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With the Rev. Albert Starr (Director, Ethnic Specific, Multicultural Ministries and Racial Justice), I 

serve as Co-Convener of the Task Force to Develop a Strategy Toward Authentic Diversity. 

This group, which was mandated by the 2016 Churchwide Assembly (CWA), consists of around 

15 members, both rostered and lay, representing each of the nine regions of the ELCA and 

those groups that have been traditionally marginalized by the church,  has been meeting bi-

monthly for the past year, either in person by teleconference, to develop a document that will 

now go to the Church Council in April for review, and from there will be submitted to the 2019 

CWA for discussion and (hopefully) adoption.  

At this two-day meeting we put the finishing touches on the work we have been doing, reviewing 

the final draft and delivering it to our editor before submission to Council. 

Wednesday February 27, 2019 (Pre-meeting day) 

Some committees meet before the Conference as Bishops can arrive early for face to face 

conversations.   

I have also been a part of ongoing discussions among seminary leaders and bishops of color to 

focus on dismantling racism and oppression in theological education and formation for 

ministry.  We first met for two days following the Bishops Academy in San Antonio, TX. This was 

our second face-to-face encounter. 

We continue to build relationships among each other. The most prominent outcome of this latest 

meeting was the development of two working groups to address the following: 

1. Address the ethos in the seminaries by developing a business plan that addresses 

dismantling racism in theological education and formation for ministry. 

2. Create pathways for candidates from marginalized communities. (discernment, 

formation, support through candidacy and call process) 

Other bishops met to select seminarians and assign them to regions. Bishop Suzanne Dillahunt 

(Southern Ohio Synod) represents Region Six in the Assignment Consultation.  

Thursday February 28, 2019 

Many Regions met to hear of the assignment of new seminary graduates to regions and synods. 

In this assignment. In this cycle there were a total of 108 candidates, 55 were unrestricted and 

available for placement.  Bishops reported that there are 258 first call vacancies in the ELCA.   

Region Six (Northeastern Ohio, Northwestern Ohio, Southern Ohio, Indiana-Kentucky, 

Northwest Lower Michigan, and Southeast Michigan) reported 22 first call vacancies and we 

received five candidates (Four Word and Sacrament, One Word and Service). 

We are pleased to welcome Christina Krnac and Andrew Potsko, who will soon enter the call 

process in the Northeastern Ohio Synod. Christine is a graduate of Trinity Lutheran Seminary 

and completed her two-year internship at Bethel, Middleburg Heights, under Pastor Steve 
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Krebill; while Andrew will graduate from Trinity later in the Spring after completing his two-year 

internship at Holy Trinity Lutheran Church in Columbus. 

The various CoB committees met following lunch.  I sit on the Global Missions Liaison 

Committee. Our time was spent learning how our churchwide staff works in relationship with 

other international agencies such as Lutheran World Relief, to inform and shapes our local 

ministry and witness in congregations and synods. We received updates on those efforts which 

are far too numerous to mention here.  

The Conference officially opened at 4pm with eucharist worship in the Lutheran Center led by 

Presiding Bishop Elizabeth Eaton and Bishop Craig Satterlee (NW/Lower Michigan) preaching.  

We then moved to Eaglewood Resort for the balance of our gathering.  After dinner we said our 

farewells to five bishops who are retiring at the end of their terms: Bp Kirby Unti (NW Wash), Bp 

Ralph Jones (NW PA), Bp Dick Graham (Metro DC), Bp Jessica Crist (Montana), and Bp David 

Zellmer (South Dakota). 

Friday March 1, 2019 

Bishop Suzanne Dillahunt (Southern Ohio) led us in opening worship helping us focus on the 

theme verse for the conference, Romans 12:2 “Be transformed by the renewing of your mind…”  

Bishop Bill Gafkjen (Indiana Kentucky / Chair of the Conference) opened our first work session 

with some general remarks and announcements.  He then called on Secretary Chris Boerger for 

his report. 

Secretary Boerger introduced two new members of the office staff and announced the 

retirement of Mary Beth Nowak.  He asked bishops to be attentive to CWA registration notices 

and become accustomed to the systems and processes.  He shared that he has issued a 

memorandum about resolutions and memorandums that can be shared publicly. Some synod 

councils are taking action on roster issues and those actions are not being reported to the office 

of the Secretary causing significant problems for the records.  Synod councils must vote on 

roster changes (leave of call, active, retired, or no longer on the roster) after those changes are 

endorsed by the synod bishop.  Digitized roster files should contain only those things that are 

included in the list that the Office of the Secretary has offered.  

The CWA will act on a resolution to change how Ministers of Word and Service are 

credentialed. To date they have been considered as lay persons, the change will no longer view 

them as lay.  The key is to assure that at lease 60% of a body is lay, and 10% is people of color 

or whose primary language is other than English.   

Presiding Bishop Elizabeth Eaton shared her report in three areas; Stuff, Transitions, and New 

Things.   

Stuff:  

PB Eaton commented on the draft document that will replace Vision and Expectations known as 

Trustworthy Servants of the People of God.  The CoB will review and comment on it during the 

conference.   

Eaton then talked about the United Methodist Church (UMC) and their decision to maintain the 

traditional view of LGBTQ issues.  The UMC bishops had recommended a change and they are 

now trying to deal with the vote.  The ELCA CoB will be given the opportunity to sign on to a 

letter supporting them and standing with them. 
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The final version of the Women and Justice Social Statement is ready for comment by the 

Conference, Synod assemblies, and the Churchwide Council. 

Plans for the celebration of the 50th anniversary of the ordination of women are being finalized.   

The Campaign for the ELCA has reached $180 million and will be celebrated at the CWA. 

The CoB will be spending time with Seminary leaders to learn more about changes taking place 

and how the candidacy processes in synods should work together with the seminaries. 

Rev Phil Hirsch was introduced as the new Exec of the DM unit. 

Transitions:  

Secretary Boerger will be retiring and not allowing his name to go for another term.  There have 

been a number of changes in synods 

New things: 

We cannot keep doing things the same way in a new world context.  She is asking how we can 

bring together stakeholders to help develop disciples and leaders?  The intent will be to find new 

ways to do what we need to do in a permission given ecosystem. 

She spoke to the issue of the one thing that the ELCA must be about…we are doing God’s work 

by the power of the Holy Spirt as we understand in Luther’s meaning of the 3rd article of the 

creed.  To help others understand that they are a beloved child of God.   

The Venezuelan church has reached out to the ELCA, Bp Pedro Suarez (Florida Bahamas) 

shared that his home country is torn apart and being held hostage by the drug cartels using the 

military and the dictator as agents.  He read a letter from the Bishop of the Venezuelan Church 

that described the conditions in the country and their request for prayer and support.  

Following a break Treasurer Lori Fedyk offered her report.  Her opening comments were that 

2018 was a challenging and good year.  FY 2018 revenues over expenses were favorable by 

$3.9m.  These results were possible du to close expense management and revenues above 

expectations.  Mission Support was about 1% below budget but investments and mineral rights 

were above budget. MS is about 60% of total incomes. 

World Hunger had the best year ever with $23.5 million received. 

Lutheran Disaster Response received income of $11.5m and expenses of $12.9m.  Significant 

to the cash flow of LDR is a federal grant for Tx hurricane response of $1.1m. 

The new director for the Domestic Mission Unit, Rev Phil Hirsch, was introduced and he shared 

his thoughts at the beginning of his service.  He will be developing a one page plan of how he 

and the unit will work into the future. 

Two members of the ELCA CW council were introduced and welcomed. 

Bp Jessica Christ (Montana) Chair of the task force celebrating the 50 anniversary of the 

ordination of women, outlined the events being planned.  There will be resources produced 

available later this year (CWA time) to help congregations lift up this occasion.   

Bp Mike Rinehart (Tx Gulf Coast), Chairman of the Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service 

(LIRS) Board, introduced the new CEO/President of the organization.  Krish O’Mara Vignarajah 

told us her story of coming to the US as a refugee from Sri Lanka at the age of 18 months and 

how she experienced the abundance of gifts in this country.  Her story can be found at 

https://www.lirs.org/ 

https://www.lirs.org/
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We broke for lunch and bishop’s ready bench meetings.  I sit on the Immigration Bench and had 

the opportunity to hear more from Krish O’Mara Vignarajah on how she is leaning into her new 

position. 

As we reconvened Rev Jeff Thiemann, CEO/President of Portico brought an update on the 

Portico ministry.  There was a slight decrease in the number of congregations that are providing 

Gold+, but smaller than previous years. Platinum increased from 3% to 5% of enrollees.  

Most of his presentation dealt with the newly drafted Philosophy of Benefits that will soon be 

rolled out to the church and available on their website. 

During our October CoB we processed the Five Goals that are included in the Future Directives 

and the four goals/objectives assigned to each in small groups.   We engaged in conversation 

about how we can move forward with the work of those groups and it was determined that the 

Exec Committee of the CoB will propose how we might do so. 

The leaders of ELCA Seminaries then led us in a discussion of how the seminaries and the 

church can work together to deal with the issues of diversity in the church (see my notes on 

page one).  The conversation centered on how more diverse leaders can aid the goal of 

increasing mix of the church.  President Robyn Steinke, Luther Sem, talked about two projects 

the seminaries are working on.  Project 1 is to address the ethos in the seminaries by 

developing a business plan that dismantles racism in theological education and formation 

ministry.  Project 2, shared by Bp Guy Erwin, (Southern California) is to create pathways 

(discernment, formation, support through candidacy and call process) for candidates from 

marginalized communities. 

Following a break Rev Walter May, Exec for Synodical Relations, shared that his calls to synods 

electing bishops are nearly completed.  He is now working on webinars for CWA voting 

members. He then introduced the new Assistant to the Presiding Bishop and Director of Federal 

Chaplaincy, Lt Colonel Rev Christopher Otten.  Otten noted that he hopes to have the ELCA the 

#1 supplier of chaplains for the military.   

We ended our day with announcements: 

- The 2020 Rostered Leaders Gathering in Phoenix, AZ.    

- Less than 35% of Rostered Leaders invest their retirement accounts in Social Purpose 

accounts. 

- Sierra Pacific Synod is offering resolutions on social justice and justice for women as 

templates for synod assemblies 

Following dinner we bid Godspeed to another group of retiring Bishops finishing their ministry: 

Bp Wayne Miller (Chicago), Bp Julian Gordy (SE), Bp Larry Wohlrabe (NW MN), Bp Steve 

Delzer (SE MN), Secretary Chris Boerger 

Saturday March 2, 2019 

Bp Abraham Allende (NE Ohio) opened our day leading worship and sharing a homily from 

Luke 9:1-6. 

This day is planned as a “Retreat day” for the conference focusing on Congregational Vitality.  

Wesley Granberg-Michaelson (http://fortresspress.com/author/wesley-granberg-michaelson), 

author and consultant, framed our time with a presentation entitled “The Future of Our Faith”  

from his book Future Faith: Ten Challenges Reshaping Christianity in the 21st Century;  

Fortress Press 2018.   

http://fortresspress.com/author/wesley-granberg-michaelson
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His first point was that the geographical center of Christianity has moved from its origin in the 

middle-east, to the northern Europe in 1500, then expanding to the west but the center 

remaining in Spain until the early 1900’s.  By 1980 more Christians are in the global south than 

anywhere else.  1910 the center was in Timbuktu, Mali.  By 2025 40% of the world’s Christians 

will be African.  Number of Christians in Latin America will be about the same by 2025.  

Christian Asians will grow to 460 by 2025. 

It is more than a geographical change; the Christian church is becoming non-western non-white.  

Immigration is fueling religious vitality.  

What does this mean for US Christians:  10 challenges noted in his book: 

1. Revitalizing withering congregations, congregations shrinking, growing older, 30%+ will 

close in, make space for discernment, dwell in the word, imagine God’s future, Focus on 

Mission, Share the Journey 

2. People of Color are providing growth in the US churches. This reality is not present in 

mainline protestant denominations. 

3. Seeing the world through non-western eyes. individual and community; rational and 

supernatural approaches to knowledge; the material and spiritual world 

4. Perceiving the world as sacred Recover a biblical vision of the earth. 

5. Affirming Spirit filled Communities Engage in inter-faith dialogues; understand the growth 

of Pentecostalism  

6. Reject the heresy of individualism “Me for the community or community for me?” Ubuntu 

7. De-Americanizing the Gospel The “Trump Effect” on worldwide Christianity, listen to 

non-American voices, deepen the formation our faith for such as time as this, liberate the 

gospel from American cultural captivity “Reclaiming Jesus.” 

8. Defeating Divisive Culture Wars Differences need not divide. 

9. Belonging before Believing Herding cattle in Australia, Taizé Community in France 

draws thousands of young people who are neither in or out, Pilgrim’s Mass Camino de 

Santiago pulls thousands 

10. Saving this World Overcoming the Great Divide – saving souls vs social ministry  What 

does God love? 

God’s Holy Spirit is bursting the Western Bubble that has shaped much of Christianity for the 

last 400 years. How might the church respond to future challenges? How does this assist in the 

search to nurture vital congregations? What are the concrete practices that might build 

readiness in congregations for transformational change and growth. 

After a break we regathered to hear from bishops of five of the regions share what is happening 

in their territory leading toward Congregational Vitality (CV). 

Bp Pat Davenport (SE PE) co-chair of the CV Guiding Coalition set the stage by giving the 

background for the Churchwide Vitality Initiative.  She talked about the lenses that the 

Congregational Vitality (CV) Guiding Coalition used to engage the conversation. She shared 

that it is about the Cross and the work of the Holy Spirit.  They talk about communities of Jesus 

and belonging to the community.  They used multiple paths; no longer focus on the few congs 

that receive grants, but the thousands who need; create a mechanism for communication; 

language; leadership; DEMs are vitality organizers; change grant making system. 

Bp Tim Smith (North Carolina) co-chair of the CV Guiding Coalition told us of the three critical 

questions: With whom are your working? What will you learn? How will you share it with the rest 
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of the church? The Guiding Coalition has segmented its work into leadership, metrics, and what 

does it mean for our church structure? 

Rev Louise Johnson (Pres Wartburg Sem) convened the Leadership committee and 

commented that leadership matters.  They choose to limit their foci into a few areas.  Their 

agreement was on core values:  

- Value the contextual development of leaders 

- Models of education that are rooted in context are most valuable 

- find new way to train and credential new leaders There are varied entry points, 1st call 

education, Internship 

Mike Ward (CW Council) chaired the metrics committee.  What we measure is what we care 

about.  More than measuring attendance or revenue. They are trying to find something like the 

net producer score.  They are looking for tools beyond self-reporting, possibly community 

reactions and the like  

Bp Paul Erickson (Milwaukee) chairs the committee dealing with what does it mean to the body 

of Christ, the church.  The work of vitality has been experienced as a CW program farmed out to 

synods.  The committee is looking more for partnership relationships among all expressions of 

the church.  Trust issues need to be addressed.  How do we best determine where authority is 

best located?   

Bp Smith helped us understand how the GC is different from the CV Bishops liaison committee.   

Bp Dave Brauer-Rieke (Oregon) gave his reflections on CV work in Region 1 Context - Region 1 

is the NW part of the church  

Three Learnings: 

1. Vitality is systemic 

- About the whole Working Together as coalitions of congregations  

- People behave better outside their closed systems  

- Systemic Viability needs to minimize top down processes 

2. Vitality Depends on Diversity  

- When we mono crop we minimize vitality  

- Inclusive vs Expansive  

- minimize the word inclusive and speak more about expansive  

- include diverse voice 

3. Vitality depends on the margins  

- vulnerability  

- Mutual Accompaniment knows we have as much to learn from others as they from 

us  

- systemic vulnerability with those at the margins.  

- privilege creates blind spots in the perception of the world  

- Action is the oxygen of a vital church.  

We broke for lunch 

Bp Steven Delzer (SE MN) presented for Region 3.  He shared the first part of his synod’s 

strategy for Vital Congregations is about leaders.  

1. Provide Spiritual Direction 
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2. Difficult Conversations Work 

3. White Supremacy Work 

4. Consultants working with congregational leadership 

3 Key ministries they used: 

1. Living Everyday as Disciples 

2. Stewardship for All Seasons 

3. Hope in Christ – what is the future of the smaller number congregations? 

Congregations have skin in the game 

1. Every congregation has a coach  

2. Congs work in cohort 

3. Leading Together Annual Fund 

Bp Michael Burke (SE Iowa) told us of what’s happening in SE Iowa synod.  The synod staff 

took a wide view of the congregations and identified those that bear the 4 marks of vitality. 

1. Have a positive impact on the communities in which they reside 

2. Connection with the larger church (any community of faith in their area). They are part of 

something bigger 

3. Willing to do new things 

4. Stop doing things that are not working 

Separate meetings for Rostered Leaders and elected Lay Leaders.  

Webinars on the 4 marks. 

Governance changes redefining conference leaders including 6 who are the Bishop’s 

thinktank. 

Bp Tracie Bartholomew (New Jersey) shared the approach to CV in Region 7.  It is summarized 

in these three Truths about Church Vitality:  

1. Nothing happens without a leader*   

2. A community needs to know WHY it exists for others  

3. Jesus is there - a vital church learns how to articulate that  

When you have all three, you have a vital ministry.  

Bp Herman Yoos (South Carolina) from Region 9 presented how the synod accompanies CV in 

Stewardship. 

1. They encourage expansion in congregations for giving, especially in the  

 digital age. 

2. They use Consecration Sunday materials by Herb Miller. 

3. They work with Stewardship for All Seasons. 

4. DEM is working with congregations about spiritual practices in a Holy Innovation Project 

5. Working with congregations in the Faithful Innovation Learning Community from Luther 

Seminary   

Chair Bill Gafkjen invited Wes Granberg-Michaelson to offer some wrap up remarks.  He 

encouraged us to not only work with congregations that need help, but also those who are doing 

good things.   
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• CV is hard work and it does not happen overnight. 

• CV is a journey that has to be people together. 

• Accompaniment for Pastors is crucial and common. 

• The theme of pilgrimage is important for the church.  Walking into places that are not 

familiar.  Realizing that you will leave some things behind. 

• Diversity is key to moving into God’s preferred future. 

• Change happens when the normal system of governance is disrupted. 

The Bishops then were able to react to the presentations and ask questions. After 

announcements and Bishop’s concerns we went to dinner in our Region groups. 

Sunday March 3, 2019 

We opened in eucharist worship with Bp Don Kreiss (SE Michigan) presiding and PB Elizabeth 

Eaton preaching.  Offering designated for: The International Women Leaders campaign priority 

Vice President, Bill Horne, brought his report to the conference.  He noted that many of the 

churchwide council will be completing their service and we gave thanks for their ministry.  His 

presentation was enlightened by a meditation on Matt 5:14-16.  As a public servant, part of the 

military, and a lay leader in the church he has served 47 years, which has given him ample 

opportunity to let his light shine in the world.  He went on to update the Conference on the work 

of the CW council.  

In November: 

• Reelected Rev Rafael Padilla as ED of GM 

• Elected Rev Phil Hirsch as ED of DM 

• Approved preface and Part 1 of the ELCA Church Council Governance Policy Manual 

• Define the symbols for the Ministers of Word and Service as Stole and Cross and 

approved      implementation of certain actions subject to the approval of the governing 

documents establishing the rite of ordination as the entrance rite for deacons 

• Formed a working group to draft a Declaration to people of African Descent 

• Recommended amendments to the ELCA Constitution for adoption at CWA 

• Café conversations on racial justice and sustainability 

• PB update on 2019 and Beyond conversation 

Next Council Meeting: 

• Recommend Social Statement  

• Recommend approval of Declaration to People of African Descent Community (to be 

considered by CWA 2019) 

• Recommend approval of 2020-2022 Triennium Budget (to be considered by 

CWA 2019) 

• Review and Approve Governance Policy Manual Part 2 

• Review revision of ELCA Philosophy of Benefits 

• Review initial report related to impacts/implications of the mission support 

experiments 

• Update from task force on income generation and future campaigns 
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He will be attending 3 synod assemblies and synod council meetings. Bill closed with this 

thought “embrace it with a positive spirit. God is calling the ELCA to do God’s mission in the 

world. I believe that we are all committed to getting it done in Christ’s name.”  

Two members of the CW council have been with us for the weekend and they offered some 

remarks and reflections on what they have observed. 

The Conference broke into small groups to have conversations about special interests before 

going to lunch. I attended a group that discussed what we can do to oversee, equip and deepen 

our pastors to better proclamation of the Gospel?  

After lunch we regathered for a conversation on the document that will potentially replace Vision 

and Expectations.  It is titled, Trustworthy Servants of the People of God.  We agreed on some 

language changes and that the conference will consider a statement that will accompany the 

publication of the document. 

The afternoon was for Sabbath and rest. 

Monday March 4, 2019 

Bp Daniel Beaudoin (NW Ohio) opened our day with Word and Prayer centered on Philippians 

2:5-11. 

The Conference went into Executive Session to hear reports from General Counsel Tom Cunniff 

and the Roster Committee.  

We then left Exec Session and approved all the recommendations of the Roster Committee. 

Reports from various CoB committees were received.  The Global Mission Committee offered a 

letter of support for the Venezuelan Church. (Available on line) The conference voted to support 

the letter.  

We returned to a conversation on the document Trustworthy Servants of the People of God. 

The Conference agreed on the language of the final draft of the document and voted to 

recommend it to the CW council.  Exec Dir Phil Hirsch laid out the process now for submission 

to the Council.  It will go on Tuesday, 3/4/19, to members of the council then 48 hours later 

(Thursday 3/6/19) be released to the church.  The council will convene in April to adopt, not 

adopt or adopt with amendments.  The CoB also agreed on a statement that will accompany the 

document and may show up along the way. 

Victoria Flood, Director for Mission Support, reported on the 2018 results and how she is 

approaching her work with synods.  She is intent on making the Mission Support ministry 

relational and being partners.  Victoria lifted up the fact that MS is about trust that every synod is 

doing what they can.  

Tim Blevins, President/CEO of 1517 Media greeted the conference  

Following lunch we considered a Pastoral Letter from the CoB speaking to the past use of 

Vision and Expectations.  There was unanimous agreement that the letter should be offered to 

the church.  

Judith Roberts offered her report on the Synod Diversity Goals. She was joined by Rev Ruben 

Duran and Deb Coe. Her comments focused on the Diversity Goals of the ELCA and that they 

are part of Future Directions and driven CW constitution. Rev Ruben explained how diversity is 

integral to the CV work of the DM unit. New starts in non-white communities is a major 
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opportunity to bring the Gospel to those not currently represented in the church.  Deb Coe, 

Research and Evaluation, suggested a number of ways synods could report their plans. She 

asked us for input and what we might want to report and what form that might be in.  

Bps. Viviane Thomas-Breitfeld & Ann Svennungsen, Mary Streufert and Roger Willard from 

ELCA Churchwide Staff spoke to the final draft of the proposed Women and Justice Social 

Statement.  They noted that it has been a 6 year project and historic in that the ELCA is the first 

major mainline to issue such a document.  The publication will include tools that come with 

study: open letter from task force, FAQ that talks about the process, and a brief overview. ALSO 

after Church Council recommends, there will be an online User's Guide of 3 parts: index, 

examples, and bibliography--can be and will be update regularly.  The next steps: embargoed 

until March 7 and then on ELCA website: (especially for synod assembly potential resolutions to 

have a chance to read it). Bishops and Church Council have until March 18 to make suggested 

changes to Church Council for their consideration. April 4-7 Church Council, Synod Assemblies 

and Resolutions, August CW Assembly, then finally publication, translation, and study guide. 

The conference ended with a presentation by Christina Skelton-Jackson on the Campaign for 

the ELCA and how it is finishing well.   

The Conference ended around 3:30 p.m. on Monday afternoon. 

 


