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Think back fifty years ago, or perhaps even twenty-five years ago if you can. Who 

could have imagined that we would hold Star Trek devices in our hands for immediate 

information and communication? Certainly, some people imagined it. But who expected 

technology to advance so rapidly over these last decades? If your grandparents time-

travelled forward to this day and even sat in the front seat of a new car, what would they 

think? So much has changed. 

Our Synod Assembly theme this year is “Singing the Lord’s Song in a Strange 

Land.” It is a reference to Psalm 137, a psalm of the Israelites who are held captive in 

Babylon, lamenting their plight, wondering how they can hold to faith in God when 

everything they know has been turned upside down.  

While we are nowhere near as disoriented as those who have been forced from 

their homes or flee the violence of terrorists or war, the Church in our country faces a 

world that is vastly different than decades ago. People in our pews and out of our pews 

live very different lives than generations before us. And even if you don’t have large 

screens in your sanctuary, there are still a good number of people who sit in the pew and 

peruse their phone screen before worship begins. Like it or not, we live in a digital world. 

The way we live in this world has shifted, even more so now because of two years of a 

pandemic. And yet, how many of our congregations sing the same seventy hymns and 

have the exact same committee names and structures we had thirty or more years ago? 

How might our ministry need to shift to sing the Lord’s song in a way that is relevant to 

the world we now live in? 

We do sing the Lord’s song, the same song of generations past. We proclaim the 

gospel of Jesus Christ, that we and this world are claimed by God for life: for love, for 

forgiveness of sins, for peace, and for justice for those who are oppressed. We sing the 

Lord’s song; it is at the center of our faith and at the core of who we are as the Church. It 

does not change. How we proclaim this story, how we connect this story to the people in 



our pews and with the people outside our church doors in the community can no longer 

look how it did thirty years ago.   

The need for the gospel in our world has is the same as for generations past. How 

we effectively live that out through our congregations in the future must shift. All our 

longing for (or blaming) families to quit Sunday morning sports will not bring them to 

church or change our culture. How do we then pivot our ministry, staying rooted in our 

Christian witness and attentive to the movement of the Holy Spirit, so that we discover 

new times and new ways to connect with families - or those who have never stepped foot 

in the church - or those whose church experience was so hurtful they aren’t sure they can 

trust the church? 

My ministry as the Director for Evangelical Mission (DEM) is one way the 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America dedicates resources to assist congregations with 

the pivoting that living in this “strange land” calls for. DEMs have the opportunity both to 

work with local congregations and learn from one another across the church what is 

working and not working. I am grateful every day to have a foot in congregational ministry 

and a foot in the DEM community to be witness to the many ways the Spirit is moving in 

the Church. I am grateful to be able to accompany, lead, and learn from congregations in 

the C/SIS and also collaborate with others across the Church. 

The C/SIS has a team trained in the Faithful Innovation Learning Communities 

process. This is a learning process in which at least eleven synods have engaged, and I 

am in frequent contact with DEMs and other Faithful Innovation leaders so that we can 

share wisdom about how rooting ourselves in traditional Christian practices can provide 

energy and momentum for congregations engaged in ministry. The C/SIS team is 

currently running our second cohort of congregations through the Faithful Innovation 

process and will begin a third cohort in the fall. Please contact me if you are interested in 

getting involved! I am immensely grateful to our synod lead team: Larry Dodds, Eden 

Blair, and Tony Metz for their time and commitment. FILC also makes use of trained 

coaches, and I thank Ellen Koester and Shelley Rossmiller for coaching the current 

cohort. 

Another opportunity for congregations over the last couple years has been 

“Congregational Vitality Training” (ReBoot Camp). This four-session online workshop is 

spearheaded by several DEMs and their contacts in congregations have been 

instrumental in transforming the direction of their congregational ministry. Presenters offer 

practices and resources for being grounded in our tradition and learning to do that 

“pivoting” to transform ministry for the future. While the four online sessions bring together 

disciples from across the ELCA, I have also convened follow up sessions for participants 

from our synod. About forty people representing 15 congregations of our synod have 

taken part in the summer or winter sessions. The next series will begin in October.   

Another area in which congregations are being equipped for ministry is in 

stewardship. In 2020, the C/SIS began a partnership with GSB Fundraising, for one of 

their consultants to offer stewardship programming for our synod congregations. In the 

fall of 2020, more than twenty C/SIS congregations took part in “Beginning a Culture of 

Generosity.” This online workshop offers best practices and templates for stewardship 



teams to tell stories of how their congregation’s generosity fuels their ministry that is 

making a difference in people’s lives. I highly encourage congregations whose 

stewardship teams are lacking energy or even nonexistent to consider this program. 

“Stewardship First Steps” has been offered for rostered ministers to grow in these best 

practices. Six congregations of our synod are involved with Stewardship for All Seasons, 

a two-year program that connects and deepens the work of ministry leaders with all 

aspects of stewardship: annual appeals, special appeals, and facilitating planned giving.  

A large part of my ministry centers around shared ministry and area ministries. 

When congregations want to explore partnering in a new ministry together – whether a 

brand-new ministry or calling a pastor together – I meet with councils to facilitate 

conversation and next steps. I also meet regularly with the pastors and the presidents of 

our synod’s geographic parishes for conversation around best practices and addressing 

challenges of ministry in a multi-congregational setting. 

I am available to meet with congregations and councils for retreats, workshops, or 

planning for future ministry. This includes planning for growth as well as considerations 

for concluding ministry with the closure of a congregation. I developed a new resource for 

congregations who are considering closure, now available on the synod website. I also 

sit as staff liaison on the New and Renewing Congregations Committee and the Mission 

Support and Stewardship Education Committee.  

This past year the staff revisited an effort of a few years ago to consider how to lift 

up ministry as a vocation within our synod and call forth those with gifts for ministry. Pastor 

Ken Sandlin and I convened a task group and developed resources about being called 

into ministry to assist congregations with their responsibility to raise up new ministry 

leaders for the church. 

A word about new ministry starts within our synod: I firmly believe that there are 

people in our congregations who have a heart for those who are not yet walking with 

Christ. I am seeking out these people who could serve well in a couple of ways. First, I 

intend to gather group who meets (online) at least monthly to pray for those places in our 

synod and people who can begin to connect and form community with those who are not 

currently connected to a Christian community. Second, I would like to equip some people 

to intentionally form new worshipping and discipling communities with those who are new 

or newly engaging with Christ and Christian community. If you or someone you know has 

expressed a passion for Christ and community with those new to faith, or if you are even 

remotely curious about how Christ may be continuing to draw new people to himself, 

please be in touch with me! 

As Director for Evangelical Mission, I am called by the churchwide organization to 

serve this synod but also the entire church. As such, I am part of a working group on 

evangelism. We are networking and developing resources for congregations on 

evangelism. I sit on a review team for approving grants for congregations involved in 

anchor church ministry, and review processes being developed for behavioral 

assessments of potential mission developers. I also serve as the dean for the DEMs in 

Region 5 (the twelve synods of Illinois, Iowa, Wisconsin, and the Upper Peninsula of 

Michigan), convening our monthly meeting. 



I serve the synod as DEM three-quarter time. My other quarter time role is as 

Congregational Resource Coordinator. My responsibilities in this area is to provide 

consultation from a Bowen Family Systems Theory lens, coordinate with the Director of 

Communications (and serve as newsletter editor when the position is vacant), provide a 

welcome/orientation for rostered ministers new to our synod, and other duties as 

assigned. This last year it included spearheading the searches for our Director of 

Communication and Bookkeeper.  

Finally, I thank you for your congregation’s generosity in mission support, that part 

of your offerings that supports ministry through the C/SIS and the churchwide 

organization. As a DEM I regularly hear about ministry happening across through the 

ELCA and work with those people behind the scenes who coordinate (seemingly 

mundane) things as paperwork and logistics for new ministries, or IT support (a challenge 

for a mid-size organization), or payroll, or directing needed funds to our companion 

synods in Madagascar. Your generosity makes a whole host of things happen, much of 

which is needed but largely unseen, and which became more challenging through the 

pandemic.  

We are church together in a complex, vast, and ever-changing world. Your prayers 

and your mission support are a witness to our common calling to proclaim Christ and to 

be ever rooted in those practices that sustain us: hearing Scripture, praying with others, 

being in community with other Christians, and serving our neighbors. These are practices 

that nourish us and fuel us for ministry in Christ’s name in a strange and new land, and I 

firmly believe not only that God is faithful, but that the Spirit will always surprise us.  

 
 

 

  

 

 


