
Report of the Bishop’s Associate for Mission 
ELCA Director for Evangelical Mission (DEM) 

 
 

“Life with Christ is a wonderful adventure!”  –John Paul II 
 
 

 
 

PURPOSE 
 

As Bishop’s Associate for Mission, I lead the Gulf Coast Synod in our common mission life including: 
new starts and renewing congregations, campus ministries, disaster response, hospitality, and  

stewardship and generosity. 
 

 
SYNOD MISSION TABLE 
 
The Synod Mission Table’s purpose is to tend to the collective work of mission in our synod. The 
Mission Table’s responsibilities include: Allocating grants for missions and redevelopments; leading 
the synod in discerning potential new mission starts, restarts and renewals; participating in ministry 
reviews for new starts and redevelopment congregations, and overseeing our synod’s campus 
ministries.  
 
The priorities for mission within our synod include investing primarily in: 

§ Communities of Color 
§ Communities of Poverty 
§ Communities of Justice  
§ Communities of Innovation 

 
The current members of our Synod Mission Table include Adriana Johnson-Rivas, Jason Thomas, 
Stephanie Stark, Diane White, Evan Cameron, Marvin Havard, and Debbie Kendall. 



 
Last year, the Synod Mission Table developed a multi-year grant cycle for many of our missions 
and redevelopments. This came out of conversations with re/developers who struggled with 
developing budgets in September and October, but not knowing if their ministries would be 
approved for mission grants until December or January of the next year.   

 
 

OUR SYNOD’S MISSIONS AND REDEVELPOMENTS 
 
As part of the ELCA, our synod has several designations for congregations in various stages of 
mission development and redevelopment. We also have our own synodical designations. In the 
past year, our synod has had 16 ministries in development or redevelopment: 
 
Synodically Authorized Worshipping Communities (SAWCs) 
ELCA and Synod-approved new missions, preaching points, probes, and experiments. 
 

Mission Name Location Mission Leader 
Mision Mesa Abierta New Orleans, Louisiana No current leader 
Order of Lutheran Franciscans Houston, Texas The Rev. Christopher Markert 
Ruach Life Center Cypress, Texas Mr. Roland Deddah 
Umoja- Houston Houston, Texas Mr. Gilbert Rwela (TEEM) 
Sagrado Corazón Pasadena, Texas The Rev. Adriana Johnson-Rivas 

 
Restarts 
Congregations that have closed and restarted as new missions designated by the synod.  
 

Mission Name Location Mission Leader 
Kindred Houston, Texas The Rev. Ashley Dellagiacoma 

 
Anchoring Churches, Satellites and Congregation-Based Missions 
Congregations of capacity doing deliberate missional outreach, with synod support. 
 

Mission Name Location Mission Leader 
Faith Chinese Fellowship Bellaire, Texas The Rev. Junfeng Tan 
Good Shepherd- Beaumont  Beaumont, Texas The Rev. Paul Zoch 
Kinsmen Hispanic Outreach Houston, Texas The Rev. Gabriel Marcano 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Redevelopments 
Congregations and communities officially designated as Redevelopments by the ELCA or Synod. 
 

Mission Name Location Mission Leader 
Bethlehem New Orleans, Louisiana The Rev. Ben Groth 
Celebration Cypress, Texas The Rev. Ryan Dockery 
Covenant Houston, Texas The Rev. Ele Clay 
Gethsemane Chalmette, Louisiana The Rev. Sandra Barnes 
Lake Livingston Onalaska, Texas Leader TBD 
Spirit of Joy The Woodlands, Texas The Rev. David Hansen 
St. James/Santiago Apóstol Houston, Texas The Rev. Arthur Murphy 

 
Missions that Ended and Congregations No Longer in Existence 
Congregations and missions that have either closed, or have chosen to enter of redevelopment.  
 

Mission Name Location Status 
Trinity La Marque, Texas Closed Congregation 
Holy Trinity Houston, Texas Closed Congregation 

 
Trinity-La Marque: Sometimes, part of mission includes the difficult process of concluding that an 
existing ministry is no longer sustainable. In the summer of 2019, I came to visit the Council at Trinity 
to discuss viable options for continued mission. Three months later, I participated in their last 
worship service and a congregational meeting to close. As part of their legacy, after selling their 
property, Trinity gave a portion of their assets to support our synod’s redevelopment ministry in 
Onalaska, Texas, as well as our synod’s disaster fund.   
 
Holy Trinity-Houston:  Over the past several years, even before my time on staff, there has been 
concern about the sustainability of ministry at Holy Trinity, located in the Northline area of 
Northeast Houston.  Last year, synod staff discovered that there was no public worship, 
discipleship, mission, pastoral care, or stewardship ministries taking place, and the congregation 
was without pastoral leadership. As such, the Synod Council voted to enter synodical 
administration to preserve the property and assets of Holy Trinity. Currently, there is a license 
agreement for use of space with a Spanish-speaking ministry, and our goal is to restart new ELCA 
mission in this thriving neighborhood. This initial goal for a new start is three-pronged and includes: 
developing an immigration welcome center, holding Camp Hope in the summer for 
neighborhood children, and providing wellness and health ministries for families. We’ve invited our 
Episcopalian siblings to collaborate on this endeavor with us so that, by the end, a new, thriving, 
bilingual Lutheran/Episcopal congregation will be established.  
 
Mesa Abierta-New Orleans:  After a rocky initial start, and after the first mission developer took a 
new call during her third year as mission developer, Mesa Abierta was resettled at Grace Lutheran 
Church in New Orleans, which became an anchoring church for Mesa Abierta. Grace called 
Deacon Nicole Garcia to serve as the developer of Mesa Abierta.  However, there has been a 
growing consensus that Mesa Abierta has not been able to find a missionally sustainable way to 
exist. As of March 2020, Deacon Nicole has taken leave, and we will be bringing Mesa Abierta to a 



close, with Mesa Abierta participants being invited to join Grace. A “post-mortem” will be 
performed with mission partners and participants to learn what worked well, what didn’t, and how 
we go about starting a new, more sustainable Latino/bilingual mission in New Orleans.  
 
 

CAMPUS MINISTRIES 
 

Currently, we have the following campuses being served: 
 
Treehouse Ministries (Campus Ministry at Texas A&M University and Blinn College):  In January, the 
Rev. Jerry Wirtley was called by Synod Council as campus pastor for Treehouse Ministries. His 
installation has been postponed due to the pandemic.  
 
Lutheran Campus Ministry at Louisiana State University (LCM @ LSU) is hosted by St. Paul Lutheran 
Church in Baton Rouge, where Mike Button is Pastor. This past year there were approximately 10 
regular participants. 
 
Campus Ministry at Rice University is provided through Christ the King-Houston. Pastoral Intern 
Sergio Rodriguez has served as the campus minister this past year. 
 
Houston Campus Ministry: After the closing of the previous incarnation of Houston Campus Ministry 
(known as Sanctuary), a Task Team was convened to deliberate on a new Houston Lutheran 
Campus Ministry strategy that would serve University of Houston, Texas Southern University, and 
possibly Houston Community College-Central Campus. The Task Team comprised students, alumni, 
young adult ministry leaders and ecumenical partners. Over several months, the team considered 
multiple options for re-starting Houston Campus Ministry with the goal of long-term sustainability: 

§ Traditional Model: A full-time campus pastor is be called by the synod. A Board is formed 
and a ministry is started, and the campus pastor is often expected to spend significant time 
in fundraising and development. Treehouse Ministries is an example of the Traditional Model.  

§ Congregational Model: A new mission is started called University Lutheran Chapel. The 
primary mission of this new start is to establish a congregation specifically targeting all those 
connected to the world of academe- students, alumni, professors and staff. The 
congregation is a staging ground for mission on various campuses. Primary funding comes 
from primarily from congregational tithes and offerings. An example of the Congregational 
Model is University Lutheran Church in Cambridge, Massachusetts.  

§ Hosted Model: A full-time or part-time campus minister (no need to be a pastor or deacon) 
is hired or called by a local congregation near to Texas Southern University and University of 
Houston. The congregation is responsible for direct oversight of the campus ministry for 
those specific universities. An example of this model is Rice University’s campus ministry at 
Christ the King-Houston. 

§ Ecumenical Model: The synod collaborates with an ecumenical partner who is also seeking 
to do campus ministry at Texas Southern University and University of Houston. A common 
mission and leadership is developed, and funding shared. An example of an ecumenical 
campus ministry partnership is Grace Unlimited at Butler University.  

 



After considering the options, the Task Team unanimously agreed to first pursue the Ecumenical 
Model. Since then, I have been in contact with the Episcopal Diocese of Texas, who has shown 
interest in partnering with us in Houston Campus Ministry. We are currently working on a ministry 
plan. 
 
New Orleans Campus Ministry Strategy: We are interested in starting a New Orleans Campus 
Ministry Strategy for the greater New Orleans area, where there are approximately 11 colleges and 
universities. We had a goal of establishing a Task Team in April; however, due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, this has been placed on pause until at least the fall.  
 
 

DISASTER RESPONSE 
 
This past fall we convened and re-formed our synod Disaster Team into our synod Disaster 
Preparedness and Response Team. 
 
The Team developed two primary focus areas: 1) Helping households, congregations and 
communities prepare for disasters; and 2) Administering the synod’s overall response to disasters 
when they occur. This includes specifically investing in getting pastors and deacons back up and 
going after a disaster so they, in turn, can help get their congregations up and going, who then in 
turn, can help get their communities back up and going.   
 
The Team has encouraged every congregation to have a key congregational disaster liaison (not 
the pastor) and a disaster plan. Please update the synod office with this information by filling out 
this simple online form.  The Team plans to provide a training workshop for these and other 
congregational leaders. 
 
Another responsibility of the Team is to allocate disaster funds during a disaster. In April, the synod 
received a $7500 grant from the ELCA COVID-19 Response Fund, and has added another $5000 
from our synod’s disaster fund to provide grants to congregations who are responding with 
impactful ministry to vulnerable communities during the pandemic.  
 
The Disaster Preparedness and Response Team leader is Pastor Brian Deckinger.  
 
 

HOSPITALITY 
 

Our synod’s most recent strategic plan has Holy Hospitality as one of our synod’s four strategic 
priorities. Specifically, this has been interpreted as growing in our synod’s understanding and 
practice of justice as a form of hospitality. This includes learning to be an anti-racist church and 
welcoming and including LGBTQIA persons and families in the life of the church.  
 
 
 



This past year, the synod formed an Immigration Task Force with the purpose of developing 
synodical and congregational ministries that welcome immigrants and refugees. Last year’s Synod 
Assembly voted to make our synod an AMMPARO Welcoming Synod, which committed the synod 
to the following: 

§ Making resources available that support medical, legal and pastoral needs of migrants and 
refugees; 

§ Praying regularly for migrant children and families at Synod Council and synod staff 
meetings, and at synod gatherings, meetings, and assemblies;  

§ Encouraging all congregations to become AMMPARO “welcoming” congregations, and 
inviting all pastors, deacons and congregations to educate themselves on issues facing 
migrants and refugees; 

§ Urging all pastors, deacons and congregations to actively participate in local advocacy for 
migrants and refugees.  

 
Last fall, an anti-racism task force was formed to begin developing a synodwide anti-racism 
training plan. Pastor Sandy Jones is the convener of this task force.  
 
A Houston area Reconciling in Christ coalition has been established to provide support, advocacy 
and education for Houston area congregations concerning the welcome and inclusion of 
LGBTQIA persons and families in the life of the church. Pastor Marvin Havard is the contact for 
more information. 

 
MISSION PARTNERS 

 
We are excited about the network of partnerships between and among congregations that 
support new missions and redevelopments. We continue to challenge every single congregation 
to be a mission partner with a new mission or redevelopment. This commitment is for one year and 
includes the following minimum expectations: 
 

• Pray at least once a month for your mission partner during worship; 
• Encourage members of your congregation to worship at least once during the year with 

your mission partner; and 
• Give a financial gift to your mission partner. This can be as simple as a special one-time 

offering during worship or adding the mission partner to your budget, for example. The 
amount does not matter; the relationship does. 

 
These are only the basic expectations for mission partner. You can also do joint fellowship or 
service events, swap pulpits, engage in joint ministry… the sky is the limit! 
 
For more information visit:  
https://gulfcoastsynod.org/congregations/new-missions/companion/  
 

 
 
 
 
 



THANK YOU! 
 
It is a holy honor and a privilege to serve you as your Bishop’s Associate for Mission. I thank you all 
for being open to the Holy Spirit, who is constantly on the move in the church for the sake of Jesus 
Christ. I rejoice in your prayers and your generous support for the work we do together as the 
church. Thank you! 

 
To God be the Glory! 

Chris Markert, 
Bishop’s Associate for Mission 


