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Budget and Finance Committee 
Report to the Southeastern Synod Council 

December 7, 2019 
 
I. Recommended actions for Synod Council 

A. Handling of 2018-19 year-end deficit/surplus 
1. Resolved, that if any deficit exists in the Operating Fund at the end of fiscal 2019-

20, the first $30,000 of the deficit will be offset by a transfer of funds from the sale 
of the Southeastern Lutheran Holding Corporation’s property in Mississippi 
(pending approval by the Holding Corporation Board of Directors), and any 
deficit over $30,000 will be absorbed into the Operating Fund’s net asset balance. 

2. Resolved that any 2019-20 surplus existing at year-end in the Operating Fund be 
absorbed into that fund’s net asset balance. 

B. Allocation of funds to Synod committees and task forces for 2020-21 
1. Resolved, that budgeted funds for Synod committees and task forces be allocated 

according to the schedule in Exhibit D.5. 

C. Proposed Synod funding plan for 2021-22 
1. The committee recommends that the Synod Council consider the Draft 2021-22 

Spending Plan (Exhibit D.3). See discussion below, in part IV. 

D. Appointments to Budget and Finance Committee 
1. Four committee members are completing terms. 

a. John Rossing and Shannon Mantovani are completing their second terms 
b. Paul McKanna and Paul Summer are completing their first terms. 

2. The committee recommends that John Rossing and Paul Summer be reappointed. 
Recommendations for the other two committee positions are pending. 

II. Other committee recommendations 
A. Synod asset allocation and investment performance 

1. All investments performed as expected under prevailing conditions in 2019, and all 
asset allocations are within the Synod’s guidelines. The committee recommends 
that no changes be made. 

B. Synod financial policies 
1. The committee recommends the following editorial changes be made in the Synod 

financial policies. 
a. Compensation and Expense Reimbursements: Expense Reimbursements (Page 7). 

Replace “The mileage reimbursement rate was increased from 12 cents to 14 cents as 
of January 1, 1998 (SC97.09.91SC, page SC97.41),” with, “The IRS standard mileage 
deduction for charitable service is 14 cents per mile in 2020.” 

b. Appendix F: Policy Regarding Synod-Provided Vehicles (p. 21). Paragraph 4 
(concerning overnight parking of synod vehicles) should be deleted, since it pertained 
to parking at the Synod’s former office location. 
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III. Committee’s annual financial review 
A. The Budget and Finance Committee met on December 7, 2019, in the Kessler Media 

Room at the Synod Office. The committee had to approach this year’s meeting differently 
from past years’ meetings, because of the nearly complete turnover in personnel 
involved. In the past, Fiscal Advisor Sandra Gustavson gathered most of the information, 
conducted the analysis, and prepared the documents and proposals for the meeting. Not 
only was Sandra’s role diminished this year, but Treasurer Stephen Gehret, Bishop 
Strickland, and all the Bishop’s assistants were participating in the financial review and 
budget preparation for the first time. The committee chairperson had several Zoom 
meetings with Sandra, Stephen, Bishop Strickland, and Jill Henning in preparation for the 
meeting, and the group managed to prepare the essential documents.  

B. Bishop Strickland shared thoughts with the committee about the current situation of the 
Synod.  

1. The Synod staff is at full strength for the first time in several years. Part-time and interim 
staff members have been replaced with full-time assistants, which increases 
compensations costs in the budget, but may also lead to increased mission support 
income as the staff works to increase contact between the Synod office and 
congregations. The staff is also working on redistributing responsibilities.  

2. Bishop Strickland also discussed congregations that are closing or withdrawing from the 
Synod, as well as how the Synod is using several real estate holdings. The Synod has 
sold its property in Doraville, GA, and used the proceeds to create the Strategic 
Initiatives Fund. Property in Nashville is being leased to Inspiritus, with office space 
for ministry among marginalized people. The stalemate that has halted the sale of the 
Southeastern Lutheran Holding Corporation’s property in Mississippi might be resolved 
by the end of this year, and the sale might bring $220,000 or more in 2020. [Update 
after the B&F Committee meeting: the sale closed on December 21, and the Holding 
Corporation’s net proceeds will be a little over $246,000.] 

3. The Bishop talked about his hopes for the Synod. He and his assistants are trying to 
contact and visit congregations and deaneries around the Synod, to express gratitude for 
the congregations’ partnership and to make the congregations feel more like part of a 
larger whole. He wants to reclaim the name “Evangelical,” and commit the Church to 
telling the good news. He also wants to work on diversity in the Synod—to help 
African-American congregations thrive, and reinvigorate Hispanic ministries. 

4. The Synod is working on a vision plan, and annual ministry goals. The visioning process 
involves the Synod Council, deans, pastors and deacons, and geographic and 
demographic focus groups. The plan that’s produced will be presented to the Synod 
Assembly. 

5. Finally, Bishop Strickland told the committee that he wants to see the Synod figure out 
how to do things smarter. For the Synod, that includes use of office space, cars, 
technology, and meetings. The Synod’s efforts to do things smarter can also model 
smarter practices for congregations. 

C. We reviewed the November 2019 financial statements. 
1. There was a $22,033 surplus in the Operating Fund through October, but because 

November mission support was lower the net through November was a $1,066 deficit. 
We discussed ways to maintain a positive bottom line, by trying to increase mission 
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support income and by spending money carefully. 
2. The Synod has a lot of money in designated funds. We agreed that the committee should 

review designated funds annually to determine whether there is money that can be 
released from those funds for the general Operating Fund or for other ministries. We’ll 
try to get Sandra Gustavson to clarify the origin and purpose of the various designated 
funds for us. 

3. The YTD staff expenses listed in the November report include moving expenses under 
staff travel. We determined that those expenses should be paid out of transition 
expenses rather than staff travel, which would reduce the excess staff travel expenses. 

D. We reviewed the asset allocation of the Synod’s investments. Yields are higher this year 
in all the Synod’s invested funds. Our asset allocation is within our guidelines. 

E. We reviewed the Synod’s financial policies.  
1. We discussed mileage expense reimbursement for Synod volunteers and agreed that all 

volunteers, rostered leaders as well as lay people, should continue to be reimbursed at 
the volunteer rate as listed in the policy. Rostered leaders who consider their volunteer 
service to the Synod to be part of their ministry duties and prefer to be reimbursed at 
the business mileage rate can seek reimbursement from their congregations.  

2. We made editorial changes to the financial policies, as described above in II.B. 

F. We reviewed the Strategic Initiatives Fund.  
1. While the Synod Council action that established the SIF allows for its use to support the 

annual funding plan, we agree that its primary purpose is to fund ministries outside of 
the operating budget. 

2. The sale of the Holding Corporation’s property in Mississippi will most likely be 
complete in 2020. If money from income sources outside of undesignated mission 
support is needed in 2020-21 or 2021-22 to support the operating budget, we 
recommend that the money be drawn from the proceeds of the sale of the Mississippi 
property rather than from the original SIF (proceeds from the 2019 sale of the Doraville 
property). We also recommend that up to $30,000 from the sale of the Mississippi 
property be used to offset any 2019-20 deficit in the Operating Fund, pending approval 
by the Holding Corporation Board of Directors. (I.A.1., above) 

G. We received funding requests from Synod committees and task forces for 2020-21, and 
recommend the funds in the 2020-21 spending plan be allocated according to the attached 
exhibit. (I.B.1. above)   

H. We scheduled our next annual review and budget preparation meeting for December 5, 
2020 at 9:00 a.m. at the Synod office. If necessary, we’ll hold additional meetings during 
the year by Zoom. 

IV. 2021-22 Spending Plan proposal 
A. The committee discussed the 2021-22 spending plan proposal at length, and found it to be 

a thorny challenge. Several issues complicated this task. 
1. Mission support income has remained essentially flat for nearly 10 years, and has fallen 

short of the anticipated mission support in the budget every year. Early in this period, 
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the shortfall was eased by cutting staff salaries and reducing the size of the staff, as 
well as by reducing funding for all Synod committees and task forces, and most other 
supported institutions and agencies. For many years, mission support income was 
supplemented with transfers from the Holding Corporation assets. In the last couple of 
years, expenses were reduced while the Synod was not paying rent for office space, 
allowing for a surplus in the Operating Fund balance. 

The Synod can’t rely on those solutions any more. Salaries and the size of the staff 
can’t be reduced any further and, in fact, need to be restored closer to past levels. The 
Holding Corporation assets are depleted. The Synod is now making payments for its 
new offices. Only the most essential Synod ministries receive any budgeted funds.  

As far back as 2014, the Budget and Finance Committee urged the Synod Council 
to “accelerate mission interpretation and stewardship promotion initiatives in the 
Synod; …assume a more deliberate role as the Synod’s development arm; and begin 
discussing the bigger questions about how the nature of the Synod (and the 
denomination) may be changing in the ever-nearer future in response to downward 
trends in membership and financial support.” 

2. The Synod staff has undergone an almost complete turnover. It has been the Synod’s 
desire for years to restore the money that was cut from staff salaries and benefits; the 
new staffing configuration make an increase in the budget for staff salaries and benefits 
not only desirable but unavoidable 

At the same time, the new bishop and staff bring new ideas about initiating and 
supporting ministries in the Synod, engaging congregations in partnership, improving 
the Synod’s use of technology, and otherwise strengthening the Synod’s commitment to 
support its mission. It’s hard to know this soon how the change in Synod leadership and 
staff will affect the stewardship climate in the Synod. 

3. The sale of the Synod’s Doraville property and the creation of the Strategic Initiatives 
Fund, along with the pending sale of the property in Mississippi, created a new 
financial reality for the Synod. There is now money to spend for ministry, restricted 
only by the Synod’s own discernment of the best way to use it. A vision has been cast, 
in which the SIF money is not to be squandered, but used to advance ministry that 
would otherwise not be possible. While SIF money can be used to support the operating 
budget, that should be a lower priority than keeping the money earmarked for other 
“strategic initiatives” 

B. The committee was unable to formulate a final spending plan for 2021-22 
1. The guidelines provided by the Synod Council couldn’t all be reconciled in a single plan 

without raising basic questions about the Synod’s financial philosophy 
a. Use a conservative estimate of expected mission support income 
b. Maintain funding for agencies and institutions at 2020-21 levels 
c. Strong support for staff salaries and benefits should be a priority 
d. Designating giving as a planned source of revenue should be used sparingly 
e. A transfer from designated accounts is acceptable if consistent with the purpose of 

the designated accounts 
f. Income and expenses should be equal, to yield a balanced budget.  

2. If a 1% increase in mission support is assumed, and items 1.b.-1.d. are followed, the 
budget can’t be calculated with anything less than a $51,000 deficit. 

3. A balanced budget can only be produced by doing one of the following: 
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a. Assuming a generous rather than a conservative increase in expected mission 
support 

b. Using a larger than ideal transfer from designated accounts—the sale of the 
Mississippi property, in particular 

c. Cutting support to institutions and agencies, staff salaries, and committee and task 
force funding 

d. Some combination of the approaches in a., b., and c. 

C. Instead of a single final spending plan, the committee prepared a set of optional plans, or 
routes to a balanced budget 

1. Plan A assumes a 5% increase in undesignated mission support and uses about $15,499 
from the sale of the Mississippi property, with other revenues and expenses at levels 
determined by normal budget considerations. This plan would require a significant 
commitment by the Synod Council and staff to stewardship education and 
congregational engagement, to generate an unprecedented increase in mission support 

2. Plan B assumes a 1% increase in undesignated mission support, and uses more than 
$56,000 from the sale of the Mississippi property to offset the deficit. This plan is 
affordable, but might create a risky precedent for depending on SIF and related money 
to support the spending plan. It would only address the deficit for the ’21-’22 budget 
year, without answering the larger question about the Synod’s financial direction. 

3. Plan C assumes a 1% increase in undesignated mission support, uses only approximately 
$10,000 from the Mississippi property sale, and eliminates the deficit by cutting most 
Synod grants and allocations by 20%, and cutting staff salaries by 2.5%. 

D. The Budget and Finance Committee, in concert with the Bishop and Treasurer, urge the 
Synod Council to consider the budget dilemma and weigh the options we’ve presented. 
At the same time, we think it is imperative that the Synod adopt both short-term and 
long-term strategies to increase mission support. Without any change in the Synod’s 
approach to funding its ministry, the only way to solve the budget dilemma in the future 
will be either to use the entire corpus of the SIF for current operating expenses, or to 
make drastic cuts in the Synod’s support for its staff, the candidacy process, youth 
ministry, and its partner institutions and agencies.  

 
 
Pastor John Rossing 
Committee chair 
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