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Report to the 2019 ELCA Southeastern Synod Assembly 
H. Julian Gordy  
Bishop 
 
Grace to you and peace from our Savior Jesus, who is the Christ.  
 
Together in Spirit; Forward in Faith 
As the ELCA Southeastern Synod meets in Assembly at the end of Eastertide, this year’s theme 
reminds us that it is the Holy Spirit that ultimately calls us and holds us together as the people of 
God. We are in this together because we have been called together at this place and at this time 
to be Christ’s body in our neighborhoods, in the Southeastern United States, and in the world 
God loves.  
 
We are all aware of the challenges faced by the church around the world, by this ELCA, by our  
synod, and by our congregations. A new Gallup report found that only half of Americans are 
members of any religious organization in 2019. That percentage was 70% or higher from 1937 
through 1976 and fell only modestly through the 1990s. It has fallen 20% in the past 20 years.  
 
In some ways, the church mirrors the larger society here. In the United States, there have been 
similar declines in membership in civic organizations, bowling leagues, book clubs, and 
organizations of all sorts during that same time. And while you may think that the decline is only 
among younger people – and it is greater there to be sure – it is across the age spectrum.1  
 
Not many years ago, in this church, bi-vocational pastors were virtually unheard of. Now, more 
and more congregations, if they are to have a pastor will share that pastor with another 
congregation or a school or a non-profit or a business or, fairly frequently, Uber or Lyft. 
 
What does it mean, in the face of a reality we don’t need the Gallup organization to tell us, to 
affirm that the very Holy Spirit of God has called us together as Christ’s church and sends us out 
in faith into a future that belongs to God?  
 
As we meet together this year to elect a new bishop who will lead our synod into this future, we 
are blessed to have the Rev. James Mauney, Bishop Emeritus of the Virginia Synod, to help us 
see what the scriptures may be saying to us here and now, in this day, in this place.  
 

                                                 
1 See Christian Century, May 22, 2019. 



 

 

Assembly Highlights 
The election of a bishop means that our agenda is longer than in most years. It is necessary for us 
to anticipate the election taking all five ballots to determine. That means voting members will 
have less free time than usual as we tend seriously, prayerfully, and faithfully to the business 
before the Assembly. You will note that there is a plenary session on Friday evening this year.   
 
In addition to electing a bishop, this year we will also elect a new synod treasurer. For the past 
eight years, Mr. Lee Smith has been our treasurer and has navigated the sometimes-tricky waters 
of synod finances with skill, collegiality, and a good spirit. He has been immensely aided in this 
important work by our synod fiscal advisor, Dr. Sandra Gustavson, who has announced her 
retirement in September. All of us who have worked on the synod staff or been members of the 
synod council or the budget and finance committee or the audit committee know what a debt this 
synod owes to Dr. Gustavson.  
   
The Guidebook lists the other important elections of this assembly and gives biographical 
information about those whose names have come to us through the nominating committee or the 
synod council. The Assembly will receive nominations from the floor for these positions as well. 
As they do every year, our Elections Committee will ensure that our goals for inclusivity are met 
in these elections 
 
We welcome to the Assembly Ms. Mikka McCracken, Director for Planning and Engagement for 
ELCA World Hunger as our Churchwide representative. In her ten years at the ELCA 
Churchwide offices, she has worked with the ELCA Justice for Women program and the ELCA 
Washington Office on gender justice advocacy and the ELCA Global Mission on “glocal" 
learning events. From 2010-2017, she served on the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) 
international council as one of five members from the North American region and currently 
serves on the Vorstand (board) of the ELCA Wittenberg Center in Germany. In addition to 
bringing a report from Churchwide, Ms. McCracken will preside during the parts of the 
Assembly that are related to the election of the bishop and will preach at the Saturday Eucharist. 
 
We welcome back to our Assembly Bishop James Arends of the La Crosse Area Synod, our 
ELCA companion synod. In addition to serving as his synod’s bishop, Bp. Arends also serves on 
the Wartburg College Board of Regents, the Lutheran Social Services of Wisconsin and Upper 
Michigan Board of Directors (currently Second Vice President), the Viterbo University 
Community Advisory Council, and the ELCA Conference of Bishops Executive Committee. As 
we have been before, we will be blessed by his preaching at the opening Eucharist and by his 
presence throughout our time together.   
 
The chaplain for the 2019 Assembly is the Rev. Katherine Pasch. Recently retired, Pr. Pasch 
served Saint John, Griffin, Georgia for 27 years and was the dean of the southern deanery of 
Conference 2 for much of that time. She continues to serve on the synod’s candidacy committee, 
where she is respected for her compassion and her wisdom.  
 
As always at our Assemblies, excellent workshops will be offered and exhibits from various 
ministries will be on display. Descriptions of the workshops are available in the Guidebook.  
 
In a synod with a territory as large as ours, the opportunity to be together, to catch up with old 
friends and make new ones is one of the surpassing joys of our Assemblies. In spite of a very full 
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agenda, I hope our voting members and visitors will find time to make those important 
connections.  
 
We are the church, and so, will center each day’s work around Word and Sacrament. Again this 
year we receive the talents and good work of Pr. Eric Murray, Shades Valley, Birmingham and 
our excellent worship team. Among the worship leaders who will help us make our offerings of 
praise to God this year are Mr. Ted Wilson and the jazz band from Christ, Nashville; Dr. Brian 
Russel and Dr. Darryl Miller and several choirs from St. Andrew, Franklin, TN; the Capitol 
Brass Quintet; and Dr. Alcuin Johnson and Mr. Dan White, St. John’s Atlanta.  
 
Synod Office Move 
In January, we moved into our new synod office space at St. John’s, Atlanta, after more than a 
year of working from temporary space graciously lent to us by St. John’s. The dedication of the 
facility was a celebration for both the Southeastern Synod and St. John’s. You can see photos of 
the occasion here: https://gerg1967.smugmug.com/Religion/Troutman-Gordy-Dedication-2019/. 
I am grateful for the flexibility and cooperation of the members and staff of St. John’s 
throughout this process and for the patience and hard work of our synod staff, led by Office 
Manager Holly Liersch. During the move to our new suite, we were helped immensely by two 
volunteers, Mr. Pete Liersch, Good Shepherd, Douglasville, GA, (husband of Office Manager 
Holly Liersch) and Mr. John Evans, St. John’s, Atlanta, GA. If you haven’t seen our new home, 
all of us on the staff invite you to come by for a visit. 
 
Candidacy 
Many of you are aware that our church, like most others, has a shortage of clergy. At the most 
recent assignment meeting, where those approved for first call are assigned to regions, there were 
candidates for less than a third of the congregations open to first-call pastors. You may also 
know that here in the Southeastern Synod, we have now and have had for some years, the largest 
number of candidates in this church. In my report last year, I mentioned some of reasons why I 
believe that we have such a large number of candidates: our synod’s dynamic youth 
programming; congregations, pastors, and deacons that recognize and lift up gifts for rostered 
ministry in young people; and the reality that, here in the deep south, many experience what Bp. 
Eaton calls the “alternative face of Christianity” in our congregations.  
 
Here are our candidacy numbers as of the end of April:  
Candidates in process - 54 
Candidates awaiting call - 5 
Persons inquiring - 31 
 
Several years ago, the candidacy committee received approval for what has become known as 
the Lutheran Formation Experience in Atlanta. Students enrolled in accredited Atlanta area 
seminaries who are accepted into the LFE program are able to forego a year of residency in an 
ELCA seminary and do all of their seminary work in Atlanta. This year, I am pleased to 
announce that the Southeastern Synod, the Candler School of Theology at Emory University, and 
the Lutheran Theological Southern Seminary at Lenoir Rhyne University have formed a 
partnership to revitalize the formation of ELCA Lutheran candidates for ministry in the 
Southeastern Synod.  With this partnership, we hope to provide even more options for candidates 
to receive their academic education and Lutheran formation while engaging in practical ministry. 
The program also hopes to raise the profile of Lutherans and their service in the Southeast. 

https://gerg1967.smugmug.com/Religion/Troutman-Gordy-Dedication-2019/


 

 

One of the first fruits of this partnership is a re-launch of the Lutheran Formation Experience, 
beginning this fall. Inquiries about this program can be directed to Ms. Melissa Fuller 
(mfuller@elca-ses.org), Deacon Jeanette Burgess (jburgess@elca-ses.org), or Pastor Ruth 
Hamilton, ELCA Region 9 Candidacy and Leadership Manager (ruth.hamilton@elca.org).  More 
partnership initiatives will be announced in the coming months. 
  
Staff 
It is beyond my ability as a wordsmith to adequately express my appreciation for your synod 
staff. Often during the past almost twelve years, I have pointed out that all of us on the staff 
share the office of bishop. We work together to get a very difficult job done. While downsizing 
in the church has led to staff and salary reductions, the job description has not changed. Through 
staff lay-offs and salary reductions, we have been well-served by those who have been a part of 
the synod staff, both past and present.  
 
Since I will be retiring at the end of August, members of our synod staff have been considering 
their options. The result has been several staff changes.  
 
Ms. Rachel Alley, Assistant to the Bishop for Young Adult and Youth Ministries, served on the 
staff for fifteen years until July, when she was called by the ELCA Churchwide organization to 
serve as Program Director for Youth for this church. I am grateful that Pr. Jill Henning has 
volunteered to take on some of the responsibilities for youth and young adult programming until 
the next bishop is able to choose a staff. Our adult youth leaders across the synod are also 
stepping up to make sure that our youth and young adult programs continue uninterrupted.  
 
Deacon Michelle Angalet, who had served as Assistant to the Bishop and Communications 
Coordinator for six years, left in January, and is now serving as Vice President of Programs at 
Inspiritus (formerly Lutheran Services of Georgia and Lutheran Services in Tennessee). Several 
people have taken on Deacon Angalet’s responsibilities. Pr. Dale Sillik is working with 
congregations in Georgia who are in the call process. Ms. Melissa Fuller has taken on Deacon 
Angalet’s responsibilities with candidacy. Ms. Carolyn Davis has accepted the challenge of 
being our Assembly manager for this year’s Assembly. Assisting her is Ms. Elaine Schwartz, 
Amazing Grace, Lilburn, GA, former Executive Assistant to the Bishop and Assembly manager. 
And, beginning soon, Pr. Stacey Parvin, Beth Eden, Louisville, MS, will be working as staff 
liaison for disaster response.  
 
Pr. Ron Bonner, who had served half-time as one of our Directors of Evangelical Mission 
(DEM) and part-time as pastor of Atonement, Atlanta, was called to be Associate Pastor for 
Community Engagement at Redeemer, Atlanta. Pr. John Mocko, retired DEM in the North 
Carolina Synod, has taken on Pr. Bonner’s responsibilities for the time being.  
 
Pr. Ben Moravitz, Assistant to the Bishop, and Dr. Sandra Gustavson, Fiscal Advisor, have 
announced their intention to retire at the end of August, although both have indicated that they 
will be willing to assist the newly elected bishop in some capacity during the transition. 
 
Since receiving an advocacy grant from ELCA World Hunger, Mr. Hilton Austin has worked 
tirelessly helping the people of our four states influence public policy around issues of criminal 
justice reform, immigration reform, human trafficking, and poverty. This year he has been 
assisted by ELCA hunger fellow Jordan Slappey, Atlanta Bar Church. Jordan is leaving at the 
end of his internship to enroll in seminary. He has been named one of two Southeastern Synod 
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seminarians to receive Fund for Leaders full-tuition scholarships! The other full-tuition 
scholarship recipient from our synod is John Evans, St. John’s, Atlanta.  
 
Our synod also continues to benefit from the dedication and skill of our other synod staff:  
Deacon Jeanette M. Burgess, Administrative Liaison for Leadership; Ms. Carolyn Davis, 
Executive Assistant to the Bishop and Communications Support Specialist; Mr. Wayne Fell, 
Director for Evangelical Mission; Pr. Everett Flanigan, Assistant to the Bishop and 
Administrative Dean, Lutheran Theological Center in Atlanta; and Ms. Holly Liersch, Office 
Manager. As I said above, I am not able adequately to express my gratitude for these exceptional 
colleagues.  
 
Let me also say a word of gratitude to our synod office volunteers. They are: Ms. 
Paulette Alderfer, Good Shepherd, Woodstock, GA; Ms. Barbara Arne, St. John’s, Atlanta, GA; 
Ms. Bernice Bland, Living Grace, Tucker, GA; Ms. Margery Kellar, Living Grace, Tucker, GA 
and Ms. Myrna Lance, St. John’s, Atlanta, GA. These dedicated folks make it possible for our 
office staff to get done the work we ask them to do. 
 
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.  
 
When Pr. Randy Jones received a call to First United, Kennesaw, GA, and moved from the 
deanery in which he served, I appointed Pr. Karen Boda as the dean for that area, which includes 
the Montgomery and Birmingham areas of Alabama.  
 
Pr. Jill Henning continues to do very good work as Coordinator of Deans.  
  
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. Jim Nipper, Our Saviour, Johnson City. TN 
Pr. Rick Ohsiek, St. Paul, Maryville, TN  
Pr. Cliff Bahlinger, St. Luke, Cordova, TN 
Pr. Tom Clark, Ascension, Jackson, MS 
Pr. Patti Axel, Nativity, Bethlehem, GA  
Pr. Gary Soop, St. Mark's, Huntsville, AL 
Pr. Karen Boda, Faith, Clay, 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. Mary Peters, Redeemer, Atlanta, GA 
Pr. Dave Helfrich, Resurrection, Marietta, GA 
Pr. Dave Parr, Grace, Long Beach, MS 
Pr. Jill Henning, Coordinator of Deans.  



 

 

 
Rostered Women 
Last year, the Assembly heard about pay differentials between rostered men and women in this 
synod. This is a complex topic given the great variations in context and compensation among 
congregations in the synod. Our compensation committee is engaged in looking more deeply into 
and then addressing these challenges.  
 
But differences in pay are not the only issues women in rostered ministry face. Next year we will 
celebrate the 50th anniversary of the ordination of women in our church and its predecessor 
bodies. Still, after five decades, we know that women continue to experience attitudes and 
behaviors that show we have much work to be done to meet this church’s and this synod’s 
commitment to work toward a just and equitable church for all our rostered leaders.  
 
Late in 2018, Region 9 received an ELCA Holy Innovations Grant in the amount of $80,000 to 
address these issues and to begin to change the experience of women leaders for the better. As 
part of the grant, a Regional Core Team has been assembled. Deacon Michelle Angalet, Vice 
President of Programs, Inspiritus, and Pastor Karen Boda, Faith, Clay, Alabama are members of 
that regional team. 
 
In addition, the six bishops of Region 9 met early in May and affirmed the initial work of this 
Core Team. All of the bishops in our region are committed to this work and are deeply engaged 
in it. Over the course of this grant and beyond, the synods of this region will engage in 
conversations and initiate policies in the focus areas of boundary training, candidacy, and the call 
process.  
 
On July 1, the Core Team will meet with the Region 9 bishops in Atlanta. Then, sometime in 
2020, there will be a gathering for rostered women in Region 9. This meeting is a follow-up to 
the meeting of an initial group of women from our synod who gathered in Atlanta on May 7 to 
discuss their experiences as women in ministry.   
 
Next year, when we celebrate the gifts of rostered women over the past half-century, we hope to 
do so in the context of growing equality and collegiality among all our rostered ministers.  
 
African Descent Congregations 
The Southeastern Synod received another Holy Innovations Grant of $80,000 from the 
Churchwide organization for the purpose of addressing the challenges facing all thirteen of our 
African descent congregations. That grant grew in part out of last year’s Assembly when the 
issue was addressed by Pr. Tiffany Chaney in her sermon at the Saturday Eucharist. In a 
conversation after the Assembly, Pr. Chaney agreed to write down some ideas for addressing the 
challenges that have been identified. She presented her ideas as a proposed called “Umoyo.” 
 
Eventually, Umoyo became the grant proposal that was funded by the Domestic Mission unit of 
ELCA. You can see the proposal here: 
https://guidebook.com/guide/153965/poi/12177585/?pcat=778335. 
 
Apology for Slavery and Its Aftermath 
The 2016 Southeastern Synod Assembly overwhelmingly passed a memorial asking the 2016 
ELCA Churchwide Assembly to direct the Church Council to create a “Declaration of the ELCA 
to the African Descent Community” similar to 1994’s “Declaration of the ELCA to the Jewish 

https://guidebook.com/guide/153965/poi/12177585/?pcat=778335
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Community.” The memorial asked our church to acknowledge publicly “the Lutheran church’s 
complicity in the 400+ years of slavery and the oppression of other marginalized groups; that 
people of African descent were victims of slavery, the slave trade, and colonialism and continue 
to be victims of its consequences; and that the ELCA has perpetuated racism and discrimination 
through attitudes, actions, policies and practices these communities still endure; and that the 
Church Council bring this ‘Declaration’ to the 2019 Churchwide Assembly for its consideration 
and action with a recommendation to include this declaration in the governing documents of the 
ELCA,”  
 
That memorial was received favorably by the 2016 Churchwide Assembly and now, ELCA 
Secretary Chris Boerger tells me, such a confession and apology has been proposed to the ELCA 
Church Council to be considered at its next meeting. When the Church Council approves the 
statement, it will be read at the 2019 Churchwide Assembly in Milwaukee.  
 
For me, a recent pilgrimage by over 50 members of our synod to the Equal Justice Initiative’s 
Museum in Montgomery underscored the importance of this work and of the confession our 
Assembly asked for. Much of the economic, judicial, and social inequity in our society has at its 
root the legacy of slavery and the degradation of African Americans that continued long after 
slavery was officially abolished by the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. Over the 
years, slavery has evolved from Jim Crow into today’s mass incarceration of African Americans.  
 
Looking at the historical exhibits in the Equal Justice Museum, I recognized powerfully and 
viscerally how much of the truth was kept from most of us in the educational institutions in 
which we were brought up. As people called in baptism to love and serve our neighbor here in 
the deep South, we ELCA Lutherans, of all people, must continue to speak out and act up until 
justice is a reality for all our neighbors.  
 
Malaysia and Singapore 
Earlier this year, I joined Ms. Roxann Thompson, Mr. Frank Navratil, Pr. Cuttino Alexander, 
Ms. Jessica Alexander, and Daniel Alexander for an official visit to our companion churches, the 
Lutheran Church in Malaysia and the Lutheran Church in Singapore. The bishops and members 
of those two churches have been our guests in this synod several times in the past decade. We 
were long overdue for a return visit. The two churches were originally one, some of its founding 
pastors and its first bishop having come from this synod’s predecessor body, the LCA 
Southeastern Synod.  
 
Founded in 1953, these two churches celebrate sixty-six years of ministry this year. They have 
done a remarkable job of evangelism in those six and a half decades, establishing Lutheran 
churches in Myanmar, Cambodia, and Vietnam, as well as congregations among the Orang Asli 
people of Malaysia’s highlands. Both churches operate schools, homes for the elderly, clinics, 
and one even operates an ambulance service. Our delegation left Southeast Asia inspired by all 
we saw and a bit discomfited by our own comparatively meager efforts at proclaiming the gospel 
in our context. We have a lot to learn from this and all our global companion churches.  
 
Inspiritus 
Recently, Lutheran Services of Georgia, a social ministry organization (SMO) we share with the 
Florida-Georgia District of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod, merged with our other SMO, 
Lutheran Services in Tennessee. The new organization, now known as Inspiritus, is working in 
both states. My hope is that soon, Inspiritus will be our synod’s SMO across all four states of the 



 

 

synod. If you do not know of the good work done in our name by Inspiritus, check out their 
website: www.weinspirit.org.  
 
Disaster Response 
As disasters ranging from hurricanes to floods to fires to tornadoes continue to affect the people 
of our synod, our disaster committee has done remarkable work in responding to these disasters 
and in securing the resources needed to make a difference in the lives of the people in our 
neighborhoods.  
 
Since Hurricane Katrina devastated our Gulf Coast in 2005, Pr. Morgan Gordy has been 
instrumental in putting together a team and designing policies and procedures that help us with 
the preparation, planning, and response to the many natural disasters we experience on the 
territory.  Pr. Gordy has worked closely with the synod disaster committee chair, Mr. John 
Boettner, Shepherd of the Hills, Birmingham, and with Lutheran Disaster Response (LDR) in 
building one of the most robust disaster response plans in this church. It serves as a model for 
other synods. Beginning this past November, Pr. Stacey Parvin, Beth Eden, Louisville, MS, has 
been taking on the coordination of disaster response across the synod. We expect her work to 
expand is these days as we experience the disasters associated with global heating. Pr. Parvin 
will also serve as synod staff liaison for disaster response, working closely with LDR and with 
Inspiritus in that effort.  
 
Finally 
A Synod Assembly is a community effort for which many people deserve thanks: staff, 
volunteers, members of Assembly committees, the synod worship team, members of our 
Chattanooga area congregations, and, of course, Ms. Linda Few, St. Mark, East Point, GA, who 
once again this year designed our Assembly logo and oversees all the technology we use to put 
this event together.  
 
And thanks go to you, voting members and visitors and members of this synod, for the many 
ways in which you serve the gospel in your congregations and communities. We are in this 
together - together in the Spirit and sent out in faith into the future.  
 
This is my last Assembly as your bishop. I am grateful for the trust, the prayers, the kind words, 
and the many ways you have shown your support for me and your love for this church and this 
synod over the past nearly twelve years. This has been a challenging, daunting, exhausting, 
inspiring, and very blessed call. I am humbled and grateful to have served as your bishop.   
 
As always, thank you for your partnership in the gospel. May God bless us as we gather in 
Assembly in Jesus’ name.  
 

 
H. Julian Gordy 
Bishop 

http://www.weinspirit.org/

