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Reformation 500 – Now What? 

 

I often tell a story about one of the originators of Family Therapy, Carl Whitaker, who once taught 

at Emory University School of Medicine. Whitaker was interviewing a family consisting of a 

woman with two misbehaving teenagers, her divorced alcoholic husband, who she was still trying 

to help, and her mother, who needed care. The woman was working more than full time and 

doing all she could to keep the rent paid, food on the table, and her children out of trouble. She 

said at one point, “I’m a survivor.” Anybody would have admired her for that – being a survivor. 

Whitaker, in his crass and perverse way, leaned back in his chair and said, “Well, I hope you can 

do better than that.” 

 

As I visit congregations and meet with congregational leaders, I sometimes hear what I call “the 

S-word” – “survival.” I am worried that “the S-word” will be the death of the church. If that’s all 

we set out to do, we won’t survive. Mere survival – gathering enough money together to pay the 

mortgage and the electric bill – is not at all inspiring. We can do better than that. Gathering our 

resources and offering them to God in mission for the sake of the world can be inspiring. We have 

opportunities to make positive differences in people’s lives. We have resources to put to work in 

God’s kingdom. We have an understanding of the Gospel centered in God’s grace that is Good 

News to those who hear it. 

 

We are inheritors of a 500 year old Reformation tradition – Now What? I hope that the answer 

to that question is that we will keep our focus on mission – that we will witness, serve, teach, 

worship, gather people into community, and stand up for justice. Being church is not about 

surviving, it is about being in ministry, being the church in mission for the sake of the world and 

that is exciting and worthwhile. 

 

Lutheranism has survived 500 years – now what? Well, I hope we can do better than that. 
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I am responsible for supporting congregations and leaders in Alabama, Mississippi, and 

Tennessee. In the past year, I have been present in 32 congregations for 52 meetings with 

congregations, congregation councils, call committees, and congregation leaders. Those 

numbers also include worship services celebrating farewells at the ending of a call, installations, 

ordinations, funerals, and anniversaries. In the past year, 8 congregations that I have shepherded 

through the call process have called pastors. 

 

I work with congregations and rostered ministers where there is conflict and with congregations 

planning for their future. I work with pastors in their first three years of ministry (First Call 

Theological Education) and with interim pastors. I serve as the bishop’s representative on the 

board of Lutheran Services in Tennessee and represent the bishop’s office on occasions when the 

bishop is not able to be in two places at the same time. 

 

In the past year, I have attended workshops offered by ELCA misconduct prevention consultant, 

Barbara Keller, and the Faithtrust Institute on providing boundary training for rostered ministers 

and congregations. In June, I will attend the Interim Ministry Network Annual Conference for the 

third time. As I look forward to retirement after the end of Bishop Gordy’s term in 2019, I hope 

to be able to continue to support the synod and the wider church by being a resource in these 

areas of ministry. 

 

On a personal note, this past year has brought me much happiness. For 20 years, Leigh Lyjak and 

I had been friendly acquaintances as members of the same congregation and together with our 

late spouses, singing in the choir and participating in our congregation’s supper club. We began 

seeing each other May 1, 2017. We developed a committed relationship and January 13, 2018 

we married, opening a new, unexpected chapter in our lives. I am grateful for all who have 

expressed their congratulations and best wishes. 

 

It has been an honor working with Bishop Gordy and colleagues serving the Southeastern Synod 

these past four years. I look forward to continuing to support the synod’s ministries in this coming 

year.  


