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AFFIRM The Affirm Unit Directors met on September 23 at First United in Kennesaw to evaluate Affirm 
2017 and to look ahead to Affirm 2018. Overall, Affirm 2017 and our experience at our new location, the 
University of West Alabama in Livingston was outstanding and an extremely successful week.  Affirm will 
be June 10-15, 2018. Our UD’s will meet for intentional training and to pick staff February  9-10 at Prince 
of Peace in Atlanta. Our registration process is being updated and will be almost completely automated.  
Kelly Glow will be our special guest for our community life activity on Monday. Kelly is a hip hop 
musician from our synod.  Our theme determined by the SESLYO board is “Together.” Cost is $425 but 
there is scholarship funds available for those whose families and congregations need help.  

Affirm could not be the strong youth leadership event it is, if not for the synod adult leaders that serve 
on staff. As shared in my fall report, we have a new administrative team, Jennifer Dunn, Jonathan 
Awtrey, and Emily Gantert along with Pastor Kathryn Museus, our chaplain who will be “leading” the 
leaders this summer. We have 8 new unit directors this year.  Always important to this event, is lifting up 
young leaders, Elizabeth Hawkins, who is currently in our candidacy program will serve alongside 
Michael Glor as our Bridges Unit Directors. Both under 30, but have been involved in Affirm and Synod 
Youth Ministry since they were teens! Pastor Patti Axel and Pastor Rick Ohsiek will lead Revelations. 
Pastor Rick Roberts and Lori Tinc will serve as Exodus Unit Directors. John Parson and Kendall Gamelin 
will continue as Journeys Unit Directors. Pastor Matt Steinhauer and Maggie Alley start their second 
year serving as Shepherds Unit Directors. Back as Worshiptivity Directors is Pastor Ed Myers and Jenny 
Berk. Mary Houck will serve with John Cundey as Missionary unit directors. Pastor Kevin Martin and 
Traci Billman are back for their third year leading Science and Faith. Andrea Roche and Doug Doblar 
return as the Genesis Unit Directors and Pastor Michael Jannett and Amanda Spangler will lead the 
Young Adult Youth Ministry Institute. When you see folks please share your gratitude for sharing their 
time and gifts with our youth.  

SESLYO  The SESLYO board and adult advisors met for a board retreat at one of the youth’s lake house 
the weekend of October 20-22. We had a great first night and did some leadership training along with 
planning. Then we noticed a smell and the plumbing not working quite right the next morning. Needless 
to say, we had to leave and move our meeting to one of the adult advisor’s homes. We had a blast! We 
didn’t get as much done as we had hoped, but it was definitely a bonding experience that we are still 
laughing about! The SESLYO Assembly will be March 9-11 at Lutheranch. In fact, for the next 5 years, 
Lutheranch will the home to the assembly.  The kids have planned service projects to benefit the camp 
including painting two corn hole sets and a life size Jenga set for the summer campers as well as some 
landscaping, weather permitting. They have planned all the workshops on Together in worship, 
Together in service, Together in working, and Together in love. Each synod congregation is encouraged 
to send 2 youth to this assembly as voting delegates. Youth will experience their peers leading the entire 
event, from the workshops to business meetings, the worship, the games, and the service projects. 
SESLYO is about equipping youth to lead with confidence. Affirming the participants in God’s gifts and 
talents given to them and encouraging them to be leaders of the church today and tomorrow!  Special 
thanks to Sue Tyler, Catalina Ontiveros, Kari Pitchko, Chawn Felix, Pastor Kevin Martin and Pastor Chris 
Smith for serving as the SESLYO adult advisors. I also attended the ELCA Youth Leadership Summit with 
two of our SESLYO board members, Kendall Casteel and Tyler Nord, in Houston, November 2-5.  This 
event, paid for the ELCA, except for travel to and from the event, is for only 2 youth leaders and an adult 
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from each synod to meet other youth leaders from across the ELCA. Almost every synod was 
represented this year. The youth shared with each other what they are doing synodically. They learned 
from each other. They heard what the church is doing in the US as well as globally, and they are 
equipped with leadership training to come back and share with their own peers.   

ALL-STATE EVENTS  Over 140 Youth and Adults gathered for the All-Tennessee Youth Gathering 
November 10-12 at St. Timothy in Hendersonville, TN. We had an amazing weekend of worship, service 
projects across Hendersonville, fun outside games, a workshop led by SESLYO, conversation on justice 
and the ELCA’s Social Statements and unbelievable food and hospitality provided by the folks at St. 
Timothy’s!! Special thanks to Amy Kadish, Kim Ponce, Laura Martin, Pastor Michael Jannett, Ali Clark, 
Pastor Chris Smith, Tim Rathert, Pastor Louis Groce, and all the amazing folks at St. Timothy!  

The final plans are being made and registrations are being accepted through Feb 9 for the All-Georgia 
Youth Gathering being held at the FFA-FCCLA Camp in Covington, GA Feb 23-25.  Rachel Kurtz will be our 
special guest and Kelly Glow is coming on Saturday night for a Glow party.  Register online at 
www.sesyouth.org.  Special thanks to the Atlanta Area Youthworkers who gather monthly to share, 
support, and mentor one another but also work together to plan this event.  

Campus Ministry Good News! We have 2 new ministries in our synod. Mercer University in Macon, GA 
(started by the Episcopalians and they invited us to join) and a new ministry for young adults including 
students at Tuskegee called Gathered by Grace. Both of these ministries are just getting started. As you 
discuss money this weekend, I thought it might be helpful for you to know how the synod grants of 
$31,000 is distributed to our campus ministries. East Tennessee State University will receive $930. The 
students meet twice a week with Pastor Ed Myers. The majority of their funding comes from Our Savior 
Lutheran Church. Ed is excellent at connecting these young adults to serve at Affirm and Lutheridge.  
Students at University of Tennessee – Chattanooga, gather for Project Canterbury. They worship at 
Christ Episcopal Church as well as meet once a week to make meals and take them downtown to the 
homeless. They receive $981 in synod support and support from Trinity, Hixson and Episcopal Diocese. 
The University of Tennessee, Tyson House, campus ministry receives $8643 from synod support as well 
as Lutheran and Episcopal congregations in the Knoxville area. Numbers vary each week, but at least 40 
worship every Sunday evening. Pastor John Tirro says they are continuing to feed those in need, 
especially students, through Smokey’s Pantry on Tuesday’s. And are celebrating as they just received 
news of an increase in funding from the ELCA to help better support this ministry. Georgia Tech is 
serving FREE coffee! Each week over 100 students stop in for coffee and to chat on Thursday afternoons. 
Tuesday evenings this semester, Pastor Devin Strong, and Kat, the Episcopal missioner, and other staff 
are trying something new called Thrive! Dinner, of course, continues to be provided by local 
congregations, then music and conversation. Students then are encouraged to worship on Sunday’s at 
Lutheran Church of the Redeemer or All-Saints Episcopal. This ministry receives $11,235 from the synod 
as well as funding from congregations and individuals in the Atlanta area. The board is almost finished 
with their Mission Site Profile and a group of Episcopalians and Lutherans, students, and board members 
have been called to serve on the Call Committee to call their permanent pastor.  I have exciting news 
about the Atlanta University Center.  They brought 4 students to our Synod’s Young Adult Discernment 
Retreat at Lutheranch and are growing and reaching out to students weekly on the AUC campuses. 
Pastor Everett Flanigan has been contracted by the board to lead the ministry, he along with his 
assistant Malisha Brown are working together. They continue to rent space at the Absalom Jones 
Center. They receive $6040 from the synod each year and support from local congregations and 
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individuals.  Pastor Nathan Hilkert, Amanda Spangler, and Holy Cross Lutheran Church in Athens 
continue to reach out to students at the University of Georgia. With Nathan’s passion and leadership as 
their new pastor, I think this ministry will really grow. Currently they rent space and meet twice a week 
at the Presbyterian Center to be near campus. The synod support is $3161 but the ELCA just gave them a 
new grant of $5000.   

Young Adults On December 15-16, we held a Young Adult Discernment Retreat at Lutheranch. We had 4 
participants. I had hoped that because of the Christmas break, we might have more college students 
participate, perhaps in 2018.  Matt O’Rear, Associate Dean of Wartburg Seminary, and alum of the 
Southeastern Synod youth and Georgia Tech campus ministry, came back and led the retreat! It was 
awesome and the kids were very open to talking about God, church, and ministry. They shared a lot and 
I pray we can keep them engaged.  Pastor Everett Flanigan served as our chaplain and I took care of the 
food and logistics. My peers in youth and young adult ministry in Region 9 met with Pastor Ruth 
Hamilton last spring. She shared with us her hopes to visit each synod, especially where youth and 
young adult leaders might be able to talk with her about discernment and church vocation. She cited the 
findings of the ELCA report, the Supply and Demand for Clergy in the ELCA, published in March of 2016. 
The matter is complex and there are many factors that are shared in the report but there continue to be 
more retirements than ordinations across the ELCA. But also, our congregations are changing, and so 
there is a need to find alternatives to meet the needs.  In our own Southeastern Synod, we are holding 
our own, and in fact, cannot always find a place for a new pastor, but that is not the case, across the 
church. At the end of the report, a quote, “No matter, the church needs more persons who will consider 
ordained ministry and become ordained pastors. Clearly those concerned about the future of the church 
should seek out and encourage people they believe might be good pastors and open to the call. 
Programs to do so should be encouraged and supported by the church.”  My hope is that we can find a 
way to fund programs for young adults like this retreat, where young adults can explore their call.  

Global Mission The Guatemala team continues to meet regularly led by Pastor Stephen Friedrich and 
Pastor Leland Armbright.  We have 7 congregations heavily invested in the ministry and partnering with 
congregations in the Lutheran Church of Guatemala. The team is preparing for Pastor Karin, president of 
ILAG, to visit us in May and early June. She will be the presenter at the Global Mission Breakfast at 
Synod Assembly.  In March, Bishop Gordy and Pastor Stephen Friedrich will attend a consultation with 
the St. Paul Synod and the ELCA. And in the fall the Guatemala Team is planning a Huge Gala to help 
fund the New Women’s Center. We are just in the beginning planning stages for a visit from the 
Lutheran Church in Bavaria, June of 2019.  Special Thanks to Bill Alderfer and Debbie Lundell for leading 
this team. We are also beginning to make progress with our relationships with Malaysia and Singapore. 
Hopefully Bishop Gordy will be able to visit this year, but also Pastor Cuttino Alexander has expressed 
some interest and is making a trip over as well.  This month, the ELCA contacted us about supporting 
Adrianne and Ben Gray in Israel. We now have a place for you to donate directly to them through the 
ELCA on the Synod site. Thanks Sandra for making this happen!  And I will be talking with some 
congregations about adding the Gray’s to their church budget. It is through the support of individuals 
and congregations that we are able to accompany our Global Mission Partners, Missionaries, and Young 
Adults in Global Mission.  

Safe Church  I have worked with a number of congregations updating their policies on working with 
children and youth this fall. Almost completed, is a synod policy on sexual misconduct of rostered 
leaders. A lot of voices and opinions have gone into this policy to make it the best it can be for our 
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synod.  Our congregations continue to take advantage of Safe Gatherings and the Boundary Training, the 
Background and Reference checks it offers to volunteers along with other trainings through their 
Congregational University.  

I continue to serve as an adult advisor for the ELCA Youth Core Leadership Team. I serve as the Region 9 
SYMBOL Board Member (Synod Youth Ministry Band of Leaders) and I am serving as our Synod’s 
Gathering Coordinator. Speaking of which, I am sorry, I will miss our meeting, but I’ll be in Houston, at a 
training event to learn how to help our congregation prepare for the Gathering this summer, along with 
a meeting of SYMBOL folk from across the ELCA, and the ELCA Youth Ministry Extravaganza. You will be 
in my prayers.   

In Christ,  

Rachel Alley  
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