2022 Churchwide Assembly Reflections

We invited our voting members to reflect on the 2022 Churchwide Assembly. Here are
a few of their responses:

- Susan Boxberger
“Good morning, Church!” That was the greeting that began every morning as over
1,000 of our siblings in Christ gathered at the Churchwide Assembly. In accordance
with a change made at the last Assembly in 2019, members of the Churchwide
Council, of which | am a part, were voting members of the Assembly.

One of the most important things we did at Assembly was to elect a new vice
president, the highest position among lay leaders in our church. You may or may not
know that our previous vice president, Mr. Bill Horne, died unexpectedly last August.
After five ballots, the Assembly elected Mr. Imran Siddiqui, who is the soon-to-be
former synodical vice president from the Southeastern Synod in Atlanta. | was very
pleased with the outcome. The diversity of the candidates, especially the final three,
was impressive.

In addition, we also elected a number of new Churchwide Council members, who
each serve a single 6-year term, with about half of the terms ending with the
Churchwide Assembly every three years. Plus, there were elections for various
committees and boards affiliated with the church or its related bodies, such as
colleges and seminaries and other groups.

The biggest movement happening in the church now is our Future Church initiative.
A goalis to bring in a million new, young, and diverse members by 2030. Presiding
Bishop Eaton stated that the 7 last words of the church are “That’s the way we’ve
always done it;” innovation and experimentation to meet people where they are is
instead emphasized as a way of striving toward our goal.

A necessary part of becoming more diverse is dealing with our history of institutional
and systemic racism, in which we have participated as has much of our American
society. Time and attention were given at the Assembly to acknowledge and address
these wrongs and to seek new and better ways of including people of various
backgrounds. These included land acknowledgment for Native Americans (who,
after all, were here before most of our ancestors), and a heartfelt apology to a



congregation of Lutherans of Hispanic background who have recently been the
victims of a series of unfortunate events on the west coast. Healing is beginning in
that situation.

| loved the fact that we made it all the way through our agenda, and addressed every
issue, election, and memorial. (Because anything left undone would fall to the
Councilin the fall.) Further, | was pleased at how the situation with the Sierra Pacific
Synod was handled, and relieved that there was not a lot of animosity, protest, or
disruption.

The worship services, both music and preaching, were wonderful. There were daily
services in a variety of styles and settings, with lots of wonderful music from the
ELW and the latest supplement, “All Creation Sings.” Although a lot of the songs
were unfamiliar to me, it was obvious that many in attendance knew them well, and
we certainly made a joyful noise!

- David Frederking
This was my first time attending the ELCA Churchwide Assembly. | attended as a
voting member from our synod’s Western Kansas Conference. Before arriving in
Columbus, Ohio, many opportunities to learn about the “hot” topics on the agenda,
resolutions being presented, and how to navigate the Guidebook, software, and
especially the electronic voting machines we would use. This training was provided
and supported by both Churchwide staff and our CSS staff. Bible studies were
offered that afforded insight and provoked reflection into scripture passages relative
to the themes and topics within the Assembly. These pre-Assembly opportunities
provided me with a strong sense of being prepared for the Assembly, and my
responsibility as a voting member.
However, upon arrival | was rather overwhelmed and found my eyes opened to the
scope of the event. It was awesome! To see and experience the power of the Holy
Spirit moving in and through us as we worshiped and participated in the business of
the church was moving and humbling. What a beautifully diverse body of Christ we
are. | learned so much through my experience and was blessed to enter into new
friendships with my siblings in Christ from all parts of the country and our synod.
| had the privilege to participate in the Assembly Choir. We sang at the closing
worship service. It was yet again another awesome experience!
If you are ever given the opportunity to be a voting member to the Churchwide
Assembly and you feel the Holy Spirit calling, | would encourage you to answer,
“Here | am Lord, send me!”



- Tullia Brown Hamilton
Itis 4pm on August 8, 2022. | am sitting Meeting Room A at the Greater Columbus
Convention Center. Not for the first time, | am wondering, why am | here? | had
limited involvement or interest in the church beyond my own congregation. A short
answer could be that the Central States Synod needed a lay woman of color for its
cohort of voting members. But that was the Synod’s agenda, and not really an
answer to why | was there. Over the next four days, | hoped to find out.
At my age itis always tempting to think that you’ve seen it all. However, the
assembly exposed me to a lot that was new.

e Who knew ELCA was not a hierarchy with a pecking order and chain of
command? | learned that “Within the ELCA, there are three primary
expressions of this church: congregations, synods, and the churchwide
organization. Each one is fully the church, but none is the whole church. They
exist and serve within this one church.” However, there were clearly clouds
of dissatisfaction around the three expressions and how they work or don’t
work. One of the important outcomes of the assembly was the call to
establish a commission to examine the current ELCA structure.

e Who knew “Memorials” had nothing to do with those who have passed away?
| learned that Memorials are proposals for action involving broad policy
issues submitted by synod assemblies for consideration by the churchwide
body. | am grateful to all the people in each of the church’s expressions
whose work and commitment help make this church its best self.

¢ Who knew there was something called an ecclesiastical ballot?

e Who knew that it was possible to have a decision-making conclave with
nearly 1,000 people without paper? iPads were the order of the day. It was a
little weird at first, but worth the savings to the budget (I hope) and the
planet.

Enough of my ignorance, on to the highlights:

Colleagues -l was part of a group of 13 fellow voters from Central States Synod. |
didn’t know any of them prior to the meeting; but | found myself looking forward to
being with them every single day of the assembly. Thank you all for your wisdom,
collegiality, and warmth.

Worship — Each day of the Assembly included an opportunity for worship. | took a
particular interest in these services because my congregation has been involved in
ongoing conversations about what worship should look like. To my surprise, | found
it difficult to classify the services as traditional or contemporary. What | can say is



that for me, each of those services reflected the “bodily presence of the Christian
community.” The Native American-inspired communion service was a mountain-
top experience.

Diversity - Imran Siddiqui, born a Muslim, was elected vice-president. He is not the
first person of color to hold that position. In addressing the Assembly after his
election, he noted that although all three finalists for the position were people of
color, it didn’t mean that the church had solved racism. But what exactly did it
mean? | read somewhere recently, that the ELCA is the “whitest” of the mainline
denominations. The diversity on display at the assembly bore little resemblance to
the vast majority of Lutheran congregations. Is it the intention of the ELCA that
diversity reside within the churchwide expression?

Ecumenism - | was uplifted by the presence of the ecumenical partners at the end of
Thursday’s last plenary session. The church universal does exist. | found the
exhortation from Vashti McKenzie of the National Council of Churches especially
meaningful. “We must have the courage to see,” she said, “it is not safer in the dark.”
| began these reflections with the question why was there? | left the assembly with
an answer. It started with the declaration from Vance Blackfox that his call to the
church was helping white people heal. | am not yet a good enough Christian that |
don’t bristle at the idea that as a person of color, | am somehow responsible for
making white people whole. However, the word “heal” stuck with me. One of my
favorite authors, Rachel Held Evans, makes a distinction between curing and
healing. Curing means to simply remove disease. Healing, she said, is the
restoration of wholeness. The more | thought about it, it occurred to me that healing
is a two-way street. In the act of healing and making others whole, we heal
ourselves. This insight is of immense value to me. My presence at the assembly
made it possible. Thank you, Brother Blackfox.

- Becky Kiel
What inspired me: Each worship experience was deeply meaningful in its own way.
The soprano who sang "Give Me Jesus" brought tears to my eyes. | will never forget
the American Indian Lutheran service. - In the past year I've read Kimmerer's
nonfiction book Braiding Sweetgrass and Joy Harjo's How We Became Human book
of poems, which primed me to soak up an American Indian way of Christian
spirituality.

What | learned: First, the breadth and depth and future direction of ELCA. One of the
newer members of my home congregation wanted to know if ELCA is truly open to
minorities; | just gave him my printed stack of Memorials. He studied them a while



that Wednesday evening and returned them with his questions satisfied. Second,
we in the Central States are lucky to have Susan Candea as our bishop. One minute
she is looking after our needs [who isn't here yet] and the next she is one of the 12 of
us from our synod. - The Thursday night pizza party that led to relaxed conversations
for over 2 hours was another memorable "event."

The highlight: The Friday worship service. When | saw our new VP arrive for his
installation in jeans and no tie, | laughed with delight. Maybe he is truly the one to
resonate with a younger generation. Bishop Patricia Davenport's sermon brought me
and a lot of other Lutherans to our feet! Halleluia!

- JoLana Pinon
| believe that the ELCA is making strong movements to live what it professes:
In electing a new vice president (the top lay leader in the ELCA), our final three
candidates were people of color. They were all great candidates.
Each vote--and there were five--was preceded by singing and praying for the
guidance of the Holy Spirit.
Thanks be to God!! | also loved the diversity of worship services.

- David Stock
The highlights of my trip were the opportunities to meet and build relationships with
others, whether from the Central States Synod, other voting members from across
the country, event center staff, or individuals from the ComicCon event that
overlapped our last day in Columbus. Sharing joys, callings, pains, and thanks with
all of these groups, and sharing worship with the Assembly were all times that
touched my heart.

Our Native American ELCA siblings who spoke from the stage were very engaging
and moving. | recall the driving in my gut and racing of my heart as | was moved to
go to a microphone and speak to a decision that was before the assembly. | recall
the disappointment that the words shared through me did not sway the overall

vote. The hopes, frustrations, caring and friendly acts among those with whom | was
able to interact helped remind me that we are both saints and sinners. We are ALL
God's creation. There were over 1000 unique individuals, each created in the image
of God in those rooms for many hours of the week. We need to remember that we
are all community, and to not dismiss each other over differences. We should care
for each other in challenging times and work together for God's purpose.



-Zac Sturm
Attending the ELCA Churchwide Assembly was a phenomenal experience for me. |
have attended many Synod Assemblies over the years, but | had not experienced the
work of the church on a national level. | came away from the Assembly with a much
deeper appreciation for the work of the Churchwide staff, volunteers, and our
Presiding Bishop Elizabeth Eaton. So much information passes through the hands of
voting members during the Assembly because so many decisions need to be made.
Yet, the Presiding Bishop and the elected Churchwide officers guided us gently
through the process and helped us to make informed decisions as voting
members. When in doubt, | could always consult our fabulous Synod Bishop, Rev.
Susan Candea, for proper guidance in case | missed something. A highlight for me
was the election of Mr. Imran Siddiqui as the Vice President of the ELCA (the highest
lay position in our denomination). Mr. Siddiqui, from Atlanta, has a fascinating story
of growing up in a Muslim family, shunning all religion in his tenties, and then
becoming a Lutheran Christian as an adult. | am excited for the leadership he will
provide during his six-year term. Thank you to the Central States Synod for giving me
this opportunity to serve as a voting member and see our beloved Church at work!

- Melissa Woeppel
In a powerful sermon during the closing worship of the 2022 ELCA Churchwide
Assembly, Bishop Patricia Davenport invoked our baptismal covenant and calling.
She reminded us that embodying the Word begins with our baptism and our
response to the covenant God has made. In our affirmation of baptism liturgy we
ask:

“Do you intend to continue in the covenant God made with you in holy baptism:
to live among God'’s faithful people,

To hear the word of God and share in the Lord’s supper,

To proclaim the good news of God in Christ Jesus through word and deed,

To serve all people (and the world God made) following the example of Jesus,
And to strive for justice and peace in all the earth.”

This is our work as the body of Christ, and not just the work of rostered leaders and
church staff, but of all of us!

These commitments well represent for me what it was like to be a voting member at
this assembly. Between voting members, churchwide council and staff, visitors,
guests, and volunteers, well over 1,000 of us came together to do the work of the



church. The worship services in particular were relevant, timely, and moving. It was
an honor and privilege that | was able to assist with communion on Wednesday
morning, where | got to communion our own Bp. Candea, Bp. Maas ,who serves my
home state of Nebraska, and Bp. Humphrey, who serves Virginia and the location of
my internship site. Totally unplanned, and truly special.

We also proclaimed the good news through commitment to action. Together, we
deliberated and voted on a number of pressing memorials and resolutions. All of
them are important, but | am especially proud of the passage of Memorial A4 —
Greenhouse Gas Reduction. Our synod and 16 others memorialized churchwide to
commit to the goals that ELCA Advocacy has already been promoting: to actin
support of 50% reduction in 2005 U.S. levels of greenhouse gas pollution by 2030
and to achieve net-zero emissions by 2050.

This assembly included some difficult conversations and some honest confession
of the sins of racism and colonialism. And we still have work to do to divest
ourselves from the grips of white supremacy. But amid the challenge and
uncertainty of the future, | remain hopeful. New and young people are showing up.
Communities of color are holding us to our commitments to a better way forward.
The embodied and enfleshed God is with us, putting to death those things that must
die and raising us, the church, to new and abundant life for the sake of the world.
Thanks Be!



