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         Report of the Bishop 
    2 0 2 0  C O V I D - 1 9  P a n d e m i c                  

  

 
 
 
 
 

 
Beloved Gulf Coast Leaders, 
 
At the beginning of 2020, our modern world became suddenly reacquainted with the oldest traveling 

companion of human history, a disease over which we have no control. A pandemic of this scale is 
new to us, since the last one of this magnitude was in 1918, but it is hardly new to the world, or to 

Christianity. We know the way more than we think. 
 

The spread of the 2nd century Antonine plague, which killed off one fourth of the Roman Empire also 

led to the spread of Christianity, as Christians cared for the sick, and preached not an angry God 
punishing people with disease, but a loving God who walked with us in the midst of a broken 

creation.  
 

The 3rd century Plague of Cyprian was probably Ebola. A 3rd-century bishop named Cyprian told 

Christians not to grieve for the dead in heaven, but to care for the living on earth. Bishop Dionysus 

described the work of churches, who, “Heedless of the danger… took charge of the sick, attending 

to their every need.” And why not? Was Jesus’ own ministry among the sick not a central thrust of his 
life? If you’re going to follow Jesus, then follow Jesus. Feed the hungry. Welcome the stranger. Care 
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for the sick. You know the way. Again, the church grew. The church has often grown the most in 
times of distress.  

 
In the 4th Century, the Roman Emperor Julian complained that “Galileans”, as he called them, cared 

not only for their own, but even for non-Christians. Church historian Rodney Stark says the death rate 
in Christian cities was half that of non-Christian cities.  
 

In 1527, when the Bubonic Plague hit Wittenberg, Martin Luther said,  

 

We die at our posts. Christian doctors cannot abandon their hospitals, Christian governors 
cannot flee their districts, Christian pastors cannot abandon their congregations. The plague 
does not dissolve our duties: It turns them to crosses, on which we must be prepared to die. 

 
I shall ask God mercifully to protect us. Then I shall fumigate, help purify the air, administer 

medicine and take it. I shall avoid places and persons where my presence is not needed in 
order not to become contaminated and thus perchance inflict and pollute others and so 

cause their death as a result of my negligence. If God should wish to take me, he will surely 
find me and I have done what he has expected of me and so I am not responsible for either 
my own death or the death of others… 

 
This may be your first rodeo, but it’s not God’s first rodeo, history’s first rodeo, or the church’s first 

rodeo. The church has often thrived and been 
renewed in times of plague and social upheaval. 

Jesus says, “Don’t let your hearts be troubled. You 
know the way.” Thomas says, “we do not know 
the way,” to which Jesus responds, “I am the 

way.” 
 

We as a church know how to respond to a 
pandemic. We have a history of walking in the 

footsteps of Jesus. Jesus is the way.  
 

What if I get 

sick? You might. 
But remember that 97.5% of those who have gotten COVID-19 will 

recover. In 1918, one third of US Americans got that strain of flu. 
One third. Most recovered then, and most will recover now.  
 

The Easter message is even better than that. Our lives are in God’s 
hands, in life and in death 

 
Resurrection means the worst thing is never the last thing. You are 

loved with an everlasting love that is stronger than the grave. So, 
be not afraid, don’t let your hearts be troubled. Jesus says, “I’ve 
got you. You already know the way. I am the way.” 

 

Figure 1: Ramses watching you complain about just one plague. 
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VIRTUAL LIFE 
Life during this pandemic has included: 

• Video meetings with conferences 

• Coffee with the bishop for lay leaders 

• Weekly video staff meetings 

• Weekly letters from bishop to synod 

• Coming back together recommendations 

from the three Texas-Louisiana bishops 

• Holy Week sermons from the three Texas-

Louisiana bishops 

• Synod staff sermons for Easter 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 

and 7 

• Synod staff daily prayer at noon online prior to 

Holy Week 

• Fielding calls from pastors, deacons and lay 

leaders about situations 

• Anti-discrimination video at City Hall. 

• Regular video and phone meetings for religious 

leaders with city, county and state officials 

• Weekly video conferences with other ELCA 

bishops 

• Sitting on a task force to decide about summer 

camp at Lutherhill 

• Sitting on a task force to determine ELCA 

COVID-19 grants to synods 

• CAR Team video conference 

• Weekly conference call with Synod Vice President 

Robert Rivera 

• Recording sermons for various congregations 

• Working on children’s church and music for my 

home congregation, Tree of Life Conroe 

• Video interview with cancelled assembly speaker 

Mindy Makant 

 

FINANCES 
Please note the financial statements. This year 
congregations generously shared $1,295,587 for ministries 

through the synod and churchwide organizations. This is 
about a 2.5% increase over last year. In all, income was 
around $1.35M out of a $1.4M budget. Through careful 

spending, we ended the fiscal year with a net operating 
total of ($478). Through these funds you supported 

campus ministries, Lutherhill, Wartburg Seminary, LSPS, 
LSTC, Seafarers’ Mininstries, LEAD, ELCA churchwide, new 

mission starts, candidacy, call process, disaster response 
and more. Thank you. 
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PILOT 
The mission support pilot in which we are 
participating allows us to pay our own DEM 
(Chris Markert) and administer our own grants 
for mission, rather than sending those 
resources to Chicago, and having them pay 
the DEM and offer grants for mission. We have 
benefitted from increased mission energy and 

activity from this pilot.  We hope it will 

continue. The three-year period ends at the 
end of 2020. We hope for another extension. 

LEAD 
This year LEAD was to become a separate 
501(c)3. There has been a delay in notification 
about their status from the IRS, but LEAD and 
Synod had disentangled finances and 
administrative structures by the end of 2019. 
We continue to contract with LEAD for 
congregational renewal. LEAD is excited to
be applying for a $1 million grant from the Lilly 
Foundation.

SYNOD STAFF 
After a period of staff turnover, I am delighted to 
say we have had a year of stability. Here is your 
synod staff, who serve congregations and 
leaders with joy: 

• Aimee Elles, Administrative Services

Coordinator

• Gretchen Lundquist, Office Manager

• Chris Markert, Bishop’s Associate for

Mission

• Mike Rinehart, Bishop

• Tracey Breashears Schultz, Bishop’s

Associate for Leadership

• Beth Vu, Bookkeeper

We continue to rely heavily on Lizbeth Johnson 
who is our gift planner with the Lutheran 

Foundation of the Southwest and the ELCA 
Foundation, as well as Peggy Hahn with LEAD.  

Thank you for the privilege of serving as bishop 

these past 13 years. Thank you for the ministry you 

do in this part of Louisiana and Texas. 

Respectfully submitted, 

More information on Christianity and pandemic 1 

Bishop Michael Rinehart   More information on Christianity and pandemic 2  

BY THE NUMBERS 
(27 congregations have not submitted reports.) 

• 32,427 members

• 10,069 in worship each Sunday

• 104 congregations and Missions

• 14 missions and renewals

• 3 campus ministries: LSU, Houston (UH 
and Rice, reorganizing), Brazos Valley 
(Texas A&M and Blinn)

• 3 congregations served by ecumenical 
partners (Galilean La Place, Joyful Life 
Magnolia, Love New Orleans)

• 94 active pastors and deacons

• 82 retired pastors and deacons

• 15 new pastors and deacons

• 21 specialized calls

• 11 pastors and deacons on leave

https://gulfcoastsynod.org/staff/
https://www.christianitytoday.com/history/issues/issue-49/black-death-christian-response-third-world-died.html
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/4-lessons-church-history/
https://gulfcoastsynod.org/congregations/new-missions/



