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Report of the Bishop 

"To EQUIP – EMPOWER – ENGAGE the Beloved Community" 

In the name of the Father, the Son +, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.  

 

One of my favorite movies of all time is Steel Magnolias.  How many of you have seen this movie?  

Maybe you, like me, have some family members that you would readily associate with some of the 

characters in this movie. 

 

My favorite character is one that Shirley MacLaine plays, Ouiser Boudreaux: Ouiser, the old, 

cantankerous, meddling—southern woman. 

  

In one scene, she comes into the beauty shop with a large brim sun hat on, ill-fitting bib overalls, and bags 

of tomatoes. As she walks in, she announces her presence by dropping a bag of tomatoes in each of the 

ladies' laps as they are getting their hair done.   

 

One lady asks her, "Why do you have all these tomatoes?" Ouiser responded, "Well, I grew them, that's 

why!" "Well, don't you want to keep any for yourself?" the woman asked.  

 

Ouiser, with hand on her hip, sun hat half-cocked on her head, says matter of factly, "I don't eat 

tomatoes." When asked, "Why do you grow them then?", Ouiser responded, "I grow them because that is 

what good old southern women are supposed to do.  We wear silly hats, we garden, and we worry about 

things because that is the way God intended it to be." 

 

I must have been skipped on the gardening gene, though.  I can't seem to keep a plastic plant alive. I have 

always been intrigued by how plants grow and even more so by the various ways people mold and 

maneuver these plants to grow. 

 

Some plants are tied to stakes to force them to grow in a certain way; pea vines and rose bushes and 

tomato plants and certain flowers and vegetables. Other plants are potted, rotated in the sun to grow in the 

direction of the light.  They are shaped by being pulled toward the light.  Their growth in a particular 

direction is not forced; it is encouraged.  They grow in the direction of the sun.  

 

Jesus is the vine, and we are the branches. (John 15:5) God is our vine-grower, the gardener of our souls.   

 

Here's a question: What method has our vine-grower chosen to use in shaping our lives into a Christ-like 

shape? Are we forced into a particular direction, or are we drawn to the light of God's love? 

 

Conformity seems to be the world's way.  Conformity to the world eventually becomes what the Prayer of 

Confession in the Lutheran liturgy calls "bondage to sin." 
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To be conformed to the world is to be staked out on the altar of popularity or acceptability, to lose your 

soul in the effort to go along to get along, to live a life in imitation of what others think you should be, 

and should do. 

 

You will live, but you will not be free; far from it, you will find yourself a slave to the will and the way of 

the world. On the other hand, God's way is the way of inviting us to be transformed by being bathed in the 

light of God's love---by daily turning our faces toward the source of life and love itself.1  

 

Martin Luther said that in sin, the human will becomes bent, turning away from God and in on itself. In 

their powerful little book on the Lord's Prayer, Stanley Hauerwas and Will Willimon reference this when 

they say, "The Lord's Prayer is a lifelong act of bending our lives toward God in the way that God has 

offered." 

 

One of the greatest dangers of the church is that we sometimes try to make other folks conform to our 

ideas of what they ought to be doing if they are "true Christians." We attempt to tie them to the stake of 

our preconceived notions of how they should respond to the Gospel, and we are disappointed when they 

resist and pull away. 

 

We are called instead to a ministry of being light-bearers.  We are called to shine the light of Christ in 

such a way that others will be drawn to it and will begin to conform their lives to it.  That is all.  

 

As the writer of First John tells us: 

11Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. 12No one has ever seen God; if 

we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us. 13By this we know that we abide in 

him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.  

And  

19We love because he first loved us. 20Those who say, "I love God," and hate their brothers or sisters, are 

liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they 

have not seen. 21The commandment we have from him is this: those who love God must love their brothers 

and sisters also.  

Each person, regardless of our creed, color, economic position, sexual orientation, gender, or rude 

behavior, each of us is endowed with infinite worth.  We were each created in the Image of Almighty 

God.  As Archbishop Desmond Tutu said, "These are explosive things to hear and to believe.  We should 

tell people more often that we are "God Carers." We each embody God and are called to represent God.  

We each are a sanctuary of the Holy Spirit." 

 

What would the world, our churches, our own personal lives look like if we treated each person like a 

sanctuary?  Buddhist greet one another, "The God in me greets the God in you." 

 

As baptized children of the Almighty God, we have been drowned and raised into new life.  This new life 

calls us as Christ-bearers—Light—Bearers-- to live a life worthy of this sanctuary we have been given. 

 
1 Paraphrased from The Rev. Dr. Delmer Chilton, YEAR B, Lectionary Lab.  
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We were given life to become what we already are.  We are disciples of the one who speaks about His 

coming, and we draw others to him.  We are not called to draw some people to him, but ALL people to 

him. 

 

We are all held in God's loving embrace that will not let us go!  God loves us!  All of us!  God does not 

love us because we are loveable.  I am loveable only because God loved me and chose me.  God chose 

me.  God chose you before the foundations of the world.  We are called to become what we are! 

 

Over this past year, I have witnessed, once again, the powerful ways in which we as a synod have 

equipped, empowered, and engaged one another in becoming the beloved community. It remains my 

greatest honor to serve as your bishop, and I give God thanks for each of you. Here are some small 

snapshots into the many ways I have experienced how we as a synod have and are living into being the 

beloved community that God has called us to be. 

 

Staff: 

Working with this talented group of people is a highlight and companion to this shared ministry you have 

called me to as your bishop. I give God great thanks for the opportunity to work with each of the synod 

staff persons. Over this past year, we have created two new three-year positions funded through grants 

and designated funds. One of those is the Assistant to the Bishop for Latino Ministry, and we have called 

Pastor Justin Eller. The other is the Assistant to the Bishop for Disaster Ministry, and we have called 

Pastor Morgan Gordy. This staff helps me daily to see and experience God in those narrow, liminal 

spaces of ministry, as we help to equip, empower, and engage one another in becoming the beloved 

community. 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 Justin Eller, Pastor 

Morgan Gordy, Pastor Karen Boda, and Pastor Matt Steinhauer. Thank you! Pastor Karen Boda will be 

resigning from her position effective on June 10, 2021. We give thanks for her ministry among us and bid 

her farewell as she discerns a call back into parish ministry.  

 

Synod Council: 

I give thanks for the dedication of our synod council, our officers, and the staff that work so diligently. 

The council meets for three designated meetings per year. However, we have been busy with the work 

God has called us to, and this dedicated group has been more than willing to meet whenever needed. 

Thank you! 

 

Deans: 

The work of our deans is vital to the well-being of our synod's congregations and rostered ministers. This 

need is especially so in the Southeastern Synod, with its vast 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. Our deans have been more than willing to meet on a more regular basis in the midst of 

this Global Pandemic. We are grateful to them and to their congregations who allow them this time to 

serve in this way. Thank you! 

 

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

Assistant to the Bishop for Leadership and Administration. 

  
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 
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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. Barb Koch, Mt. Zion-St. Luke, Oglethorpe, 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 

 

Strategic Vision: 

Over 2019 and 2020, we worked on building a strategic vision for our synod. A Strategic Vision 

Taskforce was formed and has met for over a year. They created a vision statement to help guide our 

work over these next few years. Our vision statement is based on Ephesians 4:12 and helps center us on 

who, what, and where God is calling us. 

 

The vision statement is: "To equip, empower, and engage God's people to love and serve."  

 

Major Goals - Based on this vision statement, we work towards a major goal every year and sub-goals 

that focus on our annual goal.  All aspects of the synod ministry are to focus and work within this major 

goal each year. 

• 2020:  Develop "Strategic Plan 2024."  

o What does it mean to tell God's story of grace, know God's story of grace, and our place 

in that story? 

• 2021: Diversity & Justice 

o A Vision for Diversity & Justice 

• 2022: Evangelism 

o "Ignite" and "Unmute Yourself!" 

• 2023:  Formation 

• 2024:  What will we look like as a synod in 2024? 

Sub-Goals - Each year will have sub-goals that fit into the three words of our vision statement with 

obtainable outcomes. These are to be lived out in all of the ministries of the synod for that year. 

Diversity and Justice: 

Working to become the beloved community is not a one and done, but a lifetime of work and intention. 

Part of our strategic vision plan is to work and continue to build the beloved community in our synod. We 

have created a Diversity and Justice Taskforce. Events, resources, and formation opportunities have been 

offered throughout this past year and a half.  We encourage every congregation in our synod to create 

their own "Diversity and Justice" committee and engage in this holy work. You can find out more by 

looking at the website: https://www.elca-ses.org/diversity-and-justice  

 

 

 

 

https://www.elca-ses.org/diversity-and-justice
https://www.elca-ses.org/diversity-and-justice-a-vision
https://www.elca-ses.org/evangelism
https://www.elca-ses.org/diversity-and-justice
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Stewardship—Finances—Mission Support: 

There are many more details to share about this in the verbal and written reports during the Synod 

Council and Synod Assembly meetings. At this time, I wanted to personally thank the Mission Think 

Tank group, Pastor Karen Boda, Assistant to the Bishop for Congregational Life, Pastor Patti Axel, 

Assistant to the Bishop and Director for Evangelical Mission, and others for their commitment to this 

important work of changing the narrative from scarcity to God's abundance in our synod. We already see 

the narrative changing. The 26 congregations that participated in the "Creating a Culture of Generosity" 

event that Rev. Mike Ward led back in the Fall is already proving beneficial for them and then for us as a 

synod and the wider church. I would also like to personally thank the synod council, our staff, and deans 

for your commitment to the Special Abundance Appeal for Mission Support. These gifts will enable us to 

do the work God has called us to and help others see Jesus in and among them. Thank you! We have also 

signed on to work with the ELCA Foundation and have contracted with the Rev. Ana Lugo to be our 

synod Gift Planner. Rev. Lugo will work with our synod to create an Endowment, work on legacy giving, 

and assist with mission support education. She is available to do this within each congregation as well. I 

realize this has been a very difficult year for many financially. And yet, I give thanks for the abundance of 

generosity that you all continue to pour out within your congregations, communities, to this synod, and 

the wider church. We have more than doubled the number of congregations that have made mission 

support intents for this year over last year. This increase allows us to live more fully into the ministries 

and needs that God has called us. Thank you! 

 

Prayer Team: Pr. Patti Axel and I meet monthly for the Synod Prayer Team. It is a holy hour of praying 

for the needs of the world, church, neighbor, and all. Various people sign-up to lead each month. I 

encourage you to join us one of these times or let Pr. Axel know how we might pray for you.  

 

Evangelism: For far too long, evangelism has been an unwelcomed word in so many of our 

conversations, but I am thrilled that we are reclaiming it and reclaiming what it means to be good news 

people, as Lutheran-Christians. Pastor Patti Axel has been hard at work in helping to design our efforts on 

a new Evangelism Strategy for the Southeastern Synod: IGNITE. Click here to read more: 

https://www.elcases.org/newsdetail/ignite-evangelism-initiative-for-2021-14858337  

 

Faith Formation Resources: Last Fall, each Sunday in October, we offered opportunities for laypersons 

to gather around various topics in congregational life. We provided a four-week Advent Lectionary study 

for rostered ministers led by Rev. Rachel Wrenn.  We also offered an intergenerational Advent Craft time. 

Many thanks to Pastor Jill Henning, Pastor Lewis Groce, and Pastor Michael Jannett for their work on 

assembling the Synod Advent-Christmas devotional and for all who contributed to it. You can find the 

devotion at:  https://www.elca-ses.org/advent-christmas-devotional.  The Rev. Dr. Karoline Lewis offered 

a Lenten Lectionary study via zoom with almost 200 persons present. The Rev. Dr. Mary Shore also led 

an Easter Lectionary study via zoom with around 150 persons present. Last, the Rev. Dr. Teresa Fry 

Brown of Candler taught a lectionary study for the June texts in May. We will continue to offer these and 

other opportunities for our synod and others.  

 

Synod COVID-19 Response and Resources:  

With the aid of the ELCA, we as a synod have been able to give away over 100k in grants to individuals, 

congregations, and ministries. Where this pandemic has wreaked havoc like no one could have ever 

imagined, I give God great thanks for the abundance of generosity provided to so many in need. I have 

witnessed resiliency like no other from our rostered ministers, congregations, and ministries. Our 

COVID-19 Team continues to meet regularly to update guidance for our synod COVID-19 page: 

https://www.elca-ses.org/covid. We have held over nine congregational leaders zooms this year to help 

keep our congregations well informed and as safe as possible.  

 

 

https://www.elcases.org/newsdetail/ignite-evangelism-initiative-for-2021-14858337
https://www.elca-ses.org/advent-christmas-devotional
https://www.elca-ses.org/covid
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Advocacy:  

During Lent 2021, I encouraged a new emphasis, "40-40-40," to motivate anyone to walk 40 miles with 

me during the 40 days of Lent and donate 40 dollars to ELCA World Hunger. We moved for a Synod 

Council Resolution for Mr. Hilton Austin to become a recipient of the Robert and Jean Graetz, Jr. 

Advocacy Award through special action of the Southeastern Synod Council. Accompanied by Assistant 

to the Bishop and Southeastern Synod Director of Advocacy, Pastor Matt Steinhauer, I presented the 

resolution and gift to Mr. Austin and his wife, Patti, on Wednesday, December 16, 2020.  Mr. Austin 

entered the church triumphant shortly after this presentation. We will also present this same award to Mr. 

Jerry Weyrauch and in memorial to his late wife Elsie during the synod assembly on June 5, 2021. I give 

thanks to Pr. Steinhauer and his work in helping to rebuild our synod Advocacy Policy Committee and for 

the faithful work of those members. This year, I have written many letters to elected officials and 

participated in many summits advocating for the rights of the least of these. Advocacy is one of the many 

ways in which we continue to become the beloved community.  

 

Communication: 

During the election process for bishop in 2019, I was asked many times how I would engage technology 

as bishop. Well, I never imagined it would have been so much a part of my ministry and that of the synod 

staff these now two years. But I am ever thankful for all the means we have been able to spread the gospel 

message and engage, equip, and empower others. We have also redesigned our synod logo to represent 

better our vision and where we see God calling us: https://www.elca-ses.org/synod-logo.  

And, we have redesigned our synod website: https://www.elca-ses.org/. I am so thankful for the work of 

the synod staff in this venture, but especially to Pr. Michael Jannett, Assistant to the Bishop for Formation 

and Communication. 

 

Candidacy: 

I give thanks for the tireless workers of our Candidacy Committee and the many who walk with our 

candidates on the path to ordained ministry in this church. While the committee officially meets three 

times a year, there are a lot of other meetings and work that happen in between those. This past year, I 

represented Region 9 in a group of bishops representing each region of the ELCA, working on creating a 

new First Call Process. To Pr. Jill Henning and Ms. Melissa Fuller Sims, Assistant to the Bishop and 

Director for Evangelical Mission, thank you for all you do. 

 

Youth/Young Adult/Campus Ministry: 

Over this past year, I have been able to engage in our youth programs, albeit online. These faithful friends 

have done an amazing job pivoting and engaging in hard conversations, faithful formation, and visioning 

for the life of our synod, from virtual AFFIRM, ALL TN, ALL GA, and SESLYO. Pr. Michael Jannett 

has also engaged me in campus ministry and young adult gatherings of our synod. We continue to build 

on existing relationships within our campus ministry organizations and creating a new relationship with 

the Episcopal Church Diocese in Memphis.  

 

Other: 

This past year, I have served on the following committees/boards/consultations, etc.: 

Georgia Interfaith Public Policy Council, Region Nine Committee, First Call Restructuring Assignment 

Process for the ELCA, the Ecumenical and Interreligious Committee ELCA, Middle East Ready Bench 

for the ELCA,  Immigration Ready Bench of the ELCA, Region Nine James R. Crumley Archives Board, 

NovusWay Board, Inspiritus Board. I was elected to serve on the Board of Trustees of Newberry College. 

The Conference of Bishops also selected me to serve on the Board of Trustees for 1517 Media. 

 

I was accepted into the Doctor of Ministry program at Candler School of Theology of Emory University 

and will begin that work in August of 2021. It is a three-year program that I will complete in May of 

2024. 

https://www.elca-ses.org/synod-logo
https://www.elca-ses.org/
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