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“The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, 
some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the 
work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (Ephesians 4:11-12). 

For the work of ministry. In baptism, each and every one of us has been called into the work 
of ministry. Baptism is God’s act of grace toward us. As our baptismal liturgy proclaims, “In 
baptism our gracious heavenly Father frees us from sin and death by joining us to the death 
and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. We are born children of a fallen humanity; by 
water and the Holy Spirit we are reborn children of God and made members of the church, 
the body of Christ” (“Holy Baptism,” Evangelical Lutheran Worship, p. 227). As we daily turn 
from sin and return to our baptismal identity as freed and forgiven children of God, the 
Spirit creates in us the gift of faith, empowering us … 

• To live among God’s faithful people 
• To hear the word of God and share in the Lord’s supper 
• To proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed 
• To serve all people, following the example of Jesus 
• To strive for justice and peace in all the earth 

(“Affirmation of Baptism,” Evangelical Lutheran Worship, p. 237) 

Ministry does not just belong to our rostered leaders, though our rostered leaders do have a 
unique role as public stewards of the gospel in the world. Rather, ministry belongs to all the 
baptized. The church today faces both many challenges and many opportunities for 
bearing witness to God’s love in Christ, and, the world needs our witness. As we face the 
ever-changing realities of both the church and the world, the mission that flows out of 
God’s baptismal promises to us remains the same … “to equip the saints for the work of 
ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (Ephesians 4:12). Living out our new identity as 
the baptized children of God (baptismal ecclesiology) is the work to which we are called 
and for which the Spirit daily frees and empowers us. 



Missional Discernment 
The mission of our synod continues to be nurturing communities of disciples, equipped for 
Christ’s mission. This mission guides everything we do as a synod. 

Many of the communities of disciples across our synod are facing similar challenges, 
including rising costs to maintain aging and over-sized buildings, the rising cost of 
supporting rostered leaders (largely due to the rising cost of health insurance), the loss of 
youth and young adults from our communities, and the changing demographics of the 
communities around us. As our communities of disciples seek to meet these challenges in 
creative and faithful ways, they are increasingly turning to the synod staff to help lead and 
guide them in faithful missional discernment. At its heart, such missional discernment 
seeks to answer the question, “What is God calling our community of disciples to both do 
and be in light of the ever-changing realities around us?” It is both an exciting and 
challenging question.  

Much of the work the synod staff is engaged in these days is helping lead and guide 
communities of disciples in asking the following three questions: 

• Who is God? 
• Who or what is the church? 
• What is God calling the church in this place to be and to do? 

It is tempting to want to jump straight to technical solutions such as raising more money, 
hiring new staff, repairing aging buildings, creating more parking, or installing a new church 
sign. None of these technical solutions are necessarily bad in and of themselves and, 
indeed, some of them may at times be exactly what is needed. However, to jump straight to 
technical solutions without first engaging in the more difficult and foundational work of 
missional discernment that leads to adaptive solutions often leads us to the same place 
we started with similar results. We are currently engaged with many of our communities of 
disciples in the important work of listening closely to how and where God is calling. It is 
extraordinarily rewarding and exciting to journey alongside communities of disciples that 
are open to the Spirit’s calling and willing to try new things for the sake of growing their 
witness in their communities. If you or your community of disciples are interested in visiting 
with us about how we might accompany you on the journey of missional discernment, 
please do not hesitate to reach out. We would be more than happy to visit with you. 

The CaSTLE Project: The Call to Baptismal Living 
Thanks to a generous grant received from the Castle Project Wartburg Seminary in mid-
2025 totaling $491,000, we were able to call Pastor Kristen Schmid as our new full-time 



Assistant to the Bishop for Transformational Communities in the fall of 2025. Pastor Kristen 
has received a five-year term call during which time she will be working in partnership with 
Wartburg Seminary to more fully equip our small town and rural congregations in living out 
their baptismal call to ministry in their unique contexts. We will be installing Pastor Kristen 
during this year’s Synod Assembly.  

In her first eight months, Pastor Kristen has already visited many of our small town 
(population of 10,000 and less) and rural congregations. She has assembled a team of lay 
and rostered leaders from across the synod to accompany her in her work and is currently 
conducting a baseline survey in a sampling of congregations to help assess where we are 
and where we need to go. 

As is so very evident across our communities of disciples, congregational vitality is not 
based on size or financial resources, but rather on how communities of disciples are 
engaged in living out their baptismal callings both inside and outside of their 
congregations. As the Spirit grows faithful baptismal living in communities of disciples, 
congregational health and vitality also grows. As congregational health and vitality grows, 
so also grows a community’s witness to Christ in the larger community beyond the walls of 
the church building. What a blessing it is to have Pastor Kristen among us for these five 
years helping us equip the saints for the work of ministry in our small town and rural 
settings! 

Faithful Innovation: A Journey Toward Transformation 
Missional discernment requires intentional listening — listening to God, listening to one 
another, and listening to our neighbors in our local communities. These three listening 
practices are the core of Faithful Innovation, an adventure toward congregational 
transformation. Thanks to the ongoing ministry and leadership of Deacon Jason Fisher, our 
Director for Evangelical Mission, more and more communities of disciples are journeying 
through Faithful Innovation together. In Faithful Innovation, congregational teams of 4-6 
individuals gather for three days of focused training in these listening practices and then 
return to their own communities of disciples to implement these practices in ways that 
lead to missional transformation. A new cohort of Faithful Innovation teams will begin this 
coming fall. Please contact Deacon Jason if you are interested in learning more! 

Transformational Leadership 
As our full-time Assistant to the Bishop for Transformational Leadership, Pastor Amy 
Ziettlow works tirelessly to equip our communities of disciples with the healthiest models 
of leadership possible in the face of multiple challenges. Coupled with the fact that there 
simply are not enough rostered leaders in the ELCA willing to serve in Central/Southern 



Illinois or in other primarily rural synods across the ELCA, it is becoming increasingly 
difficult for communities of disciples to afford the cost of a full-time rostered leader on 
their own. Not only do we need transformational leaders to serve our communities of 
disciples, but we also need transformational models of leadership to meet the ever-
changing needs and demands of ministry across the church. 

We continue to experiment with a wide array of ministry models across the synod. Such 
models range from the “traditional” model of a solo rostered minister serving a single 
community of disciples to a wide variety of ministry teams comprised of single and 
multiple-site communities being served by various combinations of pastors, deacons, 
Synod-Authorized Ministers (SAMs), TEEM students, Collaborative Learning students, and 
more. It is becoming increasingly clear that as we move into God’s future for us, fewer of 
our communities of disciples will be served by the “traditional” model of leadership and 
more of our communities of disciples will be served by some form of ministry team. While 
some may grieve this transformation of leadership that is taking place across the church, 
we are beginning to ask the question together, “Could these newly emerging models of 
leadership actually be the work of the Spirit calling the Church into what God is currently 
up to in the world?” Could these newly emerging models of leadership be exactly what is 
needed to help “equip the saints, for the work of ministry?” 

Campus Ministry: Toward a Reach Higher Capital Campaign 
Our synod has a long history of generously supporting Lutheran Campus Ministry. Here in 
Central/Southern Illinois Lutheran Campus Ministry sites include: 

• St. Andrew’s Lutheran Campus Center  
at the University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign 

• Agape Campus Ministry 
at Illinois State University in Normal 

• Epiphany Lutheran Church (congregationally based) 
at Southern Illinois University Carbondale 

I have long believed that campus ministry is one of our church’s most significant ministry 
opportunities as we accompany young adults through this season of intellectual, 
emotional, and spiritual development. Campus ministry not only provides a faith home for 
those students who have been brought up in the church and are now navigating life on their 
own for the first time, but, for many students, it is their first exposure to and experience of a 
Christian community. As a ministry of the ELCA, Lutheran Campus Ministry provides a 
unique and much-needed expression of Christian community that is open and welcoming 



to all, wherever students may be on their faith journey. In addition, we know that Lutheran 
Campus Ministry is a proven developer of both present and future leaders in the church.  

There is much to celebrate regarding campus ministry in our synod over the past year. On 
March 1, we celebrated the completion and dedication of our brand-new St. Andrew’s 
Lutheran Campus Ministry Center at the University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign. This 
beautiful new facility located at the heart of campus provides a welcoming, spacious, and 
versatile space for students to gather, worship, and experience Christian community. The 
celebration included great food, fellowship, and a standing-room only dedication worship 
service in their new sanctuary! In addition, our Agape Lutheran Campus Ministry on the 
campus of Illinois State University in Normal experienced record-setting numbers of 
participation, literally packing the Agape House for their Monday night community meals 
and Thursday evening dinner church. In addition, student leadership at Agape grew and 
developed in amazing ways. Special thanks are due to Pastor Jon Fry who serves as our full-
time campus pastor at St. Andrew’s and Pastor Julia Rademacher who served over the past 
academic year as the part-time interim campus pastor at Agape, as well as to the 
dedicated and committed Board of Trustees at both ministries. 

While there is much to celebrate about campus ministry, there are also challenges. One of 
the biggest challenges to Lutheran Campus Ministry is long-term financial sustainability. 
While our synod’s financial support for campus ministry has remained steady, churchwide 
financial support for campus ministry has been decreasing for some time. In addition, 
recent changes to how campus ministry is funded by the three synods in Illinois have 
placed a larger responsibility on our synod for funding the campus ministry sites that fall 
within our territory.  

As a result of these changes, over the past year, the Synod Council authorized the 
development of a Campus Ministry Capital Campaign Team to develop a plan and proposal 
for a synod-wide capital campaign that would establish a Campus Ministry Endowment 
Fund to help create long-term financial sustainability for campus ministry here in 
Central/Southern Illinois. Under the leadership of Pastor Richard Wehrs, this team has 
developed a case statement (included in your synod assembly materials) and a proposal 
for a three-year, synod-wide Reach Higher Capital Campaign for campus ministry that 
would kick-off this coming fall. The tier-one goal for the campaign is $750,000. The tier-two 
goal for the campaign is $1,000,000. Our Synod Council has unanimously approved the 
team’s proposal and now brings it to the assembly as Resolution 2026.01 (see synod 
assembly materials under “Reference and Counsel”). Simply put, a successful campaign 
will not only sustain Campus Ministry for the long-term, but could also create new 
opportunities for growth and development of new young adult ministry across the synod. 



Working together, I am confident that we can continue to equip these unique communities 
of disciples for the work of ministry for generations to come! 

Generosity in Mission Support 
A sincere word of gratitude to each of you and your communities for your strong mission 
support to the synod and beyond. In addition to ending the 2025 fiscal year strong, during 
the first quarter of 2026, we have experienced a significant increase in mission support to 
the synod. First quarter (Feb.-Apr.) undesignated mission support giving totals $351,095, an 
increase of $37,278, or nearly 12% over where we were last year at the same time. First-
quarter giving in 2026 is the highest it has been over the past 8 years, dating back to pre-
COVID! While many synods across the ELCA are reporting declining giving to mission 
support, here in Central/Southern Illinois Synod we are actually experiencing an increase in 
mission support! Your strong mission support leads to growth in mission and ministry 
across the synod, the ELCA, and the world! Thank you for your faithful generosity in 
response to God’s grace! 

Accompaniment Trip to the Holy Land and Sumud 
I am so very grateful for the opportunity I had to accompany the ELCA delegation of bishops 
and churchwide representatives on our trip this past January 8-17 to visit our siblings in 
Christ in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Jordan and the Holy Land, and to participate in 
the installation of their new bishop Imad Haddad. Earlier this spring, I shared via e-mail a 
complete travelogue about my experiences there. If you did not receive a copy of the 
travelogue and would like to, please e-mail Michael Horn at michael.horn@csis-elca.org. 
Or, if you would like me to come and make a presentation about my experiences with your 
community of disciples, please contact Kim Zemaitis in the synod office — 217-753-7915 
— and she will be happy to schedule a visit. In summary, the trip was both challenging and 
inspiring. We have much to learn from our Palestinian siblings in Christ about our call to 
witness in the face of injustice and oppression. One of the ways we can join our witness 
with theirs is through participation in the ELCA’s Sumud Program. Our synod is currently 
working with the Upstate New York Synod, our domestic synod companion, on ways that 
we can partner together in Sumud. One of the ideas we are talking about is a joint synod 
trip to the Holy Land at some point in the future.  

Election and Installation of Presiding Bishop Yehiel Curry 
What an honor it was to be present at the election of Bishop Yehiel Curry as Presiding 
Bishop of the ELCA and of Pastor CeCee Mills as ELCA Secretary at the Churchwide 
Assembly in July 2025 in Phoenix. In addition, I was able to be present and participate in 
Presiding Bishop Curry’s Service of Installation this past October in Minneapolis. It was a 



most joy-filled and uplifting worship. Presiding Bishop Curry has called us to focus on 
growing our connections with one another across our church over the coming year. I 
continue to be greatly encouraged by Presiding Curry’s leadership and excited about how 
we are moving forward together as Christ’s church.  

Companion Relationship with the Malagasy Lutheran Church 
Our companion relationship with our two synods in the Malagasy Lutheran Church in 
Madagascar continues to grow and develop. Our companion synods include the 
Ambovombe-Androy Synod and the Faradofay Synod. Special thanks to Pastor Jim Davis 
and our synod’s Global Missions Committee for all the work they do in fostering and 
nurturing this relationship. It was such a joy seeing how many of our communities of 
disciples participated in Madagascar Day on or around April 12. Again, thanks to our Global 
Missions Committee for sponsoring this day and for developing and sharing all of the 
helpful resources. A reminder that, though we are not gathering for an in-person assembly 
this year, we are still gathering an assembly offering designated for our companion synods 
in Madagascar. We invite you to give on or before June 15. Finally, a trip to our companion 
synods is being organized by the ELCA’s Madagascar Trip in the fall of 2027. I look forward 
to traveling to Madagascar then to continue to grow the relationship we share and to learn 
from our Malagasy siblings in Christ. 

We Have a New Roof!!! 
After years of a leaky roof, water-stained ceiling tiles, drip-filled buckets, and overflowing 
frustration, our synod office has a new roof … and, knock on wood … so far, we are leak 
free! A new roof was successfully installed on the synod office this past December by 
Central Illinois Roofing. Special thanks to our Finance and Administration Committee for all 
they did in securing and reviewing bids for this project! 

Synod Days Are Coming Soon 
We look forward to being present in each conference later this summer and early fall for a 
Synod Day in each of our six conferences. Each Synod Day will include cross-generational 
worship, learning, and fellowship for all ages. Workshops will be led at each Synod Day by 
each of our four rostered synod staff as we build upon our assembly theme “For the Work 
of Ministry.” Synod Days are open to all. Registration details will be shared soon! 

Celebrations 
As I near the mid-point of my term as bishop, both the challenges and the causes for 
celebration come into clearer focus. While the challenges are real, so are the many, many 
ways I see the Spirit doing amazing things both in and through our communities of 



disciples. Yes, there are places and spaces that seem stagnant, but transformation is also 
happening in powerful and visible ways. Yes, there are things that will die and things that 
need to die, but God continues to bring new life out of the ashes. Yes, there are ways that I 
yearn for the Spirit to bring forth growth in how we are living out our baptismal callings, but I 
am daily inspired by the faithfulness, generosity, and commitment lived out on a daily basis 
by Jesus’ disciples here in Central/Southern Illinois. Yes, Good Friday is necessary, but 
Easter always comes.  

I continue to celebrate our amazing synod staff with whom it is a joy and delight to be 
engaged in ministry. I celebrate Deacon Jason Fisher and the way he shares the joy of Jesus 
with everyone he meets. I celebrate Pastor Kristen and the way she listens to others, 
especially those who sometimes are not seen, in a way that honors and lifts up their 
stories. I celebrate Pastor Amy and the way she daily persists in finding creative solutions 
to providing leadership for our communities of disciples and in challenging us all to think 
outside of the box. I celebrate Kim Zemaitis and the way she works behind the scenes to 
minimize the stress level of the synod staff (making sure I have a never-ending supply of 
Diet Pepsi!) and always does so with supreme kindness and a smile. I celebrate Michael 
Horn and the way I so often go to him, asking him to do something, and his response is, “I 
already took care of that!,” and I celebrate his amazing strawberry lemonade bars. I 
celebrate Jennie Ruth and the efficiency and accuracy with which she manages the synod’s 
finances and her constant willingness to jump in and lend a hand wherever and however it 
is needed. If you can imagine working in an environment where every day you get to work 
with some of your favorite people, that is what it is like working at the synod office! 

I celebrate the leadership of our synod, including our synod vice-president Molly Berry, our 
synod secretary Pastor Christine McNeal, our synod treasurer Steve Mitze, each of our six 
conference deans, and our synod attorney Dan Simmons. We are served by an amazingly 
competent and dedicated group of leaders for whom I am daily grateful! 

I celebrate my family, including my wife, Maressa, and our three children — Emma, Luke, 
and Liam. I celebrate that no matter what I am dealing with at work, their love for me is 
constant, and that they care deeply about the work I do to care for the communities of 
disciples across Central/Southern Illinois.  

I celebrate my colleagues in the Conference of Bishops. Never before have I been part of a 
community of disciples that is as mutually caring, supportive, and committed to one 
another and the work that we share as this group of Jesus-followers. I also celebrate that in 
the midst of the seriousness of our work at times, we are still able to find moments to share 
joy and laughter. 



Finally, I celebrate the mission we share of Nurturing communities of disciples, 
equipped for Christ’s mission. YOU are Christ’s church in the world! Together, we are 
Christ-centered, grace-rooted, Spirit-led, relationally-enriched, and activated to serve! 
Thanks be to God! 

In the words of the final stanza of the hymn by Jeffery Rowthorn, 

 Lord, you bless with words assuring: “I am with you to the end.” 
 Faith and hope and love restoring, may we serve as you intend  
 And, amid the cares that claim us, hold in mind eternity: 
 With the Spirit’s gifts empow’r us for the work of ministry. (ELW #579) 

Called in baptism + 
Bishop Busboom 


