
Deacon Jason Fisher 
Director for Evangelical Mission  

 

Faithful Innovation Discipleship 
Last fall disciples from Trinity, Carthage; Our Saviour, Normal; and the Servants United 
Parish began an adventure in following Jesus through our Faithful Innovation trainings. The 
goal is deeper connections with God, each other, and their neighbors. By the end of June 
each guiding team will have been equipped with Christ centered discipleship practices that 
lead to a holy curiosity about what God is up to and how they can join in that work. 
Finishing these training courses is just the beginning as we continue to: 

1. LISTEN to God, neighbor, and each other. 
2. ACT our way into new ways of thinking through engagement with neighbors. 
3. SHARE with each other all that God is doing in us and in our community. 

For those interested in participating in our next round of trainings, the dates are as follows: 

• Saturday, Oct. 3, 2026 
• Saturday, Dec. 12, 2026 
• Saturday, March 6, 2027 

For those who have already gone through the trainings but would love to meet regularly to 
check in and share what God is doing, you can join me for quarterly Zoom sessions on 
these dates: 



• Monday, Aug. 31 
• Monday, Nov. 30 
• Monday, March 29 
• Monday, May 31 

Rostered Leaders Discipleship 
Last fall some of our rostered leaders were invited to join me for two different training 
events: 

• The Mission Table Retreat put together by the Region 5 DEM’s with topics that 
included: Dinner Church, Telling a Jesus Story, Messy Church, Trauma Informed 
Care, and Cultural Humility. 

• The Mission Leader Training held at the ELCA Lutheran Center in Chicago where we 
listened to a variety of speakers share ideas for evangelism and mission outreach. 

 

Youth & Young Adult Discipleship 
I am so grateful that in my role as DEM I can continue to serve the youth and young adults in 
our synod through the following discipleship experiences: 

• Crossways Confirmation Camp: It was life giving to see staff create sensory space 
for the neurodiverse needs of students, as well as share techniques for trauma 
informed care with the staff. Attention to the variety of students and adults gathered 
together is an important marker of how we show hospitality and welcome to young 
people across our synod. 

• Wartburg Parish Camping Trip: I’m so grateful for this parish-wide event in a public 
space where followers of Jesus will worship and play together surrounded by God’s 
creation. Opportunities abound to invite fellow campers and neighbors to join them 
around movies, crafts, games, singing, devotions, and group dinners.  



• Leadership Lab: Serving on staff of Life Long Lab, I’ve seen the opportunities for our 
synod to encourage lay leaders, SAMs, and rostered ministers to take a week and 
retreat alongside the youth at Lab. May the Holy Spirit grow disciples 
Cross+Generationally as we worship, share meals, and discern God’s calling 
alongside young people who are doing the same.  

• Carlinville Youth Retreat: Members of the Synod Council showed up at the retreat to 
continue our goal of listening to youth from across our synod. Through games and 
activities, they heard from young people about what weighs heavy on their hearts 
and what spiritual practices they want to learn more about. 

 

Walking with Congregations 
One of the greatest pleasures I have is the chance to walk alongside communities of 
disciples in their context and learn from them. This means I get to model saying “yes” to the 
invitations of the Holy Spirit that lead me to serve with everyone in joyful and unpredictable 
ways. Here are a few from last year:  

• Helped with the New Douglas Fire Department sausage breakfast fundraiser.  
• Attended a Bear Council meeting in Carthage to learn about Indigenous history in 

that area. 
• Joined youth in Olney for their chili cookoff fundraiser and then reflected on the 

Carlinville trip. 
• Did some caroling at a local senior living center with disciples from St. Luke’s, 

Campbell Hill. 
• Went shopping with Faith, Jacksonville, for their Blessings Blitz to support various 

ministries. 

Wider Church Discipleship 
I love connecting disciples to the broader work of the church all over the ELCA and the 
world. In that journey I sometimes get a chance to share my gifts with the broader church. 
Here are a few ways that happened this past year: 



• ELCA Extravaganza: I was invited to lead a workshop for other youth leaders across 
the ELCA that involved a board game boot camp showing how Jesus played and 
invited all ages into the life of the Spirit.  

• Theology of Play Conference: I was asked to share at Stoney Point Retreat Center in 
New York how the Holy Spirit gathers the lost, lonely, and broken in order to bring 
forth new life in Jesus Christ.  

• Truth & Healing Initiative: Elizabeth Andress and I flew to Washington, D.C., to lobby 
for bill 761 to create a Truth & Healing Commission on Indian Boarding Schools. 

• Invitational Christian: Region 5 DEMs have organized a three-part series of webinars 
based on Dave Daubert’s book “The Invitational Christian.” I’m delighted to see lay 
leaders curious about how they can be more welcoming of their neighbors so that 
the love of Jesus can be shared more broadly. 

Holy Spirit, keep our eyes and ears open to where it is you want to meet us today, so that 
the joy we experience in the encounter might meet the joy you have in being present with 
us. Amen. 

Yours in Christ, 

Deacon Jason Fisher 

  



Pastor Kristen Schmid 
Assistant to the Bishop for Transformational Communities  

“There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope 
of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, 

who is above all and through all and in all” (Ephesians 4:4-6). 

I began my call as Assistant to the Bishop for Transformational Communities on September 
16, 2025. I am very grateful for this unique and exciting opportunity, and so thankful for the 
wonderful hospitality and collaboration I’ve experienced from communities of disciples, 
clergy and ministerial leaders, and synod staff.  

This position is made possible by the five-year CaSTLE (Country and Small Town Lived 
Ecclesiology) grant our synod received from Wartburg Seminary.  

My role is to accompany our small town and rural communities of disciples, learn from 
what the Holy Spirit is doing in those places, and create resources that support people as 
they live out their baptismal calling in daily life. 

Out of the 110 communities of disciples in our synod, 69 of them are in rural areas or small 
towns (fewer than 10,000 people and not a suburb of a larger community). Rural and small-
town communities of disciples reveal both challenges facing the wider church, and also 
God’s creative transformation. 

A big focus of my first several months has been visiting communities, getting to know the 
people and places. It has been a valuable opportunity to learn about what makes them 
special, and what is challenging them. In group and individual conversations, I’ve heard 
about where people sense God’s presence and activity, and where they are struggling.  

Another important first step has been assembling and meeting with a Transformational 
Communities Synod Advisory Team (SAM Marcia Buchs, Pastor Ed Hudelson, Pastor 
Christine McNeal, Pastor Stefan Munker, Autumn Ryden, Darien Ritterbush, and Steve 
White). I am grateful for their insight and support.  

To learn about what God is doing in people’s lives and communities so the synod can best 
support them and others, I’ve created and distributed a baseline survey, “Living Our 
Baptismal Call,” to 20 rural and small town communities of disciples, representing each of 
our six conferences. They are invited to participate either electronically or on paper. Special 
thanks to Dr. Eileen Setti for all her help with the survey design, Jennie Ruth for recording 



the written survey responses, and the advisory team, synod staff and conference deans for 
their input.  

We really appreciate everyone who has participated in the survey and helped share it with 
others! As an incentive, and way to say thank you, the pastoral synod staff (Bishop Greg, 
Pastor Amy, Deacon Jason, and me), will host Fellowship hour for the community of 
disciples with the highest percentage of people completing the survey by our virtual synod 
assembly on June 6! 

Why all this talk of baptism? Simply put, baptism is a big deal! 

In baptism, God claims us and gives us new life. We are joined to Jesus’ death and 
resurrection, freed from sin, death and evil. We are reborn as God’s children and members 
of the church, the body of Christ. 

In baptism God makes a covenant with us and establishes a relationship with us. 
Empowered by the Holy Spirit given to us in baptism, we live out our faith as a way of life. 
We can even see connections between our synod values and these baptismal practices.  

• Relationally-enriched: live among God’s faithful people. 
• Grace-rooted: hear the word of God and share in the Lord’s supper. 
• Christ-centered: proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed. 
• Activated to serve: serve all people, following the example of Jesus.  
• Spirit-led: strive for justice and peace in all the earth.  

We are all called into ministry, as individuals and as communities, through our baptism. 
Our ministry is wherever we are – at church, at work, volunteering, with family and friends, 
at the grocery store, in traffic, etc. 

For resources and more information, please check our synod newsletter, Facebook page, 
and website. You are also welcome to contact me at kristen.schmid@csis-elca.org or 217-
553-2812.  

Thank you all for your partnership in ministry! 

God’s peace, 

Pastor Kristen 

  



It has been a true blessing to meet people from different communities of disciples and 
learn more about their ministry through visits, pulpit supply, worship, Bible study, events, 
individual and group conversations, and fellowship. Thank you for your hospitality!  

• St. John’s, Bluffs  
• St. John’s, Mount Pulaski 
• Grace, Virginia  
• St. John’s, Bluff Springs 
• St. Paul’s, Forrest 
• St. Peter’s, Dwight  
• St. Paul’s, Hillsboro 
• First, Murphysboro  
• Mt. Calvary, DeSoto  
• Zion, Farmersville  
• Trinity, Fairbury  
• Saint Mark’s Lacon Outreach 
• Faith, Jacksonville  
• St Paul’s, Gilman  
• Zion, Shipman  
• St. John’s, Dorchester  
• St. Luke’s, Campbell Hill  

• St. Matthew’s, Fillmore  
• Mt. Zion, Nokomis 
• Trinity, Litchfield 
• St. John’s, Bloomington 
• St. Paul's, Shelbyville 
• Community, Cornell 
• St. Peter’s, Coatsburg 
• St. John’s, Toluca  
• St. Paul, Chatsworth 
• St. Paul’s, Altamont 
• Lutheran Church of Mahomet 
• Pontoppidan, Elliot 
• Good Shepherd, Champaign 
• St. Matthew’s, Urbana 
• St. John’s, Hartsburg 
• St. John's, Sibley

CaSTLE grant stewardship: attended summer conference at Wartburg Seminary, Dubuque 
and Ministry in Rural Areas Conference, Indianapolis; completed annual CaSTLE grant 
report and participated in CaSTLE webinars and zooms. 

Other ongoing activities include Facebook posts of visits and gathering information through 
research and meetings (30) by phone/zoom/in person with clergy, synodically authorized 
ministers, and disciples. 

Synod team participation: Fall Theological Conference; LSSI True Friend Celebration in 
Chicago, Ill.; Region 5 staff retreat; Synod representative Southern and Northwest 
Conference Assemblies; Holy Week devotional; planning meetings, and Synod Council. 
Created Ephesians 4:1-16, “For the Work of Ministry” Bible study for synod assembly and 
accompanying scripture study resource sheet. 

Continuing Education: Wabash Pastoral Leadership Program. Goals are to gain a broader 
perspective on community issues; think deeply about community abundance and needs, 
with a mindset toward 1-2% adaptation; engage with local civic leaders on issues shaping 



our communities, think theologically, and claim joy in ministry. Session topics: justice 
administration, hunger and poverty, education. Study Tour to U.S.-Mexico border. 

A few signs of God’s hope, vitality, and creativity 
Right: At St. Matthew’s, Fillmore, breakfast 
after worship is an important part of 
community life. Along with Mt. Zion, 
Nokomis, the community is part of a ministry 
team served by Synod-Authorized Minister 
Lee Gross (in window). 

Below: The disciples at St. John’s Lutheran 
Church in Bluffs took out a pew so fellowship 
time after church was more accessible. 
Vicar Kari Gosteli shares dismissal duties at 
the end of worship. An agreement between the community of disciples, the synod, and 
Luther Seminary allows her to serve in St. John’s while attending classes. Three kids have 
been attending regularly after they were invited to church by St. John’s disciples at the local 
farmer’s market. St. John’s was passing out ice cream sandwiches; the kids were next to 
them selling lemonade. 

 



Upper left: Rehearsing to sing in 
an upcoming worship service 
during Intergenerational Faith 
Development Time at St. Peter’s, 
Dwight, part of the Servants 
United Parish.  

Lower left: At St. Peter’s, 
Coatsburg, Amanda Shoopman 
led an interactive children’s 
sermon on choosing to use God’s 
gifts to build up rather than tear 
down. In future weeks, the high 
school students will each have 
opportunities to lead children’s 
sermons. 

Bottom: St. Paul’s, Hillsboro, 
served by Pastor Stefan Munker, 
hosts a weekly Community Café. 
(Photo by Pr. Stefan) 



Above left: One of the All Saints Parish communities of disciples worships each Wednesday 
at the Lacon Community Center. They are part of a ministry team served by Pastor John Sipf 
and Minister Dick Joyce. 

Above right: Three communities of 
disciples gather together for a Bible 
study at Small Town Scoop in 
Murphysboro. Mt. Calvary in De Soto 
and First Lutheran in Murphysboro are 
part of a ministry team served by 
Synod-Authorized Minister Paul 
Copeland and supervising pastor 
Pastor Brian Coffey of Ephiphany, 
Carbondale. 

Right: Council President Dick Hahn, 
and his son Justin by St. John, Toluca’s, 
new basketball hoop. Justin loves to 
shoot hoops at home and wanted kids 
to be able to play basketball at church, 
so he donated money for the hoop. His 
favorite team is the Fieldcrest Knights 
at the nearby high school where his 
older brother is coach, and his dad has 
kept score for 40 years. The Hahn 
family was sporting green in honor of 
Justin’s upcoming birthday on St. Patrick’s Day. 



The community of disciples at St. John’s, Dorchester, left, started gathering for a casual 
worship service each month in their basement after a tree fell on the church building and 
required a new roof and extensive repairs. Leanne Heyen said the tree falling was the best 
thing that ever happened, because a whole church overhaul was needed, both for the 
building and for people’s hearts. Redoing the fellowship area in their basement has been 
part of a revitalization that includes growth in people’s willingness to share their blessings, 
sorrows, and ideas. “There is something going on here you can’t put into words,” said 
Michele Wilson. St. John’s and Zion in Shipman have partnered together for many years. 
They are part of a ministry team served by interim Pastor John Lottes. 

They will participate in “Faith Forward” through Grandview University, which is designed to 
help pastors, ministry leaders, parents, and grandparents pass on their Christian faith to 
the next generation. The two communities will also be a Collaborative Learning site for a 
Wartburg Seminary student, Vicar Kristen Demma.



Top right: The seven communities of 
disciples belonging to Servants 
United Parish share a meal together 
after their spring joint worship service 
at St. John’s, Sibley. 

Bottom right: Three generations of the 
Bounds family worships together as 
the parish choir closes a Servants 
United midweek service held at 
Community, Cornell. 

 

  



Pastor Amy Ziettlow 
Assistant to the Bishop for Transformational Leadership  

As I join communities in worship across our synod, one of 
my greatest joys lies in children’s sermons. Although the 
sermon for the day changes, my children’s message tends 
to be the same: teaching the prayer practice of “hand hat,” 
which is literally what it sounds like: placing a hand on 
your head like a hat.  

I will share with the young people how during times of 
change or during something new, I feel nervous. I am 
humbled every time I speak this sentence because the 
children will lock eyes with me in empathy and deep 
understand. They know what it’s like to feel nervous and 
worried. I share with them that no matter how hard I try to 
think my way or work my way out of feeling nervous, it doesn’t work. I need something that 
will remind me that God is with me. Hand hat, as a traditional grounding practice, does it! A 
sign of blessing and a reminder that here, now, God has promised to be with me.  

My prayer as I companion communities in the call 
process, as I support our gifted interim ministers, as I 
cheer on our first call pastors and deacons, as I help 
equip our synod’s disciples who serve as ministers or 
take classes in our Lay School to be ready to serve, 
continues to be: Come, Holy Spirit (hand hat!!) 

For each Synod Council meeting, I track numbers to help 
guide us as we discern how best to shepherd those 
people and ministries who are in more intense contact 
with the synod. I continue to play with how to think about 
people and places in transition; how best to recruit 
rostered leaders to interview with our congregations in 
discernment.  

The breath prayer, “Come” (breathe in) “Holy Spirit” 
(breathe out) has been my steady companion and one I’ve invited members of our Synod 
Council to join me in praying. As you read the information below, please continue to 
breathe and pray for these blessed disciples of Christ. 



110 Worshipping Communities 

59 Letter of Call to a congregation   53% 

51 Synod supported     46% 

8 Appointed pastor/vicar   16% 
16 Interim Pastor    31% 
2 Interim Synod-Authorized Minister  4% 
15 Ministry Team (SAM/Supervising pastor) 29% 
10 Pulpit Supply (Pastor and/or SAM)  20% 
 

3 Clergy considering a transition 
 Pastors with active rostered minister profiles 

4 First call pastors assigned to our synod since June 2025 

10 First Call Pastors & Deacons 
Six retreats after ordination with two retreats offered per year  

38 Synod-Authorized Ministers 
available 
 Lay members who have completed SAM competencies. 

4 Students Preparing for Synod Authorized Ministry 
Lay members completing the approximately three-year program 



Synod-Authorized ministers serving 
32 Preached/presided in at least 
one worship service in 2025 
23 Preached/presided in at least 
24 worship services in 2025 
11 Serving under Ministry Team or 
Interim Ministry Agreements 
24 Attended the December 2025 
Adult Faith Formation Retreat 

 

Right: Minister 
Marcia Buchs 
serving at Holy 
Baptism. 

Below: Annual 
Adult Faith 
Formation 
retreat. 



9 Candidacy 
 Preparing for Word & Sacrament or Word & Service rostered ministry 
 4 Entranced 
 1 Endorsed (ready for internship) 
 1 Approved (in first call assignment) 
 4 Inquirers 

? Call Process 
11 Long-term pulpit supply 
 Served by faithful pulpit supply providers 

11 Ministry Teams of SAM and rostered leader 

? Preparation 
 Congregations doing identity and vitality work 

14 Discernment/ interviewing 
 Congregations ready to interview candidates. Currently served by interim 
 pastors or ministers or pulpit supply 

Rostered Minister Profiles reviewed, discernment conversations held, 
nominations made, interviews held, and calls extended and received 

RMPs checked June 1, 2025-March 31, 2026 

417 New RMPs available across the ELCA and reviewed: 

12 Candidates choosing Region 5C 

95 Email invitations for a discernment call with me and Bishop Greg 

39 Zoom meetings held. From those 39:  

17 Nominations made 

 

Right: Annual interim gathering.



Mutual Ministry Workshops 
I shepherd our synod’s initiative to cultivate healthy leaders, both rostered and lay. I offered 
two Mutual Ministry workshops as well as several individual meetings to discuss how to 
customize with prayer and wisdom the setting of missional goals and then how to create 
evaluation tools to assess the outcomes of those goals. We used the resource “Pastor and 
People” as a guide.  

Communities involved:  

• St Matthew’s, Urbana 
• Grace, Champaign 
• First Evangelical, Decatur 
• Our Saviour, Normal 

• Zion, Mount Olive 
• St Paul, Hillsboro 
• Holy Cross, Decatur 
• Mt Zion, Litchfield  

Immanuel, Colfax, community worship service and picnic. 



Congregational Visits 
Many thanks for the warm welcome to worship this year. I tend to prioritize ministry sites in 
transition, where I can also meet with a church council, call committee, synod-authorized 
minister, or interim.  

• St Mark’s, Washington 
• St John’s, Bloomington 
• First Evangelical, Decatur 
• Faith, O’Fallon 
• St Paul, Gilman 
• St Paul, Altamont 
• Immanuel, Colfax 
• Faith, Jacksonville 
• Holy Cross, Decatur 
• Immanuel, Lincoln 
• Elliot, Pontippidan 
• WELCA Gathering 
• St Mark’s, Chillicothe 
• Lacon Community Center 
• St Timothy, Wyoming 
• St John’s, Mt. Pulaski 

• Grace and Peace, Peoria 
• Salem, Mendon (Faith and Grace 

parish) 
• Grace, Rankin 
• St Paul, Benson 
• Immanuel, Minonk 
• Prince of Peace, Mt. Vernon 
• St John, Post Oak 
• St Peter, Wine Hill 
• St Peter, Coatsburg 
• St Matthew’s, Urbana 
• St Paul, Gilman 
• Salem, Peoria 
• Our Lord’s, Maryville 
• Zion, Gillespie 
• Zion, Mount Olive 

 


