by multi-site congregations, leading to greater vitality and wider reach of 
the churches.  But this, too, is neither easy nor certain to be a successful venture.  Of course, 
upkeep costs and ongoing suitability of any given church building must be major considerations.  
The more crucial issue, however, is that of the perceived mission of the parish.   

The driving reason for fruitful parish ministry has to be this: that we may glorify God, build 
up the body of Christ, and proclaim Christ crucified and risen for the life of the world more 
effectively acting together than by acting separately.   

Shared ministry undertaken primarily to reduce congregational expenses is a proven 
letdown – a step on an uneasy hospice journey for all the churches involved.  Parishes will 
flourish only if the congregations in the parish are at least as committed to the life of the whole 
parish as they might be to the life of their particular congregation.  Individual congregations 
entering into a parish arrangement bring their particular history, identity in the community, and 
traditions to the parish as a gift; but for the shared ministry of the parish to flourish, individual 
congregations must willingly and unambiguously give up a degree of their autonomy.  One 
consistent feature in multi-site congregations that flourish is that, while there is locally based 
flexibility and innovation, there is single, trans-campus oversight of vision, planning, and 
accountability.  Please pardon me for stating this so sharply: where individual congregations in 
the parish insist on ultimate autonomy, the parish will be so consumed by managing internal 
conflicts, negotiations, and accommodations that 1) the parish will not have the time, energy, or 
resources to expand its ministry, 2) managing its internal issues will create a high anxiety 
church environment that is unappealing to visitors, and 3) these issues will burn out and burn 
through the parish’s pastors. The vitality of parish ministry stands or falls in the long run on the 
extent to which everyone involved truly believes in "bearing with one another in love, making 
every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace" (Ephesians 4:2-3).  Where 
this is present, there is potential for growing vitality in a multi-point parish. 

The NGLS qualitative review also says: “Conservative Context – The NGLS tends to be 
conservative.  Because of this, social justice issues can be poorly received.”  I understand what 
this comment intends to say; but as it is phrased, it strikes me as condescending and one 
dimensional.  The phrasing assumes that the expression “social justice” is correctly expressed 
only in terms that would be objectionable to “conservatives”.  It would be more accurate to say 
that “liberal” views on social justice differ from “conservative” views on social justice; to imply 
that to be conservative translates into being against social justice feeds divisiveness and 
mitigates against being able to disagree well, in the church as well as in society.  Second, in the 
context of other challenges across the ELCA, such as declining levels of worship attendance and 
financial giving, maybe it is worth considering that in the aggregate, “conservative” Christians 
trend higher than “liberal” Christians in attending worship and in tithing.  If these are elements 
of NGLS conservativism, then “conservative context” would be, in this regard, an asset of the 
NGLS.   

The NGLS is now embarking on an over-arching renewal effort under the banner “Walking 
Together”, drawing on the etymological origin of the word “synod.”  Examples of this effort 
include all-staff consultations with each of the synod’s conferences and “Faithful Innovations,” 
trainings for lay leaders, pastors, and licensed lay ministers in 1) dwelling in the Word, 2) 
tracing God’s movement in our lives and neighborhoods, 3) action learning experiments, and 4) 
intentional reflection.   

Visit to the Upstate New York Synod 
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The UNYS staff includes Bishop John Macholz, Pastor Mary Johnson (Assistant to the Bishop 
for Candidacy and Mobility [half time]), Pastor Norma Malfatti (Director for Evangelical 
Mission and Assistant to the Bishop), Ms. Michelle Josephson (Assistant to the Bishop for 
Operations [half time]), Ms. Katherine Neugent (Executive Assistant to the Bishop and Office 
Manager), and Ms. Karen Brundige (Accountant and Bookkeeper).  Also on staff in smaller part-
time positions are Pastor Lori Kochanski (Faith Formation Director), Pastor Greg Tennermann 
(Natural Systems Coordinator), and Ms. Jennifer Genovese (Consultant Therapist); I did not 
have an opportunity to meet with them.  Bishop Macholz was elected in 2014. 

 

In addition, t h e U N Y S 
compensates conference deans at a minimum of $500/month for work on behalf of the synod; I 
will say more about this below.  (Some conferences also provide the dean with an additional 
stipend out of conference funds.)  Like the conference deans in the C/SIS, UNYS deans chair 
conference meetings and provide general coordination of conference activities and conveyance 
of conference information.  On the other hand, there are distinct differences in the ways deans 
function in the UNYS compared with the C/SIS.  Not all deans in the UNYS serve on Synod 
Council; the deans select one among them, who serves on Synod Council and the Executive 
Committee of the Synod Council.  Interestingly, viewed from the perspective of C/SIS 
constitutional language, is that the conference dean is the “presiding officer” of the conference 
(in contrast to the C/SIS’s “Chief Executive Officer of the Conference” terminology).  Also, in the 
UNYS constitution, “the dean represents the synod bishop in the conference”.  The most 
prominent feature of representing the bishop is each dean’s significant involvement in a 
conference congregation’s call process, and generally the conference dean then presides at the 
new pastor’s installation.  This representational role is not present in the C/SIS governing 
documents, though it is possible under the C/SIS constitutional rubric that “each dean shall … 
perform such other duties as the bishop may from time to time assign”.  It appears to me that 
the language of “presiding officer” fits the vision in the UNYS of deans as extensions of the 
ministry of the bishop with the synod as a whole; this corresponds with the active role that 
deans play in congregational transition and call process in the UNYS. 

Bishop Macholz and I first met for conversation Wednesday (10/31).  Thursday (11/1), I had 
structured conversations with Pastor Johnson, Pastor Malfatti, and Ms. Josephson at a satellite 
office the UNYS maintains at Bethlehem Lutheran Church, Fairport, NY (a suburb of 
Rochester).  Friday (11/2), I met with individually with Ms. Nuegent and Ms. Brundige at the 
synod office in Syracuse, NY.  In the late afternoon, I met with Mr. Tom Madden, who in 2018 
began his third four-year term as synod Vice President; we were later joined for supper by 
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Bishop Macholz and Ms. Sharon Hamilton (Synod Council member).  Saturday morning (11/3), 
I attended the UNYS Council meeting.  3

In addition to arranging for my structured conversations with synod staff, Bishop Macholz 
arranged for me to have an extensive conversation with Pastors Abigail Zang Hoffman and Amy 
Walter-Peterson, who serve as Co-Pastors in an innovative pastoral leadership model at 

     Pastor Johnson’s responsibilities have shifted since she first came onto synod staff in 2011 in a one-3

third time position assigned to candidacy process.  A year and a half later, mobility process was added to 
her job description, and her position was expanded to one-half time.   

I will say more about candidacy process later in this report.  Let me simply mention here that in 
addition to working with the UNYS candidacy committee, Pastor Johnson also has responsibilities with 
what the UNYS calls Area Interview Teams.  These teams are distinct from the candidacy committee, 
though the teams are tied into a candidate’s entrance into candidacy.   

Along with the typical responsibilities that come with mobility process (such as reviewing Rostered 
Minister Profiles and Ministry Site Profiles, contacting potential nominees for calls, and handling call 
process paperwork), Pastor Johnson also has extensive contact with conference deans and oversight of the 
deans’ work (along with Bishop Macholz) with congregations in pastoral transition and call process.  
Conference deans in the UNYS are elected by the conferences to four-year terms, with a limit of two 
consecutive terms.    

Pastor Malfatti became UNYS DEM three and a half years ago.  She is called by the ELCA Churchwide 
Organization and is funded at 100% FTE.   Pastor Malfatti carries the title Assistant to the Bishop as well, 
because that title is well recognized in the UNYS.  The synod has three mission starts going: one in 
downtown Rochester, another on the south side of Syracuse in an underserved population, and Hope 
Lutheran Church, East Greenbush (outside of Albany).   In addition to typical DEM duties, Pastor Malfatti 
has picked up responsibility as synod communicator because of her facility with social media.   

Ms. Josephson is the newest person on the UNYS staff, having taken on the role of Assistant to the 
Bishop for Operations in January 2018.  Ms. Josephson works with the synod finance committee, the 
synod investment committee, and the synod bookkeeper.  She assists staff with their questions about 
salary and benefits.  Her responsibilities branch out to reviewing proposed changes congregations would 
like to make to their constitutions and to working up the recommended compensation package that the 
bishop sends to calling congregations and prospective pastors.  Her time on the job spikes in the run up to 
Synod Assembly because of her organizing responsibilities for the assembly.    

Ms. Neugent job as Executive Assistant to the Bishop and Office Manager is a full-time position, 
normally in the synod office in Syracuse.  The position encompasses general office routines (phone, mail, 
email, filing, maintaining the calendar of meetings and appointments), manages a rostered ministry 
mobility database, prepares call documents, keeps the synod rosters up to date, sees that the bishop has 
the information he needs for upcoming congregational visits, and makes organizing preparations for 
Synod Council meetings.  Ms. Neugent also has extensive responsibility in preparing for and maintaining 
Synod Assemblies.  Her job description runs onto five pages.  In the office flow, Ms. Neugent opens the 
mail and deposits check that are received at the synod office; Ms. Bundige cuts checks and does not have 
signatory authority. 

Ms. Bundige is officially the synod’s accountant and bookkeeper.  Her title on her business card is 
“Bookkeeper/Accountant/Used Car Salesperson/Plumber/Dead Carcass Remover/Chief Cook & Bottle 
Washer/All Around Good Egg.”  It is fair to say that her duties vary as needs arise.  She helps answer the 
phone in the office, assists with Synod Assembly preparations, etc.  Of particular note is that, in addition 
to fielding congregation’s questions about pastor’s compensation packages, Ms. Bundige has provided 
workshops for congregational treasurers, covering topics such as fiduciary responsibility, insurance 
responsibility, the peculiarities in pastors’ compensation packages, and payroll.   

The synod office in Syracuse is normally open 8:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. 
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Bethlehem Lutheran Church, a long-standing congregation in the metropolitan Rochester area.  
Co-pastorates are not new, and not necessarily innovative.  To get into the details of this pastoral 
ministry history, development, and current arrangement would take this report too far afield.  
I’ll simply say that extensive recasting of the perspective on ministry at Bethlehem Lutheran led 
to the adoption of this current arrangement in 2016; insights gained are astute and the learning 
continues.   

Another feature of my visit to the UNYS was the opportunity to have a lengthy conversation 
with Mr. Tom Madden, the Synod Vice-President.  Among Mr. Madden’s activities as vice 
president, he meets with Bishop Macholz and the UNYS attorney bi-monthly to review items of 
legal interest to the synod.    4

As is the case with the NGLS, synod budget comparisons between the UNYS and the C/SIS 
are not simple “apples-to-apples” comparisons.  Going into 2018, the UNYS anticipated about 
$1.17 million in total revenue available for budget needs, with about $50,000 of the being 
income from investments and other sources.  Over the coming months, as the C/SIS prepares 
the proposed 2020 budget, I will compare individual items of each synod’s budget more 
carefully to the C/SIS budget.  But a word about covering synod assembly costs is appropriate 
here.  

The UNYS budgets to break even financially on synod assemblies.  Historically, they have 
run a little ahead some years and a little behind other years.  For example, the 2018 Synod 
Assembly had income of $59,803 versus expenses of $64,419, a $4,616 deficit; they will carry a 
negative $2,118 balance into 2019 because they had a positive $2,488 balance at the beginning 
of 2018.  The assembly fee is $110 per voting member, and they typically have about 390 voting 
members present.  (I would need to ask more questions to learn what makes up for the $17,000 
difference between income from voting member registrations and total income.)   Here in the C/
SIS, we have been working toward bringing synod assembly income and expenses together, but 
our numbers are not currently as favorable as the UNYS numbers.   

Visit to the Southeastern Iowa Synod 
The SEIS synod staff includes Bishop Michael Burk, Pastor Erika Uthe (Director for Evangelical 
Mission), Pastor Eric Carlson (Assistant to the Bishop), Pastor Paul Ostrem (Assistant to the 
Bishop), Ms. Lorraine Jordan (Administrative Assistant), Ms. Kathy Smith (Associate for 
Administration), Ms. Val Harlynn, (Associate for Communications), and Ms. Cristina Barkalow 
(Receptionist).  Bishop Burk was elected in 2008 and again in 2014.   

 

 

       This past fall, Mr. Madden began his third four-year term.  Our conversation ranged from the 4

educational and professional background he brings to his service to the Church (electrical engineering; 
worked for Kodak for 30 years), to big-picture ELCA trends and other realities, to details of his activities 
on behalf of the synod (e.g., on occasion, Mr. Madden has been in congregations on Bishop Macholz’s 
behalf; and when invited, he has made presentations to conferences on how to chair a congregation’s 
council meeting).  Mr. Madden’s management-level experience at Kodak during a time when the company 
could no longer afford the enormous infrastructure it had built with the company’s tremendous profits 
during Kodak’s heyday gives him a particular perspective on the financial stress in today’s ELCA.
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I began my conversations with Bishop Burk at supper on Tuesday (12/4).  Wednesday 
morning (12/5), I sat in on the weekly SEIS staff meeting, which followed its typical format: 
about 20 minutes of worship lead by one of the staff members, conversation involving all the 
staff members listed above (Ms. Harlynn attended via videoconference; all others were 
physically present), followed by conversation involving the ordained staff and Ms. Harlynn, 
followed by conversation involving only the ordained staff, and followed by eating lunch 
together with the staff physically present.  After lunch, I sat in on a planning meeting for the 
2019 Synod Assembly between Bishop Burk and Pastor Carlson, and then met individually with 
Pastor Carlson, Ms. Jordan, and Ms. Barkalow.   

On Thursday (12/6), Pastor Uthe and Pastor Ostrem took me on a driving tour of ELCA 
churches in North Liberty (Holy Trinity) and Iowa City (Zion, Gloria Dei, and Christ the King).  
Conversation about Gloria Dei led into conversation about campus ministry and about “Just 
Church”, Gloria Dei’s alternative worship start geared to outreach to young adults, located in 
downtown Iowa City.  The three of us were joined by Bishop Burk for lunch.  I had structured 
conversations with Pastors Uthe and Ostrem individually on Thursday as well. 

Friday (12/7), Bishop Burk and I took a road trip to Marshalltown, IA, a community hit by a 
devastating tornado this past July.  We stopped in at each of the ELCA churches in 
Marshalltown (Trinity, Elim, and Our Savior), and Bishop Burk arranged for us to chat with the 
pastor at each of the three congregations, for conversation about efforts in the tornado 
aftermath and about the congregations’ ministries in general.  I will mention that Trinity 
Lutheran Church, with its long history of engagement with needs in the community, is hosting 
the disaster relief agency currently doing case work with victims of the destruction.  Returning 
to the synod office in Iowa City, I met with Ms. Smith.  
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Saturday (12/8), I attended the SEIS Council meeting, as well as the Synod Council 
Executive Committee meeting prior to it.  5

I mentioned in the introduction that the SEIS revised its governance structure in 2009.  I do 
not know specifically what the changes were to the synod’s constitution at that time.  
Nevertheless, a significant piece of the revised constitution was the construction of a set of 

   Pastor Uthe has been the DEM since April 2017, called by the ELCA Churchwide Organization to a 5

100% FTE call.  A surprise to me is that Pastor Uthe’s work includes a significant amount of grant request 
writing for congregational/synod initiatives and continuing education opportunities.  Pastor Uthe’s intent 
is to make every program she initiates or assumes be revenue neutral, i.e., not relying on synod budget 
funding.  The current prominent example of this is the SEIS’s new program for fostering congregational 
vitality, titled “Turning Point.”  The program calls for six to ten congregations from across the SEIS to 
form congregational learning teams to engage in an 18-month guided learning process through in-person 
learning labs, online check-ins, and projects based on the congregation’s local context.  The congregation’s 
learning team also has contact with a personal Turning Point coach (who is not the synod’s DEM, though 
the DEM is also available to congregations) throughout.  There is a $1000 fee for a congregation to 
participate – with scholarships available upon request.   

Roughly twice a month, Pastor Uthe conducts workshops in congregations of the SEIS; these may be 
held on Sunday mornings during an education hour or at other times during the week.  Workshop topics 
include telling faith stories (evangelism), stewardship, and ministries of the wider church. 

Pastor Carlson came into the synod office with Bishop Burk in 2008.  He serves out of Des Moines 
and has an office there.  Assistants to the Bishop Carlson and Ostrem are not assigned responsibilities 
with congregations strictly on the basis of congregational location.  For example, when a pastoral vacancy 
occurs in a congregation, the bishop and the assistants to the bishop collaboratively decide which 
assistant will take the lead with that congregation.  (Recall that the SEIS has weekly staff meetings.)  In 
most cases, the assistant to the bishop who does call process with a congregation also presides at the 
installation.  Committee responsibilities are divided among the assistants to the bishop. For example, 
Pastor Carlson has responsibilities with Synod Assembly planning and preparation, global mission 
relations, vocation and faith formation, and the constitution committee. 

Pastor Ostrem also came into the synod office with Bishop Burk in 2008.  Like Pastor Carlson, Pastor 
Ostrem takes the lead with many congregations in pastoral transition.  His particular duties include 
candidacy, mobility, church and society, and leadership support.   

Ms. Jordan began her service to the SEIS with Bishop Burk’s predecessor.  She served as Associate for 
Administration for ten years, before becoming Administrative Assistant to the Bishop.  This is a full-time 
position.  In general, Ms. Jordan handles the synod bookkeeping responsibilities as well as some clerical 
work in the office.  She is a signatory on the synod’s checking account.  She also works with the Synod 
Council Executive Committee on financial investment decisions.  Ms. Jordan attends all meetings of the 
Synod Council.  In addition, she does the hiring for other office staff when positions need to be filled. 

Ms. Smith has been with the SEIS for 17 years, starting as a receptionist.  In addition to being 
responsible for the basic clerical work of the office, she sees to the bishop’s calendar, seeing that all 
preparations are made for the bishop’s scheduled meetings and events.  I will add that Ms. Smith takes 
the minutes at the Synod Assembly.   

Ms. Harlynn’s position as Associate for Communications is currently a three-quarter-time position.  
She has been with the SEIS for several years; fairly recently she moved to Milwaukee.  Because most of 
her work is done online, she is able to continue to serve the SEIS remotely.  Ms. Harlynn travels to Iowa 
City a few times per month.  She attends Synod Council meetings.  When she cannot make a staff meeting 
in person, she attends via videoconference. 

Ms. Harlynn handles most everything having to do with online activity.  The SEIS uses online 
registration and fee collection extensively.  The synod makes all Synod Assembly materials available on 
computers, tablets, and cell phones through the Guidebook app.  Synod assembly sessions and worship 
are videocast.  Ms. Harlynn manages the synod’s website and does video editing both for website 
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“commissions” established in Synod Assembly continuing resolutions.  These were standing 
commissions (like committees) for Vocation and Faith Formation, for Rostered Leadership 
Support, for Church in Society, and for Global Relations.  These continuing resolutions also 
provided for the Synod Council to create new commissions and to create, add, discontinue, or 
realign working groups that have specific stated outcomes and timetables.  Ten years later, the 
synod leadership is proposing to the 2019 SEIS Assembly a sweeping change to this structure.  
Simply put, the proposal coming from the Synod Council is that the entire section on 
commissions and working groups be replaced by the following: 

S11.01.A18. To support the priorities of this synod and those of our churchwide 
partners: 
a. There shall be a Commission for CONGREGATION VITALITY. 
b. There shall be a Commission for LEADERSHIP. 
c. The Synod Council may create new commissions. 

If adopted by the Synod Assembly, the Synod Council will have full discretion on the 
composition of the commissions: number of members and appointment of members.  

The broadly-stated priorities “congregational vitality” and “leadership” overlap key priorities 
identified for our C/SIS by our Synod Council.  Pursuing those two priorities by eliminating four 
standing commissions and replacing them with these two commissions is a bold move.  It 
evoked lively conversations for me with Bishop Burk and other members of the synod staff.  The 
overall impetus for this change is for the synod as such to move away from the business of 
providing programs (“to get out of the program business”).  Rather, the standing synod 
commissions would address the range of issues and options related to promoting congregation 
vitality and leadership within the SEIS in a flexible fit-the-need fashion; and the Synod Council 
still has the authority to create new commissions when specific circumstances call for it. 

Imagine how something similar might look and work in the C/SIS.  In the C/SIS, this could 
take the shape of eliminating the Mission Support and Stewardship Education Committee, the 
New and Renewing Congregations Committee, the Social Ministry, Justice, and Advocacy 
Committee, the Global Mission Committee, the Leadership Support Committee, and the Adult 
Faith Formation Committee.  There would be risks in doing this.  Three risks come to mind 
immediately: 1) every committee has its constituency, and therefore eliminating a committee 
means some people will experience loss; 2) there are outcomes from these committees that the 
synod would want to continue to realize, such as preparation for Synodically Authorized 
Ministry, social ministry grants to congregations, and synod compensation guidelines; 3) and 
the sense of synod cohesiveness that was envisioned for committees consisting of people from 
every conference in the synod could be lost.  Also, for this framework to serve the synod well, 
Synod Council would necessarily assume more responsibility than it has now for outcomes 
relative to synod mission and ministry, either directly or by creating whatever we call it – a 
committee/commission/team/working group – to take up a need task or project.   

On the other hand, there are potential rewards to this approach.  1) Someone once said, 
“When the horse is dead, dismount.”  Under our current structure, we are obligated to try to 
resurrect committees that are not functioning.  Sometimes, you just have to let go or be able to 
restructure in an administratively simple fashion.  2) There is an intrinsic logic to letting 
ministry needs and hopes drive the formation and the ending of committees rather having 
standing committees that search for reasons to be relevant to the synod.  Needs, hopes, and 
opportunities may naturally wax and wane.  It is best that when they wane, they do not leave a 
committee structure behind that has to be tended to.   

I believe that the potential rewards for the synod in making a dramatic change in committee 
structure along these lines are greater than the risks.  I would add that there are risks in not 



!  13

making changes, the primary risks being 1) continued lack of progress in mission and ministry 
areas we need to address, and 2) the illusion that something productive has been accomplished 
simply because a committee has met and talked. 

The SEIS will choose to lift up congregation vitality and leadership in its two standing 
commissions (if the change is adopted by their 2019 Synod Assembly).  Though I would go at 
these two priorities somewhat differently from the way the SEIS is doing so, I am convinced that 
in congregation vitality and leadership, the SEIS has hit the nail on the head in identifying our 
need in the Church for vitality and leadership.   

I pause here for a reflection on vitality.  I will talk about the terminology of “leaders” and 
“leadership” later in this report.   

The sticking point in any discussion of congregation vitality is determining adequate criteria 
for “vitality.”  What are the markers?  Are there consistent, trans-congregational markers?  
And are there metrics for the markers?  In other words, if one says that “high quality worship” 
is a mark of vitality, how does one measure this?   

I have seen multiple lists of qualities or characteristics of vitality.  All of them point out 
excellent features of congregations with vitality; however, I simply have not seen any list that 
looks compelling.  I hope to address this question more extensively at another time, not in this 
report.  Briefly, it seems to me that Scripture gives us the best place to start.  Regardless of the 
congregation’s size, where there is the fruit of the Spirit, there is congregation vitality: “the fruit 
of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self- 
control” (Galatians 5:22-23).   

On another point, early in Bishop Burk’s tenure, the synod developed its “Walking Together” 
process for congregations and pastors beginning their ministry together.  The process is offered 
to every congregation and pastor at the start of the pastor’s call.  Its goal is to help the 
congregation and pastor begin ministry with good mutual communication and shared 
expectations.  The process is not mandatory, but the SEIS now experiences close to universal 
participation in the process.  A few years ago, I adapted this process and, using the same name, 
constructed a “Walking Together” process to use in our synod with congregations and pastors in 
conflict, as a means to restore working relationships among the people involved and to prevent 
the situation from spiraling into the need for a formal, constitutional process that can lead to the 
end of the pastor’s call.  At the time, I felt that having a resource for this need was a high priority 
and that we could handle the staff time needed for implementing our “Walking Together” with 
ministries struggling.  The intent was (and is) to be doing preventive work by intervening early. I 
now believe that, while our current “Walking Together” process is still worthwhile, we need to 
introduce preventive work earlier.  I will be consulting with the rest of our synod staff to see 
about moving toward incorporating a modified version of “Walking Together” for congregations 
and pastors beginning their ministry together, as the SEIS does. 

Brief Notes on Some of the Points of Inquiry I Identified 
Candidacy 
In all three synods visited, the bishop is directly engaged with the synod’s candidacy 

committee, consistently and in an ongoing manner.  This may be an anomaly in the ELCA, or it 
may reflect a practice more prominent than I imagined, since the historic practice in the C/SIS is 
that the bishop does not meet regularly with the candidacy committee.   

It is noteworthy also that how the candidacy committees are formed varies in the ELCA.  In 
all of these three synods, the Synod Council determines who the members of the candidacy 
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committee are, quite in contrast to how the candidacy committee is formed in the C/SIS.  In the 
NGLS, in addition to the bishop or the bishop’s designee, the candidacy committee consists of 
members appointed by the Synod Council to six-year terms; members may be reappointed.  In 
the UNYS, the Synod Council fills the candidacy committee positions by approving individuals 
for five-year terms; candidacy committee members may serve two terms.  An additional note is 
important here; the UNYS candidacy process also engages Interview Teams, who are not 
members of the candidacy committee.  The Interview Team meets with prospective candidates 
and makes recommendations to the applicant (not to the candidacy committee) on whether to 
proceed, or to complete some other consideration and then proceed, or to continue to serve 
faithfully as a church member and not pursue candidacy.   The Interview Team is also approved 
by the UNYS Council upon recommendation from the bishop.  In the SEIS, the Synod Council 
appoints candidacy committee members to three-year terms, and an individual may serve three 
consecutive terms.   

The number of candidates in any synod’s program may be completely unrelated to the 
composition of the candidacy committee.  The NGLS currently has 7 candidates, the UNYS 21, 
and the SEIS 21.  (As a side note, six of the SEIS’s current candidates come from Lutheran 
Church of Hope, West Des Moines.)  In our current ELCA context, when a synod’s candidacy 
program is producing four or five candidates ready for assignment in a year, this synod is 
producing more pastors for the ELCA than that synod is receiving as first call candidates.  This 
may seem at first glance to be unfair to that “producer” synod, especially if that “producer” 
synod has pastoral vacancies suitable for a first call that go unfilled at the time of candidate 
assignment.  I believe that the advantage ultimately goes to the “producer” synods, as a number 
of pastors tend to choose to gravitate back to their home synod in their second or third call, 
which would provide a synod with more options for calls to more complex congregational 
settings.   

The C/SIS candidacy committee currently constructs its candidacy committee 
predominantly by electing members at Conference Assemblies.  Perhaps there are benefits to 
this process, such as guaranteeing a geographically diverse candidacy committee.  (Note: prior 
to the committee restructuring we did at our 2018 Synod Assembly, our C/SIS candidacy 
committee was formed entirely out of the conferences.  Now, two members of the candidacy 
committee are appointed by the Synod Council.)  Nevertheless, I see a certain logic to having the 
synod’s candidacy committee formed by Synod Council upon recommendation by the bishop.  
Once a candidate is approved for ordination, that candidate is the responsibility of the bishop of 
the synod of candidacy, and then the responsibility of the bishop of the synod to which the 
candidate is assigned; let me add that increasingly across the ELCA, candidates are assigned 
back to their synod of candidacy because of some circumstance regarding the candidate – 
inability to relocate is a common circumstance.  It seems to me only fair to the candidate, to the 
synod, to the bishop of the synod of candidacy, and ultimately to the synod and bishop of 
assignment that if the bishop is likely to be responsible ultimately for placing that candidate or 
passing that candidate along to another synod and bishop, the bishop of the synod of candidacy 
ought to have formal responsibility in candidacy committee formation – not all of the 
responsibility for the candidacy committee or candidacy program overall, but a significant 
formal role.   

Call Process 
The SEIS process for crafting a compensation package for an incoming pastor is similar to 

that of the C/SIS.  An assistant – and it could be either Pastor Carlson or Pastor Ostrem – mocks 
up the first draft of a compensation package when the nomination is ready to go from the call 
committee to the congregation council.  Before a draft goes to the congregation council, it is 
agreed upon by the congregation council president, the nominee, and the synod staff.   
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The biggest surprise to me in my exploration of call processes was that two of the three 
synods craft compensation packages for pastors far earlier in the call process than the C/SIS 
does.  Both the NGLS and the UNYS work out compensation packages before the nomination is 
made.  In the NGLS, the proposed compensation package is worked out collaboratively by 
Bishop Finegan and Pastor Duehring; this proposed compensation package is then negotiated 
with the potential nominee and the calling congregation’s president.  Occasionally, there is some 
tweaking to the package when the call process goes to the congregation council from the call 
committee, but this tweaking is rare and minor.  In the UNYS, Ms. Josephson does the initial 
financial work, then Pastor Johnson and Bishop Macholz are looped in, and then the conference 
dean involved with the congregation, the congregational president, and the potential nominee 
join the discussion.  As in the NGLS, occasionally the compensation package gets tweaked near 
the end of the call process, but again, this tweaking is rare and minor.  Staff in both the NGLS 
and the UNYS, are convinced that getting the compensation package set at the beginning of the 
nomination makes the interview process go more smoothly.   

All three of the synods I visited are experiencing pressure on pastor’s compensation 
packages.  For example, some congregations are insisting upon providing “member only” 
healthcare coverage; some congregations are insisting upon lower premium/higher out-of-
pocket expense options with Portico Benefit Services (caveat: this is a complex, multi-
dimensional calculation); and some congregations are setting significantly lower base salary 
limits than previously, not because there is less money available for the total compensation 
package but because the percent of the compensation package going to the cost of healthcare 
coverage keeps rising.   

Now that the ELCA Churchwide Organization has gone to providing its employees the 
“Silver” healthcare coverage plan, as well as incorporating a degree of premium cost sharing, I 
expect the future around the ELCA to be a more “market-driven” approach to pastor’s 
compensation packages.   

When a pastor leaves a congregation to take another call, there is general consensus among 
the synods that the congregation’s call process begin after the departing pastor has left.  This 
sequence falls into place fairly naturally when the departing pastor leaves around 30 days after 
announcing her or his departure.  The prospect of options for getting into a call process emerges 
when a pastor’s departure is announced many months before the actual departure, say, when 
the pastor is retiring.  Sometimes synods will begin the call process before the departing pastor 
is gone; and sometimes, synod staff encourage delaying the start of a call process in order to 
address issues that need sorting out in order to do the call process well.  In addition, there is 
increasing interest among congregations and ordained pastors to fashion a succession plan in 
which the succeeding pastor is called, and perhaps even on board, before the departing pastor’s 
end of service with that congregation.  There are stories of successful succession plans and of 
disastrous succession plans.  Call process is an area of continuing discernment among synod 
staff. 

Talking call process necessarily segues into a discussion of the roles of conference deans in 
various synods. 

Conference Deans 
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In my brief sketch of the UNYS, I went into some detail about the duties of conference deans 
in the UNYS and made some comparisons with the duties of conference deans in the C/SIS.   I 6

will add points here.  When there is pastoral transition, the UNYS system engages that 
conference dean in what is, in essence, a synod staff role with that congregation.  The UNYS has 
established a “pastor staff table,” that meets every other month, composed of the bishop, the 
assistants to the bishop, and all seven deans; two times a year, this meeting is an overnight 
meeting.  There is also a quarterly transitions and call meeting of Bishop Macholz, Pastor 
Johnson, Pastor Malfatti, and two of the deans (selected by deans).  It is worth mentioning what 
appear to me to be some of the tradeoffs in the ways the UNYS and the C/SIS craft the duty 
portfolio of the conference dean.  A dean may well know quite a bit about the congregations in 
this dean’s conference due to local proximity and conference-level interaction, perhaps more 
than the bishop or assistants to the bishop.  Since six of the seven UNYS conference deans do 
not have Synod Council responsibility and there is little else in the UNYS conference deans’ job 
description other than chairing conference meetings, UNYS deans do not carry some of the 
duties constitutionally assigned to C/SIS conference deans.  On the C/SIS side, while C/SIS 
conference deans conduct exit interviews with pastors in the conference leaving their call, the C/
SIS deans do not act in any way as the bishop’s representative guiding congregations through 
transition matters, unless the C/SIS dean happens to be providing some interim pastor service 
to the congregation.  C/SIS conferences can have five or six pastoral vacancies going at any given 
time, which would require an enormous amount the dean’s time and attention if the dean were 
working the congregation’s call process.  The C/SIS structure reduces the risk that the 
conference dean’s synod responsibilities would detrimentally divert the conference dean’s 
primary effort, attention, creative energy, and time investment from the congregation or 
congregations to which the pastor is called (or appointed).  Also, the C/SIS process avoids 
potential problems that can arise when a synod staff person involved with a congregation – in 
this case the conference dean – is not directly accountable to the bishop, though the bishop is 
ultimately responsible for the synod staff conduct of call processes with the congregation.   

An additional thought– in my view, the more conference deans are used as synod staff, the 
less appropriate it is for conference deans to serve on Synod Council.  Also, the more conference 
deans are used as synod staff, the greater the need for them to be selected by the bishop.  People 
serving on behalf of the synod bishop ought to be directly accountable to the bishop and ought 
to serve at the behest of the bishop.   

This brief comparison of the roles of conference deans in the UNYS and the C/SIS suggests 
to me that it might be fruitful to ask at this time, what might be the most effective use of a 
conference dean’s position in the conference?  What service or responsibilities or particular 
insights could the congregations and rostered ministers in the conference, and the conference as 
a body, use well from an area pastor as dean who knows the people and whom they trust and 
respect?  What is the upside of having every conference dean as a member of the Synod Council, 
and what is the downside of this?  If we started from scratch with the statement of the purpose 
of the conference, what might a dean’s job description geared to this statement look like?  The 
ELCA requires that synods have subdivisions such as conferences: “The purpose of such 
groupings shall be to foster interdependent relationships among congregations, institutions, and 
synodical and churchwide units for mission purposes.”  But there are no requirements for 

 Diversity among synods regarding conference deans ranges much further than a comparison of the 6

UNYS and the C/SIS alone.  My attention to the UNYS here is intended to be illustrative for the sake of 
conversation.  The NGLS does not have deans; it has conference presidents, who may be lay or ordained 
persons.  The SEIS conferences each elect a conference chaplain; the SEIS Council elects a “synod dean” 
in each conference, upon recommendation from the bishop.
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conference structure or officers.  The synod has wide latitude to construct this as the synod 
wishes. 

In the Liminal Intersection of Technical Challenges and Adaptive Challenges  
To this point, this report has focused on technical aspects of synod work – challenges, 

options, current practices.  My goal was to explore adaptive challenges as well as technical 
challenges.  This portion of my report moves in the direction of that goal. 

Early in their article “The Work of Leadership,” Ronald Heifetz and Donald Laurie 
acknowledge this fluidity.  They use the story of British Airways under chief executive Colin 
Marshall in the 1980s, or as it was unaffectionately referred to by its customers at the time, 
“Bloody Awful.”  Marshall had to get his executive team to grasp the nature of the problem of 
dissatisfied customers.  “Did it represent a technical challenge or an adaptive challenge?  Would 
expert advice and technical adjustments within the basic routines suffice, or would people 
throughout the company have to learn new ways of doing business, develop new competences, 
and begin to work collectively?”   For Marshall and his executive team to answer these questions 7

necessitated extensive looking, listening, and conversing with one another and others, both 
inside and outside British Airways.  It was in places where Marshall and his team got pushback, 
encountered conflict, and lacked ready solutions that Marshall discovered that the challenge was 
adaptive challenge.   

Adaptive work is required when our deeply held beliefs are challenged, when the values 
that made us successful become less relevant, and when legitimate yet competing 
perspectives emerge. … Adaptive problems are often systematic problems with no ready 
answers.  8

However, as I have done the work of “getting on the balcony” as best I could, I have been led 
to the conclusion that there is not a neat and tidy separation of technical challenges from 
adaptive challenges.   

As I look at our congregations and at our synod in the aggregate, I am persuaded that 
seemingly obviously technical challenge can be covering an adaptive challenge like powdery 
snow covers sheer ice.  Specifically, when a change of heart, mind, priority, or power is needed 
to solve a problem. the problem is likely to be more adaptive than technical, whether or not 
technical resources are available for the change.   

The adaptive character of change of heart, mind, priority, or power relates to the adaptive 
relationship between change and loss.  The magnitude of loss that people will experience in 
order to solve a problem can also make the problem more adaptive than technical.  I think that 
Heifetz and Linsky move in this direction. 

People do not resist change, per se. People resist loss. You appear dangerous to people 
when you question their values, beliefs, or habits of a lifetime. You place yourself on the 
line when you tell people what they need to hear rather than what they want to hear. 
Although you may see with clarity and passion a promising future of progress and gain, 
people will see with equal passion the losses you are asking them to sustain.  9

 Ronald A. Heifetz and Donald L. Laurie, “The Work of Leadership,” Harvard Business Review (January-7

February 1997).

 Heifetz and Laurie, “The Work of Leadership.”8

 Ronald Heifetz and Martin Linsky, Leadership on the Line.  9
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Also, no one person alone is in a position to determine definitively the synod’s most crucial 
adaptive challenge or challenges.  So, as I go forward with this report, here and in the next 
section, I will lift up what I suggest are points of adaptive challenge.  I welcome feedback and 
deliberation, because I believe that constructive give and take together is more likely to provide 
a fruitful path forward than my reaching conclusions alone. 

One point is the mismatch between synod-wide adult faith formation and Synodically 
Authorized Ministry in the C/SIS.  I will introduce the issue with a look at the most prominent 
synod-wide program for adult faith formation in the NGLS. 

The NGLS operates a Lay School for Mission, begun in 1991.  It now meets in church spaces 
in five locations around the synod: Escanaba, MI; Hancock, MI; Marquette, MI; Minocqua, WI; 
and St. Ignace, MI (which operates as a cooperative ministry with the Presbytery of Mackinac 
and draws lay people from the lower peninsula of Michigan as well).  Various pastors coordinate 
the program at each individual site.  The full curriculum includes 22 courses (12 to 15 hours 
each) which cycle on a two-and-a-half-year schedule, with four to five classes running each 
semester.  Let me quote a section from the synod’s descriptive brochure.   

The classes are taught by pastors and qualified lay persons.  There is no tuition; the only cost 
is for books, transportation, and any meals.  Although some academic work may be required, 
grades are not assigned, and students learn what they want to learn, at their own pace.  
Students may choose to take some or all of the classes offered each semester. 

The NGLS Lay School of Mission’s stated goals are that participants grow in faith, develop their 
spirituality, discern their baptismal vocation, and learn more about prayer, the Bible, and the 
Church.  This lay school does not, and never did, exist for the purpose of providing for Licensed 
Lay Ministry or Synodically Authorized Ministry.   

For fifteen-some years, the prime driver for lay educational programming (apart from Synod 
Assembly Forums) in the C/SIS has been preparation Licensed Lay Ministry and, later, 
Synodically Authorized Ministry.  I find this development to have produced a stellar educational 
program, and yet to be problematic for several reasons.  1) While technically we have been 
“open” to anyone attending the classes, we have, in effect, essentially excluded people who 
would simply want to expand their knowledge of the Bible, theology, ethics, prayer, spiritual 
gifts, Christian history, etc.  Until we began to try intentionally to advertise the classes to people 
not looking toward serving in Synodically Authorized Ministry, the classes were consisting only 
of people who intended to preach and preside in our churches.  2) There are no formal standards 
for student competence upon completion of any course, therefore people completing the course 
may get the unjustified impression that they are sufficiently competent in the area of covered by 
the course to preach and teach competently in the Church simply because they took the course.  
It is fine for a general lay school to have no formal standards – no issuing of grades or 
evaluations.  Excellent education can happen without grading class participants.  I have seen 
remarkable growth in knowledge, insight, and understanding in settings where there was no 
grading; in fact, participant engagement and effort in those settings at times exceeded some that 
I saw in college classes I taught.  But if successfully completing a course implies that a person is 
fit to preach and preside in the church, the course must have standards that some participants 
might not achieve.  There is a structural weakness in a preparation process in which people self-
select for synodical recognition that implies competence in areas where there are effectively no 
measures of competence that might preclude someone from being synodically recognized.  3) 
We have essentially taken some of our most gifted people out of the picture for leading worship 
in our congregations.  Let me illustrate.  When I began my pastoral ministry in Morgan County 
(35 miles west of Springfield, IL) in 1988, there were eight ELCA congregations clustered in 
Morgan, Cass, and Scott Counties.  Three of the congregations in this cluster routinely contacted 
lay members of the congregation I served as pastor when they needed pulpit supply or interim 



!  19

worship leadership.  The three members called upon were a local attorney (a life-long Lutheran 
who graduated from Augustana College, Rock Island), a history professor at one of the colleges 
in town (a life-long Lutheran who taught Reformation history at this college), and a sociology 
professor at another college in town (a former Lutheran pastor who left the roster to teach).  All 
three of these persons provided high-quality worship leadership and preaching; the 
congregations did not have Holy Communion on those Sundays.  When our synod initiated the 
Licensed Lay Ministry program, none of these three were inclined to take on the travel and time 
commitment for the training program.  The synod-wide expectation came to be that pulpit 
supply and interim worship leadership should be handled now by someone with synod 
authorization, if not by an ordained pastor, and that it was inappropriate to have a Sunday 
worship service without Holy Communion every so often.  The three congregations struggled to 
find pulpit supply and interim worship leadership, the three previous worship leaders were no 
longer approached, and therefore, lay people whose gifts had previously been sought and 
utilized by pastors and congregations simply dropped out of that picture (though they continued 
to be active members in their home congregation). 

Let me say this plainly and clearly; I want there to be no misunderstanding here.  
Synodically Authorized Ministry has been, and is now, a gift to the Central/Southern Illinois 
Synod.  We have faithful and competent lay people serving in Synodically Authorized Ministry, 
for which I am grateful to God.  I envision Synodically Authorized Ministry becoming an even 
more integral piece of our synod’s strategic planning going forward.  (And I think that it is in the 
best interests of the synod to move this a step forward and to work to more fully utilize the 
Theological Education for Emerging Ministries (TEEM) route to ordained ministry in the 
Church.) 

At the same time, however, I believe that it is time to rethink how we envision Synodically 
Authorized Ministry, both in changing its relationship to our lay education/training/faith 
formation programming and in strengthening our mode of selecting and preparing people for 
Synodically Authorized Ministry.  Correspondingly, now is the time to rethink what we can do 
more broadly about adult faith formation in our synod. 

There is Synodically Authorized Ministry happening in the NGLS.  But it is a small piece of 
the overall picture.  There are currently three people serving in Synodically Authorized Ministry 
settings.  The Lay School for Mission does serve the NGLS staff as a resource for leads on 
persons who may be able to serve when Synodically Authorized Ministry is desired.  As I said, 
though, the Lay School for Mission exists to provide broad-based adult Christian education and 
formation.  I envision a widening role for Synodically Authorized Ministry in the C/SIS, more 
organically emerging out of local contexts, with much more mentoring/coaching in the 
preparation process to go along with the academic study, and with the academic preparation 
grounded and framed in a larger context of adult faith formation. 

Moving More Directly to Adaptive Challenges 
Consider how our context for providing Word and Sacrament ministry is shifting 

I have not dived deeply into the statistical trends of our congregations, our synod, and our 
ELCA, though we have statistics galore.  Here is why.  Going deeply into the data creates a 
paradox.  On the one hand, unless we grasp how profound the downward trends are, how fragile 
Lutheran Christian witness to the gospel (and our ELCA witness, in particular) has become in 
our contexts, and how quickly we will lose capacity for vibrant ministries if these trends 
continue and intensify, we will lack sufficient motivation to pursue substantial change in our 
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congregations and synod.   On the other hand, the more truthfully and fully we see the reality of 10

our receding congregations, etc., the more helpless we feel about being able to do anything about 
it that will make a difference, that will reverse the trajectory, because the problems are so deep 
and so wide.  The forthcoming narrative of our current situation is not a pleasant one.  But I 
hope you see hope – profound hope – in what I am saying in this report of the strength, 
resilience, and vitality that the triune God showers on us, and of the solid promises of God in 
Christ Jesus that never fail, no matter what the challenge.  

The dominant, and in most cases the only, paradigm that we have known in the ELCA and 
our predecessor church bodies is that Word and Sacrament ministry is provided to 
congregations by seminary/divinity school-educated pastors, who are ordained for service to the 
whole ELCA and who are called to full-time ministries (though the call may be to serve two 
congregations), and who can normally expect a compensation package in the neighborhood of 
synod guidelines, which includes substantial retirement fund contributions and healthcare 
coverage at no cost to the pastor for insurance premiums.  Even in synods where Synodically 
Authorized Ministry is used, congregations typically consider relying on Synodically Authorized 
Ministry to be a concession to circumstances, not a preference, and the congregations hold out 
hope that some arrangement can be found to provide them with an ordained pastor again.  This 
paradigm increasingly does not reflect our C/SIS reality.     11

For years, we have had a sufficient supply of retired pastors, supplemented by people serving 
in Synodically Authorized Ministry, to cover for pastoral vacancies.  Pastoral vacancies rarely 
lasted much more than a year, at that; so, when agreeing to provide interim ministry, the 
interim minister did not have to consider the potential for multiple years of service in that 
setting.  But this has ended.  To the best of my knowledge, every retired pastor in the synod who 
lives in or within reach of our synod and is physically capable of providing pulpit supply has 
done so in the past two years.  Of these 41 retired pastors, 20 are currently serving in interim 
ministry in our synod, two are serving in interim ministry in a neighboring synod, two are 
serving in interim ministry in congregations of full-communion partners, six have served in 
interim ministry within the past two years, and four serve on synod staff.  This means that 
essentially 100% of our available retired pastors are still providing at least some Word and 
Sacrament ministry to the Church, and a sizeable 82% are providing substantial Word and 
Sacrament service to the Church.   Nevertheless, even with the assistance of Synodically 
Authorized Ministry and full-communion partner pastors in interim ministry, we still have 
seven congregations/ministry sites in need of an interim minister as I write this report.   

Even more of a looming issue is the lack of suitable and available pastors for many of the 
calls available in our synod.  Even as the overall number of full-time calls in the C/SIS declines, 
the number of interim ministers and pastoral candidates available for service in the synod is 
inadequate to meet the need.  And the trend is for the gap between the need and the people to 

 For change to occur in a congregation, there has to be sufficient dissatisfaction with the present to feel 10

the need for change.  A study conducted by ELCA Research and Evaluation found that 70% of ELCA 
members surveyed were satisfied with their congregation as it is despite that the overwhelming number of 
congregations were in serious financial difficulty.  I believe this explains why attempts at congregational 
renewal so often fail.  That said, for congregational change to be healthy, the dissatisfaction has to be with 
the situation and to begin with the question “What about my way of thinking and acting needs to change?”  
Dissatisfaction that immediately jumps to pointing fingers at others, saying “They are the problem” and 
“They need to change,” signals that the fruit of the Spirit has shriveled up in the congregation.

 Our synod staff arranged for a “Lifting Up Ministry as a Viable Vocation” workshop on November 3, 11

2018, led by Pastor Beth Kearney, former Assistant to the Bishop of the North Carolina Synod.  I have 
seen a written report on the event and look forward to further follow up.
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fill the need to grow.  I will not rehearse here all the factors that play into this reality, but the 
real-world effect of this is high anxiety and frustration in congregations seeking to call a pastor.   

Without adaptive intervention, the future looks like a vicious cycle: shrinking congregations 
go without called pastoral ministry, therefore they shrink further, therefore they have less 
capacity to fund ministry and fewer people to nurture into becoming pastors, therefore there are 
fewer pastors preparing for ministry, therefore shrinking congregations go without called 
pastoral ministry, therefore …… 

We may be entering a post-full-time professional clergy era of the Church.  It is not that 
there will be no full-time calls available in the future.  But they will be fewer, and the current 
system of setting synod compensation guidelines on the basis of years of service will break 
down.   

Adaptive Challenge: To provide pastoral ministry, including competent preaching, teaching, 
and presiding worship, as the conventional paradigm for ordained ministry passes away.   

Consider our changing context from a broader perspective. 

It is to state the obvious to say that change is all around us, that Christendom is gone, and 
that the church today is not what it was yesterday and not what it will be tomorrow.  There is a 
mountain of literature bringing this message.  It is a primary reason for the call for adaptive 
change in the church.  I do not dispute this message.  What I do find curious is writers’ claims 
for how unique our situation is, how utterly different our situation is from that of our 
predecessors.  It is as if no one has read Alvin Toffler’s Future Shock, published close to 50 years 
ago.  See if this quote sounds contemporary: 

This lifetime is also different from all others because of the astonishing expansion of the 
scale and scope of change.  Clearly, there have been other lifetimes in which epochal 
upheavals occurred.  Wars, plagues, earthquakes, and famine rocked many an earlier 
social order.  But these shocks and upheavals were contained within the borders of one 
or a group of adjacent societies.  It took generations, even centuries, for their impact to 
spread beyond these borders.  

In our lifetime the boundaries have burst.  Today the network of social ties is so tightly 
woven that the consequences of contemporary events radiate instantaneously around the 
world.  A war in Vietnam alters basic political alignments in Peking, Moscow, and 
Washington, touches off protests in Stockholm, affects financial transactions in Zurich, 
triggers secret diplomatic moves in Algiers.  

Indeed, not only do contemporary events radiate instantaneously—now we can be said to 
be feeling the impact of all past events in a new way. For the past is doubling back on us.   

And it is as if no one remembers the cultural voice of Bob Dylan back in 1964: 

Come gather 'round people  
Wherever you roam 
And admit that the waters  
Around you have grown 
And accept it that soon 
You'll be drenched to the bone. 
If your time to you  
Is worth savin'  
Then you better start swimmin'  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Or you'll sink like a stone  
For the times they are a-changin'.  12

Toffler and Dylan illustrate my sense that our dominant current narrative, namely, that we 
and our time are utterly unique, that there are no precedents for the impact of change as we face 
it now, is naïve at best.  And the corollary opinion that, since now is so singularly different from 
the past, past experience is worthless as a resource for addressing our future, is a product of lazy 
thinking.  In my view, continued commitment to this narrative pushes the church off the mark – 
even if my quick depiction of the narrative is extreme.  Yes, effective ministry is markedly 
different (and more varied) today than it was ten and twenty years ago – but it is not completely 
different.   

I find that Tod Bolsinger, in Canoeing the Mountains: Christian Leadership in Unchartered 
Territory, leans into the balance that I am pointing to.  To be sure, his metaphorical model of 
the Lewis and Clark expedition that had to leave river travel to cross the wholly unfamiliar 
terrain of the Rocky Mountains leads to inflated assertions such as “The world in front of you is 
nothing like the world behind you.”  Nevertheless, when he speaks in more descriptive terms 
both to the nature of leadership and to the Church’s core convictions, Bolsinger rightly connects 
past, present, and future.   

Consider the terminology we use to talk about rostered ministry. 

An assertion by Bolsinger about leaders that stands out to me as being most helpful in this 
regard is “No one is going to follow you off the map unless they trust you on the map.”  More 
fully stated, 

Indeed, without demonstrating technical competence on the map, a leader will never be 
given the chance to lead a true expedition off the map. 

Leaders make the hard choices.  That’s right.  So, rostered ministers, pastors and deacons who 
are leaders make hard choices.  However, rightly implicit in Bolsinger’s point is that pastors and 
deacons do not automatically have the authority to make those hard choices, despite having a 
seminary degree and being ordained or consecrated. 

My experience tells me that a not insignificant number of our pastors struggle to gain the 
trust of the congregation and to demonstrate technical competence in their craft.  This is a 
central issue of leadership.  I will detour a bit here to suggest that one fruitful way to grasp this 
issue going forward could be to start at the beginning, in fact, prior to candidacy.  Our current 
rhetoric is saturated with the terminology of “leaders”.  For example, we call our ELCA 
churchwide seminary scholarship fund the “ELCA Fund for Leaders”; we consistently tell 
seminarians that we are preparing them to be leaders in the church.  Because the term “leader” 
is typically ill-defined and freighted with unhelpful assumptions, let me make the counter-
intuitive proposal that we the ELCA move away from the rhetoric of preparing leaders, 
supporting leaders, and being leaders – indeed that we ought not be recruiting for people to be 
rostered leaders.  Let me illustrate. 

  The thirty-something year-old Martin Marty captured the spirit of 1964 with these words, “In a 12

revolutionary time like our own it is only natural that the study of the parish should be intensified.  Today 
we take nothing for granted that we have inherited.  Our most beloved traditional forms seem to fail us.  
We are unsure of our footing – the ground seems to move beneath us – and we are unsure of where to 
look because the skies are clouded.”  Is the spirit of 2019 uniquely different?  Martin E. Marty, editor and 
author, Death and Birth of the Parish.



!  23

Former Bishop Mary Froiland recounts a story from her early years in parish ministry.  She 
was making a pastoral call on a homebound member, a beloved elderly woman who, despite her 
frailties, sought to be a gracious host to her pastor and provide a little something for her pastor 
to eat when the pastor came by.  The woman had prepared Pastor Froiland a sandwich.  The 
woman’s eyesight was not good, so she did not see what Pastor Froiland noticed, that there was 
a spot of mold on the bread of the sandwich.  What did Pastor Froiland do in that situation?  She 
ate the moldy bread.   

Here is my point.  The person who aspires to be a pastor or a deacon will eat the moldy 
bread; the person who aspires to be a leader will not.  Yes, the Church needs leadership.  But the 
leadership the Church needs comes from those who eat the moldy bread. 

A pastor or deacon can develop leadership instincts, skills, and insights, and can do so as the 
situation calls for them.  But a leader – i.e., someone who imagines her primary vocational call 
to be to lead others – will struggle to internalize pastoral instincts, skills, and insights.  And it is 
pastoral instincts, skills, and insights that build trust and communicate competence in the 
congregation, ultimately enabling the pastor or deacon to provide fruitful leadership.  Again, 
“No one is going to follow you off the map unless they trust you on the map.”  Perhaps shifting 
away from the rhetoric of “leader” may reduce the appeal of our recruitment to some people; but 
my sense is that over time, shifting our terminology here may better form pastors and deacons 
for ministry in the ELCA and help pastors and deacons avoid self-inflicted disappointment in 
early years of ministry.   

Also from Bolsinger, 

For pastors, typical technical problems include preaching effective and faithful sermons; 
leading the people of God in worship, prayer and devotion; offering pastoral care; 
managing the church program, ministry and budget; counseling; and teaching the 
doctrines of faith. 

What makes a problem technical is not that it is trivial; but simply that its solution 
already lies within the organization’s repertoire. 

It should be no surprise that these trust-building aspects of ministry – effective and faithful 
sermons, worship leadership, pastoral care, teaching, and budget management – are crafted 
through years of immersion in ministry and of using lessons learned by those who have 
ministered before us.    13

It appears to me that in our current context, the needed change in perspective that would 
ascribe high value to technical tasks of pastoral ministry is so daunting as to be adaptive.   

Adaptive Challenge: to develop pastors and deacons who have the will and capacity to ride out 
pain and loss for the sake of serving Christ and Christ’s church.  What would attract and 

 I do not have time to spell out an argument for experience and technical expertise providing needed 13

insight into identifying emerging adaptive challenges in the Church, but let me suggest an illustration 
from the world of financial investment.  I’m referring to an article published in The Wall Street Journal on 
November 29, 2018, by John C. Bogle.  Bogle, now 89 years old, is the founder of The Vanguard Group 
and created the first index mutual fund in 1975.  No one on the planet has more experience with index 
funds than John Bogle, and no one has been a stronger proponent of index funds than Bogle.  
Nevertheless, in this article, entitled “Bogle Sounds a Warning on Index Funds,” Bogle warns that the 
spectacular success of index funds over the past forty years raises serious public policy issues.  Why?  
Because giant institutional investors are poised to “hold voting control of virtually every large U.S. 
corporation.” Bogle contends that this dominance, producing effective control of the U.S. stock market, 
would not serve the national interest.  Bogle has a long history of interest in serving the public good; it is a 
core conviction.  Bogle’s experience with index funds enables him to recognize most clearly the adaptive 
challenge these funds now pose for the public good.  
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prepare pastors and deacons willing to invest themselves in declining situations, for the sake 
of God’s people in this place?   

Consider how we talk about being in relationship 

Millions of people long for deep connection in a community of belonging. They look for 
rituals that will ground them in something beyond themselves.  They are interested in 
the practices that will help them to grow in the ways of love as well as make a positive 
difference in the world.  They are looking for what unites rather than focusing on what 
might divide.  14

So write Beth Ann Estock and Paul Nixon in Weird Church: Welcome to the 21st Century.    
And they are correct.  Yes, people are connectional; people are relational.  There is a basic 
human longing for community, and it is crucial that the Church tend to relationships.  But the 
world doesn’t need the church to create community as such.  The world forms communities on 
Facebook, in ethnic enclaves, at favorite restaurants and bars, in professional associations and 
health clubs, around quilting, singing, scrapbooking, motorcycling, and flying (a letter to the 
editors in the October 2018 issue of AOPA Pilot magazine begins, “Every Sunday morning a 
group of us fly somewhere for breakfast”).  It is inescapably true that congregations need to be 
characterized by healthy relationships and community.  But congregations that focus on creating 
and fostering community relationships as their reason for being are chasing the wind.   

Estock and Nixon follow the quote above with repeated assertions of the centrality of 
relationships among church participants and neighbors, in many and various ways, in emerging 
post-denominational forms of church.  This is the source of my ambivalence about the book.  
Throughout the book, the dominant focus of “relationship” is person-to-person connectedness.  
Yes, the authors talk about connecting with God.  But God’s relationship with human beings is 
vague in the book, partly by design.  The authors wax eloquently about theology as unbounded, 
pluralistic, and fluid in future churches, for the sake of being open and accessible to all people.  15

A better approach is available to us, and it goes back to St. Augustine's On Christian 
Doctrine, his guide to interpreting Scripture.  Augustine begins by stating the goal of all biblical 
interpretation: biblical interpretation, in keeping with the nature of the Scriptures themselves, 
ultimately seeks in all of its study to honor, to glorify, and to know God.   

According to Augustine, the true object of enjoyment is the Trinity: the Father and the Son 
and the Holy Spirit.  The Trinity is our highest good, our greatest delight.  The triune God is the 
only thing to be loved for its own sake.  Love of anything and everything else is to be a lower 
order of love. All the lower loves are truly loved. But they are loved not for their own sake; 
rather, they are loved for the sake of God, our truest and highest love.   In this way, human 16

 Beth Ann Estock and Paul Nixon, Weird Church: Welcome to the 21st Century.14

 Ibid.  There is indeed much helpful food for thought in Weird Church, but in the end I find it 15

unconvincing because 1) the limited Jesus-as-moral-example Christology has been tried and found 
wanting repeatedly in history and 2) key examples in the book of Christian churches modelling the church 
of our post-denominational future are worshiping communities that now depend upon denomination 
funding.

 Pastor Greg Busboom’s fine Doctor of Ministry thesis argues along compatible lines that the 16

perichoretic character of God’s nature (the relational union of the Trinity) serves as the foundation for the 
Christian congregation’s life in relationships.  E.g., “Singing together in worship…is a highly participatory 
act through which the Triune God acts to draw worshipers into relationship with God, with one another, 
and with the world around them.”
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relationships in community fit within Augustine’s comprehensive and prioritized a model of 
human flourishing.  

There are, says Augustine, “four kinds of things that are to be loved,—first, that which is 
above us; second, ourselves; third, that which is on a level with us; fourth, that which is beneath 
us.”  The two great commandments encompass the first three of these four kinds of things: 
“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and mind; and love your neighbor as 
yourself.” 

I am convinced that this ordering of loves is the best way to get traction in the church for two 
often-pursued priorities in the ELCA today: “neighbor love” and “care of creation.”  The order of 
love immediately below love of God is love of ourselves and love of neighbor.  Because we do not 
love our neighbor for our neighbor's sake but for the sake of God who is the true object of 
enjoyment , our love is more stable and consistent.  Our love of neighbor does not cast about 17

depending on how loveable we consider this neighbor or that neighbor to be.  And if we are 
struggling with loving the neighbor who has little or no regard for us, the solution comes from 
our renewed appreciation for the overflowing, unmerited love God has for us rather than from 
expecting the neighbor to be more grateful to us.   

The third order of love is the rest of God's creation: all the created beauty in the earth and 
the heavens: animals, plants, everything.  Calling it a third order of love is not a devaluing of 
creation, and certainly does not make care of creation optional.  Rather, love of God grounds our 
environmental activism in our desire to honor and glorify God, by caring for and tending to all 
that God has made. 

The discussion in this section flows into the next section. 

Consider how we treat God.   

Twenty years ago, as the phenomenon of “seeker services” and the church growth movement 
was sweeping the nation, alarm bells were raised in books with titles such as Douglas Webster’s 
Selling Jesus: What’s Wrong with Marketing the Church.  The criticism was that the more 
churches were guided by secular marketing techniques for the sake of larger and larger crowds 
in their services and programs, the more they were distorting the gospel : Jesus becomes a 18

provider of what I desire rather than Jesus being the one who transforms my desires.  At a 
deeper level, such critiques echoed H. Richard Niebuhr’s iconic summation of the glib “gospel” 
emerging in early 20th century Protestantism: “a God without wrath brought men [sic] without 
sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without a cross.”  
The connecting thread between Niebuhr and Webster here is that both lament a misguided 

 See also Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Life Together on this point.  His critique of lofty ideas about community 17

included, “Those who love their dream of a Christian community more than the Christian community 
itself become destroyers of that Christian community even though their personal intentions may be ever 
so honest, earnest, and sacrificial.”  Bonhoeffer’s hope for true relationship among people is solidly 
Christocentric: “Our community with one another consists solely in what Christ has done to both of us. 
This is true not merely at the beginning, as though in the course of time something else were to be added 
to our community; it remains so for all the future and to all eternity. I have community with others and I 
shall continue to have it only through Jesus Christ. The more genuine and the deeper our community 
becomes, the more will everything else between us recede, the more clearly and purely will Jesus Christ 
and his work become the one and only thing that is vital between us. We have one another only through 
Christ, but through Christ we do have one another, wholly, for eternity.”

 Unless quoting another writing, this report uses the convention of upper-case “G” Gospel referring to a 18

New Testament writing by that name (as in the Gospel of Matthew), and of lower-case “g” gospel referring 
to the saving good news of God’s grace through Jesus the Messiah.
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Christianity that, laudably, sought to expand the reach of the gospel by adapting to 
contemporary cultural settings, but did so by substantially compromising its soul.     

Bolsinger steers his readers away from the peril of the Christian community losing its soul.  
Referring to the relationship between the Church’s core convictions and adaptive challenge, 
Bolsinger writes,  

Just as an organism must adapt in order to thrive in a changing environment, so 
organizations need to adapt to the changing world around them without losing their 
core identity, their reason for being, their core values and purpose.  (My 
emphasis.) 

The core convictions of the Central/Southern Illinois Synod are concisely expressed in the 
synod’s constitution:  

+S4.01.  This synod confesses the Triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

+S4.02. This synod confesses Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior and the Gospel as the power 
of God for the Salvation of all who believe. 

a. Jesus Christ is the Word of God incarnate, through whom everything was 
made and through whose life, death, and resurrection God fashions a new 
creation. 

b. The proclamation of God's message to us as both Law and Gospel is the Word 
of God, revealing judgment and mercy through word and deed, beginning with 
the Word in creation, continuing in the history of Israel, and centering in all its 
fullness in the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

c. The canonical Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments are the written Word 
of God. Inspired by God's Spirit speaking through their authors, they record 
and announce God's revelation centering in Jesus Christ. Through them God's 
Spirit speaks to us to create and sustain Christian faith and fellowship for 
service in the world. 

+S4.03. This synod accepts the canonical Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments as 
the inspired Word of God and the authoritative source and norm of its 
proclamation, faith, and life. 

+S4.04. This synod accepts the Apostles', Nicene, and Athanasian Creeds as true 
declarations of the faith of this synod. 

+S4.05. This synod accepts the Unaltered Augsburg Confession as a true witness to the 
Gospel, acknowledging as one with it in faith and doctrine all churches that 
likewise accept the teachings of the Unaltered Augsburg Confession. 

+S4.06. This synod accepts the other confessional writings in the Book of Concord, 
namely, the Apology of the Augsburg Confession, the Smalcald Articles and the 
Treatise, the Small Catechism, the Large Catechism, and the Formula of Concord, 
as further valid interpretations of the faith of the Church. 

+S4.07. This synod confesses the Gospel, recorded in the Holy Scriptures and confessed 
in the ecumenical creeds and Lutheran confessional writings, as the power of God 
to create and sustain the Church for God's mission in the world. 
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The synod constitution also puts forward our core identity and our purpose: (Chapter 6) “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.” 

As I said, the general goal of the Christian thinking criticized by Niebuhr and then of the 
Christian thinking criticized by Webster is the commendable goal of connecting unchurched 
people to God in Jesus Christ, of reaching people where they are, on their own terms, and of 
being responsive to their needs and hopes.   

In large measure, we in the ELCA strive to be known for several commendable virtues, all 
with the hope of being relevant in the midst of change and connecting with our neighbor.   

If we are going to adapt to the changing world around us such that we thrive as God’s 
Church, it will not be to recreate the American church culture of the middle of the 20th century – 
everybody is agreed about this.  It is common to hear it said, “The problem with our churches is 
that they are trying to recreate the ‘50s.”  I think that critique is simplistic and itself naïve.  
There is a difference between pining nostalgically for the church we were back in the past and 
believing that our church can again be what it once was.  In my interactions with congregations 
across the C/SIS, I have encountered much of the former, but realistically, almost none of the 
latter.  The people in the pew well recognize that the old neighborhoods, the old farm family 
environment, and the old cultural context more broadly are not coming back. 

Yet, if we are going to adapt and thrive as God’s church, we are going to form our core values 
and our virtues from the long-standing convictions, identity, and purpose expressed in our 
constitution.  There is plenty of room for new thinking, innovation, fresh insights, and letting go 
within the sphere of our consistent purpose.   

At the same time, this means being willing to x-ray our current commendable virtues to see 
if our formulation of them has a gospel bone structure.  Take for example the virtue of 
“inclusivity.”  To be sure, there is a compelling need to counteract the mounting division and 
factionalism in the world around us at every level: in our churches, in our communities, in our 
nation, and around the globe.  I frequently hear it expressed as a self-evident goal for the Church 
as a whole and for every congregation is to be what is termed “fully inclusive.”  I do want to 
affirm forthrightly the worthy goal of rejecting discrimination due to race, class, wealth, 
nationality, gender, sexual preference, physical ability, and so on.   However, I want also to voice 
objection to claims of being fully inclusive.  I am indebted to Fleming Rutledge for her excellent 
articulation of the subtle difficulty with such claims: 

Congregations are claiming for human beings what is possible only for God.  No 
congregation can include everyone.  No self-identified inclusive and welcoming church 
can live up to this assessment of itself.  Many a person who has attended a church 
advertising radical hospitality has come and gone from church coffee hours without 
being greeted by anyone.  There are many categories of people who have not been 
welcomed in churches.  The congregation that makes a place for torchbearers with Down 
syndrome might fail to embrace an unwashed, on unmedicated, disruptive man off the 
street.  The parish that welcomes a transgendered person might give up on a woman with 
a narcissistic personality disorder.  Members of the congregation who do not hold all the 
views currently designated as correct will find themselves marginalized, even insulted.  
Despite the good intentions of congregations that proclaim themselves as diverse, 
welcoming, and inclusive, the fact remains that no one and no group can be, in this life, 
all-embracing….  19

 Fleming Rutledge, The Crucifixion: Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ.19
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Rash assertions in our churches about who is more inclusive and who is less inclusive have, in 
fact, aggravated the destructive departures and divisions among us.   

 True inclusivity is the inclusivity of God in Christ Jesus, and only the inclusivity of God in 
Christ Jesus, expressed by the apostle Paul in Romans 3 and 5: “There is no distinction (among 
people), since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” and “Christ died for the 
ungodly.”  However well intended, any claiming for human beings what is possible only for God 
compromises the center of the Christian theology of God’s grace.   

The default mode of the human heart is to rely on one’s own claim to superior virtue, rather 
than to rely on the gospel claim to God’s grace.  We are not exempt, and I believe that we would 
be wise to consider a humbler rhetoric of inclusivity.   

I remain convinced of what I said to the Synod Assembly in 2011 when asked what I consider 
to be the biggest challenge facing the Central/Southern Illinois Synod, namely that our biggest 
challenge – more seminal than the very real challenges of downward trends in our statistical 
measures of congregational/ denominational size and strength, the expanding secularization of 
our cultural context, our inability to get traction in communities of color, generational flight 
from engagement in religious communities, and so on – is the challenge to trust the gospel and 
to articulate the gospel – because the gospel is all about what God does – as the pressure to 
focus on ourselves – what we are doing, who we are,  how we feel – is ever increasing.  The 
challenge is theological, addressing confusion about our core conviction, our reason for being.   20

Moreover, giving due attention to the challenge facing us to trust the gospel 1) aligns perfectly 
with the core conviction that “this synod confesses the Gospel … as the power of God to create 
and sustain the Church for God's mission in the world,” and 2) shows us where the Church is 
truly empowered to address effectively the very real other challenges I have lifted up in this 
report. 

Adaptive Challenge: to develop the capacity to receive challenges to our seemingly self-evident 
priorities non-defensively, and more fundamentally, to develop our capacity for self-critique, 
to take a hard look at whether we have bound ourselves more tightly to our own rightness 
than to Christ’s righteousness, such that thanks to renewal in the Christian gospel, this self-
critique will be enriching rather than debilitating.   

Consider how we approach the question “What is our mission as the Church?” 

The C/SIS has an existing mission statement in its constitution: 

+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 

 I have pursued this line of thinking in a different form in the “Being Church Together” presentations 20

that I have made in a few congregations and clusters around the synod.
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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. 

This statement of the Church’s mission is sufficiently directive that we can look at each element 
and say “yes, this is happening” or “no, this isn’t happening.”   This statement of the Church’s 
mission is sufficiently flexible that it needs contextualization in any given ministry site.  If 
anything, this statement of the Church’s mission may be too broad, attempting to encompass too 
much.   

I see no need at this time for the synod, or for the bishop on behalf of the synod, to spend 
time and energy trying to come up with a “mission statement” or to “cast a vision for what our 
mission is” in the C/SIS.  As I said, our mission is already stated for us, and we would be hard 
pressed to improve upon it.   

However, it is the responsibility of Synod Council, with the help of synod staff, to tend to 
prioritization and implementation of our mission as outlined – and to tend to prioritization and 
implementation on an ongoing basis – which is no small adaptive challenge.    

Concluding Comments 
My trips to the NGLS, the UNYS, and the SEIS have underscored for me the value of a solid, 

competent, trustworthy, and caring synod staff.  Perhaps the greatest skill that a bishop can 
possess – or at least one of the top three skills – is the ability to select and hold excellent staff 
members.  I cannot adequately express my gratitude to God for the people have served with me 
on staff over these past years, including those who continue to do so as we look ahead.  I am 
particularly grateful that they faithfully took on and met the challenge of maintaining our synod 
staff service to congregations and pastors during my absence.  We are truly blessed with 
excellent staff.   

I want to express my thanks to Acting Bishop Richard Hoyme as well.  It is not a light thing 
to accept responsibility for the unknown that may come upon you when you step in as acting 
bishop.   

I have used this sabbatical time also to read, reflect, and have conversation about the role of 
bishop of the C/SIS.  This did not become the structured study that I originally envisioned of 
constitutional expectations and responsibilities of a bishop, on the one hand, and constitutional 
authorities and resources for a bishop, on the other hand.  Nevertheless, I found the sabbatical 
reading, reflecting, and conversing to be valuable as it was.  In short, it appears that in these 
anxious times for the Church – congregations, synods, and church bodies – there is a greater 



!  30

and greater need for resilience : a need for congregations to be resilient, for pastors and 21

deacons to be resilient, for synods to be resilient, and yes, for bishops to be resilient.  Among the 
many characteristics that a synod looks for as it chooses its bishop, the synod would be wise to 
choose someone who has a track record of handling frustration in a healthy manner, of ability to 
meet criticism rationally, and of seasoned faith in the grace and justice of God. 

It is a distinct privilege and responsibility to serve as a bishop in the ELCA.  While you leave 
the remarkable vocational realm of bearing witness to Christ and accompanying individuals and 
families in a deeply personal way, in their most pivotal, impactful seasons of life, if you come to 
the bishop’s office from congregational ministry, as a bishop you are brought to a new arena of 
intellectual, existential, and spiritual broadening and challenge.  Most people genuinely want 
their bishop’s ministry to be fruitful and they are supportive of their bishop.  Yes, bishops 
encounter plenty of unrealistic expectations.  But I find it uplifting, encouraging, and at the 
same time most humbling, going from church to church around the synod, to meet so many 
people of depth of Christian faith and desire to follow Christ.   

Finally, let me say “thank you” to the Synod Council, who consented to this sabbatical and 
supported my efforts to take time away in order, ultimately, to have more to offer the synod 
upon return.   

 Resilience as the desire and ability to recover from or to adapt to difficulties and misfortune, that is, to 21

spring back into shape after having been twisted, bent, pressed, or pulled out of shape.  
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Discussions Points in Bishop Roth’s Sabbatical Report 

Topic Pivot Point Location

Multi-Congregational Parishes The driving reason for fruitful parish ministry 
has to be this: that we may glorify God, build up 
the body of Christ, and proclaim Christ crucified 
and risen for the life of the world more 
effectively acting together than by acting 
separately.

p. 6

Synod Committee Structure I believe that the potential rewards for the 
synod in making a dramatic change in committee 
structure along these lines are greater than the 
risks.  I would add that there are risks in not 
making changes, the primary risks being 1) 
continued lack of progress in mission and ministry 
areas we need to address, and 2) the illusion that 
something productive has been accomplished 
simply because a committee has met and talked.

pp. 12-13

Congregational Vitality The sticking point in any discussion of 
congregation vitality is determining adequate 
criteria for “vitality.”  What are the markers?  
Are there consistent, trans-congregational 
markers?  And are there metrics for the 
markers?  In other words, if one says that “high 
quality worship” is a mark of vitality, how does 
one measure this?

p. 13

Conference Deans What might be the most effective use of a 
conference dean’s position in the conference?

pp. 16-17

Adult Faith Formation and 
S y n o d i c a l l y A u t h o r i z e d 
Ministry

I believe that it is time to rethink how we 
envision Synodically Authorized Ministry, both in 
changing its relationship to our lay education/
training/faith formation programming and in 
strengthening our mode of selecting and 
preparing people for Synodically Authorized 
Ministry.  Correspondingly, now is the time to 
rethink what we can do more broadly about adult 
faith formation in our synod.

pp. 18-20

Consider how our context for 
providing Word and Sacrament 
ministry is shifting

Adaptive Challenge: To provide pastoral ministry, 
including competent preaching, teaching, and 
presiding worship, as the conventional paradigm 
for ordained ministry passes away.  

pp. 20-21



!  32

  

Consider our changing context 
from a broader perspective.

Yes, effective ministry is markedly different 
(and more varied) today than it was ten and 
twenty years ago – but it is not completely 
different.

pp. 21-22

Consider the terminology we 
use to talk about rostered 
ministry.

Adaptive Challenge: to develop pastors and 
deacons who have the will and capacity to ride 
out pain and loss for the sake of serving Christ 
and Christ’s church.  What would attract and 
prepare pastors and deacons willing to invest 
themselves in declining situations, for the sake 
of God’s people in this place?

pp. 23-24

Consider how we talk about 
being in relationship

I am convinced that Augustine’s ordering of loves 
is the best way to get traction in the church for 
two often-pursued priorities in the ELCA today: 
“neighbor love” and “care of creation.”  

pp. 24-26

Consider how we treat God. Adaptive Challenge: to develop the capacity to 
receive challenges to our seemingly self-evident 
p r i o r i t i e s n o n - d e f e n s i v e l y , a n d m o r e 
fundamentally, to develop our capacity for self-
critique, to take a hard look at whether we have 
bound ourselves more tightly to our own 
rightness than to Christ’s righteousness, such 
that thanks to renewal in the Christian gospel, 
this self-critique will be enriching rather than 
debilitating.

pp. 26-29

Consider how we approach the 
question “What is our mission 
as the Church?”

I see no need at this time for the synod, or for 
the bishop on behalf of the synod, to spend time 
and energy trying to come up with a “mission 
statement” or to “cast a vision for what our 
mission is” in the C/SIS.  As I said, our mission is 
already stated for us, and we would be hard 
pressed to improve upon it.

pp. 29-30
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