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Script for Part one of Bishop Election Conversation.  
See the Power Point provided.  
 
[SLIDE 1] 
 

 
 
 
This slide shows the population growth and decline of the states 
in our synod by ZIP code. The dark green are areas that have 
grown the most, the deep red, those that have lost the most 
population. Note that, as in much of the U.S., cities and urban 
areas are booming, rural areas, not so much. The population of 
Mississippi as a whole has even declined a bit in the past ten 
years. Georgia remains among the fastest growing states in 
population.  
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[SLIDE 2] 
 

 
 
This slide shows the ethnic make-up of the four states of our 
synod compared with the ethnic makeup of our synod 
congregations. Represented are white, African Descent, Asian, 
and Latino. You will notice that we are way more white and less 
of everything else than the states in which we serve.  
 
1- For several years we have talked about a goal of having our 

congregations look like their neighborhoods. The data show 
that, for most of us in this synod, we are still a long way from 
that goal. Take a few minutes at your tables to talk together 
about these questions:  

• What does your congregation’s neighborhood look like?  
• How different is the make-up of your congregation 

from the make-up of your neighborhood?  
• Why do you think this is?  
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• What could your congregation do to change that?  
 

(10 minutes) 
 
If you didn’t have enough time to deal with all that, I hope 
you’ll keep talking about these questions with one another all 
this weekend.  
 
Now let’s take a look at the community context of our 
congregations.  
 
[SLIDE 3] 

 

 
 
This slide compares the six synods of Region 9 and the ELCA as a 
whole. You probably can’t see the detail well, so trust me. In 
this graph and the several of the ones that follow, our synod is 
in the middle. You’ll note that we are way more large-city 
suburban than the other synods in the region and the ELCA (the 
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column on the far right.) We are also more urban and more 
medium city than the ELCA and far less small town and rural.   
 
Now, let’s look at the size of our congregations.  
 
[SLIDE 4] 
 

 
Again, you won’t be able to see the detail here, but trust me… 
This slide shows the percentage of our synod’s congregations by 
baptized membership (the blue columns) and the percentage of 
our congregations by average worship attendance (the orange 
columns). What you may not be able to read is this: 57% of our 
congregations have an average worship attendance of 75 or 
fewer. And half our congregations have fewer than 350 baptized 
members.  
 
Next we’ll look at the size of our congregations in comparison to 
other congregations in Region 9 and the ELCA.  
 
[SLIDE 5] 
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You’ll note that this slide is based on average worship 
attendance. Here we look a good bit like the ELCA as a whole. 
(Again, we are in the middle and the ELCA is on the right.) Our 
largest number of congregations (52%) are those with an average 
attendance of 51 to 150. Only 13% of our congregations have 
more than 150 in attendance each weekend. Some say that 
when a congregation drops below 150, viability is in question! If 
that’s the case, then viability is a concern for 87% of our 
congregations!  
 
Now let’s look at how our congregations are doing in terms of 
annual growth, again, by comparison to other Region 9 synods 
and the whole ELCA. 
 
[SLIDE 6] 
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This slide shows changes in worship attendance between 2014 
and 2016. You’ll note that nearly one quarter of our 
congregations grew by at least 3% during those two years. 
Another quarter stayed where they were, and half of our 
congregations declined by 3% or more. One phenomenon the 
slide doesn’t show: a few of our congregations grew 
considerably in membership but not in worship attendance as 
worship patterns have changed in the church. According to a 
recent poll, people now consider themselves active members of 
a congregation if they attend worship at least once a month.  
 
2. All of this may be evidence that “The church of the 21st 
century will be more like the church of the 1st century than it 
will be like the church of the 20th century.” That is, it will not 
be the culturally privileged institution that is has been. It may 
not have nearly the human resources that it has had. Do you 
think this is the case? Let’s spend a few minutes talking about 
this at your tables.  
 
(10 minutes) 
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Now, let’s talk about resources of the financial variety. Money.  
 
[SLIDE 7] 

 
Here you can see average annual giving per person to our 
synod’s congregations between 2005 and 2016, except for two 
years 13 and 14, in which we couldn’t find the data. You’ll 
notice that giving per person has gone up, especially in the last 
couple of years or so. Fewer people are giving more money. 
That is both good and bad. Good in that there is an obvious and 
growing level of commitment. Bad in that – well this trend can’t 
continue, of course.  
 
[SLIDE 8] 
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In this slide we see total mission support numbers from 
congregations to the Southeastern Synod since 2005. You’ll note 
that, while giving to congregations has gone up, the same can’t 
be said for what congregations have shared with synod and 
churchwide ministries through mission support. Support went up 
in 2007 and 2008, it declined sharply after the recession of late 
2008. And of course in 2009, the Churchwide Assembly made 
some decisions that were not popular everywhere, which, no 
doubt, contributed to the decline that followed. Since 2012, 
however, Mission Support from congregations has been pretty 
stable.  
 
But when you look at the numbers adjusted for inflation, you’ll 
see a slightly different picture.  
 
[SLIDE 9] 
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We have continued to share half of undesignated mission 
support with the churchwide organization. In real, inflation 
adjusted dollars, overall giving has declined in the last seven 
years. So that in 2017, in real dollars, mission support was a bit 
less than 91% of what it was in 2011.  
 
This reality has had an impact in many areas of our common 
life, as you can imagine. Your Synod Council has long identified 
the need for additional staff if we are to do well the work we 
are asked to do as a synod staff without killing the people who 
work as our synod staff. But most years, it has not been possible 
even to offer cost of living raises to the staff we have.  
 
Here are a couple more things that are pertinent to our financial 
picture:  
 
[SLIDE 10] 
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What does all this demographic and statistical information mean 
as we consider the future together?  
 
Consider these questions:  
 

3. What most needs to happen in the church and in your 
congregation if it is to carry out its gospel mission as we 
move into the next 500 years of the “Lutheran movement?” 

 
4. Think about your congregation’s particular ministry 

context. How could the next synod bishop and her/his 
staff, the Synod Council, your dean, or your conference  
help you reach your neighborhood with the good news of 
God’s love shown to us in the life, death, and resurrection 
of Jesus?  

 
(15 – 20 minutes) 
 
[If there is time, invite anyone who would like to share 
something that came up at their table. Then, invite people to 
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write down anything they think might be helpful as this synod 
talks, thinks, and prays together over the next months about 
the future. Collect those responses and give them to your Synod 
Council, or someone on the synod staff.]  
 
 


