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June 2020 Synod Council Meeting  

The Reverend Kevin L. Strickland, Bishop  

 

 

Friends in Christ, 

 

It is astounding and maybe even surreal how much our personal lives, the church, the world has 

changed just since January when I last reported to you. The COVID-19 virus has wreaked havoc 

upon us with well over 100,000 deaths and over a million infected in the United States alone. On 

the second Sunday of Easter we heard these words: When it was evening on that day, the first 

day of the week, and the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of 

the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you.”(John 20:19-20)  

 

Since March, many of us have been like those early disciples, the doors of our houses locked. 

Sheltering in place. Being church in place. Maybe, like the disciples, we have locked our doors 

out of fear of the unknown with this virus. More so, we have sheltered in place to save lives 

literally. This practice has been an opportunity to “love our neighbors as ourselves” by not being 

with them physically. I have even heard it said, “I can’t wait until we get back to normal.” 

Moving forward, “normal” will have to be drastically different. We now must live into a “new 

normal.” I, like you, desperately pray for an end to this virus, for no more infections, for no more 

job loss, for no more events and plans canceled, for no more deaths to occur as a result of 

COVID-19. For that to happen, we cannot, and we must not enter into this “new normal” lightly 

or hurriedly.  

 

Love continues to look like an empty church building, but not a closed church. It’s incredibly 

difficult for many of us to not be worshipping together in person. It’s incredibly hard for me, too. 

I am just as eager as you are to be in the physical presence of congregations, leaders and 

ministries, to gather in person with groups of deacons and pastors, to preach and preside in 

person, to pass the peace, to share a cup of coffee in the narthex, to laugh and pray and dream 

and lament together. I, like many of you mourn the immense amount of big and little losses that 

this virus has caused. We have had to cancel Synod Assembly, SESLYO Assembly, AFFIRM, 

church anniversaries, workshops, gatherings, and a growing list of events that have to be 

postponed. 

 

But we know and will continue to show our church is open. Open to patience and wisdom. Open 

to science and common sense. Open to discovering new ways to connect when it is unsafe to "do 

it the way we've always done it." Open to saving lives by giving up some of the ways we live out 

traditions we hold dear. Open to wearing masks to show we love our neighbor. Open to keeping 

the sanctuary closed so more of us can come back together safely when it is time.  
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Our church is open to following Jesus who, himself, spent time in the wilderness. We will 

remain open, and someday, by the grace of God, we will be able to worship together again. May 

that be so! 

 

But throughout these months, as your bishop, the words of 2 Corinthians not only have brought 

me great comfort, but I have been able to see them lived out in our shared work together as a 

synod. “Therefore, since it is by God’s mercy that we are engaged in this ministry, we do not 

lose heart. But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this 

extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.” (2 Corinthians 4:1,7) 

 

Through God’s mercy, we have been able to continue doing incredible things as a synod, even 

given the hardships of these days. By that mercy, in this shared ministry; we have been able to 

see immense treasures from God and we do not lose heart. I give thanks to the countless many 

who help me in this shared work. I especially thank you for serving on the Synod Council of this 

synod and the time, commitment, and energy you give in sharing the good news of God’s mercy. 

 

Staff: 

I am forever grateful for the synod staff and without them, I could not do what I have been called 

to do. This has been an unusual first year for all of us. Each of them has done an incredible job at 

navigating this unusual way of serving you as a synod staff. It has been said that we are in a 

liminal space as a world and a church. Liminal spaces are described as being in the already but 

not yet moment. We live through what is, knowing what was, and yearn for what is not yet. As 

one pastor pointed out: “Liminal seasons are thin spaces, where the presence of the divine is 

palpable. Liminal seasons are ripe opportunities for communities of faith to deepen their 

practices of group discernment, to watch for the movement of God.”1 I have been overjoyed 

watching and witnessing how each of you live in those “thin spaces” and continue to offer places 

for worship in which people can deepen their faith and watch for the movement of God. You 

show the world and one another what it means for love to look like an empty church building. 

You are the Body of Christ alive and active in the world, in your homes, behind locked doors. 

And there, there Jesus meets you, as he did the disciples and says, “Peace be with you.”  

 

This staff helps me daily to see and experience God in those thin, liminal spaces of ministry. My 

abundant thanks to each of them: Ms. Carolyn Davis, Ms. Holly Liersch, Ms. Melissa Fuller 

Sims, Pastor Patti Axel, Pastor Jill Henning, Pastor Michael Jannett, Pastor Everett Flanigan, 

Pastor Karen Boda, and Pastor Matt Steinhauer.  

 

Deans: 

The work of our deans is vital to the well-being of our synod’s congregations and rostered 

ministers. This is especially so in the Southeastern Synod, with its very large territory. Over the 

years, our staff has been grateful for these wise pastors who extend the ministry of the bishop’s 

office in increasingly important and helpful ways. We are grateful to them and to their 

congregations who allow them this time to serve in this important way. Our Deans have been 

more than willing to meet on a more regular basis in the midst of this Global Pandemic.  

 

When Pr. Patti Axel and Pr. Karen Boda moved to the synod staff, I then appointed two new 

deans in their place: Pr. Andy Seibert and Pr. Carolyn Hayford. Pr. Mary Peters retired from our 
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synod and I appointed Pr. Nancy Christensen. Pr. Jim Nipper also stopped being a dean this year 

in preparations for retirement and I appointed Pr. Mary Louise Sitton. 

I also give thanks for Bishop Emeritus Julian Gordy for stepping in as the Interim Dean while Pr. 

Rick Roberts deals with the rebuilding of his congregation that was devasted by the March 

tornado that hit Middle Tennessee.  

 

Pr. Jill Henning continues to do very good work as Coordinator of Deans as part of her portfolio 

as Assistant to the Bishop. 

  

Serving as this synod’s deans are 

Pr. Fritz Wiese, Christ Our Shepherd, Peachtree City, GA 

Pr. John Rossing, Christ the King, Dalton, GA 

Pr. Rick Roberts, St. John, Nashville, TN/Pr. Julian Gordy, St. Andrew, Franklin, TN (Interim) 

Pr. Mary Louise Sitton, Immanuel, Blountville. TN 

Pr. Rick Ohsiek, St. Paul, Maryville, TN  

Pr. Cliff Bahlinger, St. Luke, Cordova, TN 

Pr. Tom Clark, Ascension, Jackson, MS 

Pr. Andy Siebert, Christ, Oakwood, GA  

Pr. Gary Soop, St. Mark's, Huntsville, AL 

Pr. Carolyn Hayford, Shepherd of the Hills, Birmingham, AL  

Pr. Chris Hermansen, Epiphany, Suwanee, GA  

Pr. John Barichivich, Faith, Warner Robbins, GA 

Pr, Jason Talsness, Messiah, Savannah, GA 

Pr. David Hunter, Resurrection, Augusta, GA 

Pr. Nancy Christensen, St. John’s, Atlanta, GA 

Pr. Dave Helfrich, Resurrection, Marietta, GA 

Pr. Dave Parr, Grace, Long Beach, MS 

Pr. Jill Henning, Coordinator of Deans.  

  

 

Synod Disaster Response: 

Our synod is no stranger to natural disasters and these past six months are not immune to that 

reality, unfortunately. In early March, Middle Tennessee was severely hit by a number of 

Tornadoes and as a result thousands of homes were damaged. St. John’s Lutheran, Donelson, TN 

(Pr. Rick Roberts) was severely damaged and lost their sanctuary. They are in the process of 

planning rebuilding as early as this Fall. Other tornadoes also damaged East TN in April and 

South GA. There has also been a great deal of flooding in our synod in parts of GA and MS. I am 

very thankful for the work of our synod disaster team, Inspiritus and Lutheran Disaster Response 

of the ELCA.  

 

COVID-19 Synod Taskforce:  

At the start of this Global Pandemic, I called together a taskforce for the synod that has offered a 

tremendous amount of support and guidance for me and to our synod in these days. A complete 

resource page has been set-up on our synod website: https://www.elca-

ses.org/newsdetail/southeastern-synods-response-to-coronavirus-13430007 

 

https://www.elca-ses.org/newsdetail/southeastern-synods-response-to-coronavirus-13430007
https://www.elca-ses.org/newsdetail/southeastern-synods-response-to-coronavirus-13430007
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This team will continue meeting and offering guidance to our synod. This team includes: 

Pr. Jonathan Trap 

Pr. Tom Clark 

Pr. Jill Henning 

Mr. Imran Siddiqui  

Dr. Winton King 

Dr. Erica Bjornstad 

Bishop Kevin Strickland  

 

As part of this team and response, I along with our synod staff have done the following: 

-Two zoom sessions for Council Leaders  

-Bishop met with each deanery (15) prior to Holy Week and again after Easter.  

-Bishop and staff led a renewal of vows and prayer service for all rostered ministers during Holy 

Week. 

-Staff called all 170 of our retired pastors and deacons 

-created video tutorials for phasing back into worship and managing the challenges of this virus. 

-worked on financial resources for congregations and rostered ministers  

-The staff and I have been offering sermons each week and will continue. These are videos 

uploaded to our synod YouTube channel and in print. They are translated into Spanish with 

much thanks to Pr. Julie Crosby.  

 

Financial Assistance Programs: 

 Emergency Assistance Program: 

Since September 1 of becoming bishop, there has been $4,230 used from this account to 

offer financial scholarships for pastors and deacons to attend convocation and various 

synod events that they otherwise could not afford, medical financial assistance for pastors 

and deacons, and assistance specifically to our multicultural pastors for legal issues and 

personal concerns.  

 

COVID-19 Synod Grants: 

Through the generosity of our synod strategic initiative fund and the ELCA COVID-19 

grants to synods, we were able to give unrestricted funds to assist congregations who 

otherwise would be financially unstable to do so, to assist their pastors and deacons with 

salary assistance. Over 14 congregations have received these grants that total up to 

$40,000.  

 

ELCA Our Daily Bread Grants: 

At least five of our congregations in our synod have received the ELCA “Our Daily 

Bread” grant that helps congregations who have feeding ministries.  

 

Life-Line Fund: 

The Southeastern Synod is incredibly pleased to announce that a generous grant from the 

Lilly Foundation, matched by funds from our synod, will provide up to $80K to assist 

with the educational debt of rostered ministers, plus train and support for 



 5 

congregations who need stewardship assistance. For more information: https://www.elca-

ses.org/newsdetail/lifeline-fund-stewardship-resource-13430221 

Advocacy: 

Pr. Matt Steinhauer has helped us as a synod with many ways to engage our elected officials in 

these days. As well led a synod wide conversation about the new ELCA Social Message. I have 

sent a variety of letters to the four governors in our synod in the past few months on issues of 

healthcare, COVID-19, Hate Crime Bills, etc. I wrote a letter and did a video in light of the 

Ahmaud Arbery case. I then led a nationwide zoom on May 21st (with the help of our staff) with 

over 500 people around the theme of “Becoming the body of Christ where all bodies are valued: 

A look at the ELCA’s resolution to condemn White Supremacy”. I will be meeting with 

members of our synod ADLA and others to work on plans for events throughout 2020 to address 

racism, White Supremacy, commemoration of the Emmanuel Nine day June 17, and others.  

 

Strategic Vision: 

I have met with the team once in April but what was supposed to be in person was by Zoom. The 

plans for putting this out to the synod have come to a bit of a halt due to the virus. I will be 

meeting with this team again in June and we hope to have 2021 Major and Sub Goals ready to 

present to the synod on Saturday, October 17th for the Synod wide Faith Formation day.  

 

Global Mission: 

At the beginning of the pandemic, Pastor Karen Boda sent a letter, on my behalf to each of our 

Global partners letting them know we are praying for and standing with them. Pastor Jill 

Henning set-up an interview with myself and Pastor Karin Costellio from Guatemala. And we 

met with a few of our synod ILAG supporters and put together a synod “Raise a Hand” fund 

drive for them. In addition to this work, I will be meeting with a small team of interested persons 

who are wanting to plan an event in 2021 to uplift the work of “Peace not Walls” with our synod 

and the work of Jerusalem and the Holy Land.   

 

Mental Health Taskforce: 

I called together the synod’s Mental Health Taskforce in May to work on resources to help the 

synod care for their mental health in congregations, homes, and for rostered ministers. Especially 

given the heightened stress of the COVID-19 virus. I have also asked members of this team to 

work with me on creating resources for respite care for our pastors and deacons. Suicide and 

domestic abuse are at a higher rate during this pandemic and sheltering in place, so we have been 

asking that there be more advocacy around those areas in all of our congregations. Pastor 

Michael Jannett is the staff lead on this team. 

 

Youth Ministry: 

We had to make the hard decision to cancel an in-person AFFIRM youth gathering in June, but 

the incredible and dedicated adults in our synod have committed themselves to making a small 

virtual event occur the second weekend of June. As a result of having to cancel AFFIRM, Pastor 

Michael Jannett, staff lead for Youth Ministry planned five different zoom conversations for me 

to meet with our youth from all over our synod. These were helpful and holy conversations to 

meet with our youth and discuss how they are dealing with living in the midst of this pandemic.  

 

 

https://www.elca-ses.org/newsdetail/lifeline-fund-stewardship-resource-13430221
https://www.elca-ses.org/newsdetail/lifeline-fund-stewardship-resource-13430221
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Candidacy: 

We continue to be a synod with a leading number who are in the candidacy program and process. 

We are nearing almost one hundred persons. For that I give God great thanks. I also thank the 

many who serve on our Candidacy Committee who make it possible for us to nurture those 

relationships and do the hard work of discernment. Even in the midst of sheltering in place, we 

were able to hold a virtual Candidacy Committee Meeting over two days. Special thanks to 

Pastor Jill Henning and Ms. Melissa Fuller Sims for all their tireless work.  

 

The ELCA Conference of Bishops is in the process of working on a proposal to update and 

change the assignment process. This is the process that one goes through after finishing all 

requirements for candidacy and being approved. This is the process of placing persons 

geographically within our church body to receive a call. I have been asked to serve on this 

working group. The hope is that something “new” would begin in 2021. 

 

Mutual Ministry: 

The synod Mutual Ministry team met with me for a supportive conversation of my ministry in 

May and offered a helpful ear for me as the bishop. I am grateful for this group of faithful 

people.  

 

Synod Office: 

The Synod Office has been closed since the second week of March and all staff have been 

working from home. With our offices being at St. John’s we are in conversation with their pastor 

and leadership about their phased approach for coming back together physically as a 

congregation in making the decision of when the office will re-open. The homeless ministry that 

St. John’s is committed to and one that I support, is using the church for sleeping and a feeding 

ministry. Some of these folks have caught COVID-19 and some have unfortunately died as a 

result. Given this, we will be taking a serious approach to when and how we as a staff phase back 

into using the office. This same phased approach will apply to synod staff travel.  

 

Synod Faith Formation Day October 17: 

With the cancelling of the June 5-7, 2020 Synod Assembly due to COVID-19, we are working 

on planning a Fall Faith Formation Day across the synod in 6-7 locations. The theme of the day 

will be the same as what was supposed to be at the synod assembly, “Weaving God’s story and 

our story into the world.” Each location will have workshops, lunch, displays, and worship. A 

bible study speaker and keynote speaker will be live streamed in to all locations. As well as the 

bishop. At each worship service we will highlight and commemorate the 50th anniversary of the 

ordination of women. We are already in conversation if we have to make the decision to cancel 

this due to COVID-19.  


