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Greetings people of God in the Southwestern Texas Synod, it is good to be 
with you. We are so grateful for the opportunity to be together this 
weekend and see the energy and connections when we are in person. 
Much has happened in our lives and in this territory since our assembly on 
Zoom last year, and especially since our last in-person assembly three 
years ago.  
 
We have experienced unprecedented challenges that have left their mark 
on us and re-shaped who we are as people and as the church. We are still 
feeling the acute grief of the Uvalde and other mass murders and we 
acknowledge that this hangs in the air. And yet God continues to break in 
with hope and signs of new life. We want to take a moment and 
acknowledge both the elements of grief and gratitude that we all bring 
with us to this assembly  
 
On your table, you will find a white quarter sheet of paper. On one side, 
we invite you to write something (s) that you are grieving. On the other 
side, write something(s) for which you are grateful. You’ll have just a 
couple of minutes, and when you are done, place them in the basket on 
your table.  
  
Thank you. Would someone at each table please hold up the basket as I 
lead us in a prayer? 
  
Let us pray, merciful and loving God, as we hold up these words of grief 
and gratitude to you, we ask that you hold us in your tender care. Remind 
us that earth has no sorrow that heaven cannot heal, and let your 
goodness be amplified through our gratitude. In the name of Jesus we 
pray, amen.     
  
The last 2+ years have significantly changed the ways we function as a 
society and as the church, and even though we seek a firm foundation to 
find our footing, there are still many uncertainties around us. The 
pandemic, political division, racial tensions, climate disasters, shootings, 
war and more create an environment that feels like it’s constantly 
changing, which is why it’s so important to stay grounded in what 
matters.  
 
Our synod focus from Fall 2021-Fall 2022 comes from our purpose 
statement, “God’s grace transforms and connects us to lead.” That 
theme is echoed in Acts 8:26-40, the story of Philip and the Ethiopian 
Eunuch which we heard earlier this morning. The Holy Spirit leads Philip 
down a wilderness road; the Eunuch leads Philip into conversation; Philip 



leads the Eunuch to the Good News of Jesus; the Eunuch returns to 
Ethiopia and likely leads others in the Jesus movement there. This is how 
the Good News goes forth: by being attentive to the call of the Holy Spirit 
and willing to go down wilderness roads, both the literal and figurative 
ones that we have in the vast territory of our synod.  
  
The role of church in society has changed so much in the last several 
decades that even familiar ways of doing ministry are not having the 
same impact as they used to. Fewer people are showing up. Our synod 
territory doesn’t suffer from a lack of people, though. This part of Texas 
is seeing huge population and economic growth; yet, with some 
exceptions, we have remained largely a mono-cultural denomination in an 
increasingly diverse multi-cultural context. 
  
In the midst of so much change, the Spirit of the living God continues to 
lead us to new places – or perhaps to familiar places with a fresh 
perspective. The Good News of Jesus and his radically inclusive love, 
grace, forgiveness, and mercy for all people still needs to be shared – 
maybe now more than ever before! 
  
This message is embodied in our Assembly theme, “Got Good News? Go 
with it!” We have Good News to share, and, like Philip, we are ready to 
get up and go with it whenever and wherever the Spirit calls. And this 
Good News is catching. When we share it with someone, they can share it 
with another person, and so on. During our time together you will have 
opportunities in our main sessions as well as workshops, affinity tables 
and various conversations to hear and learn more about how we can live 
out the radically inclusive good news of Jesus. We hope that you will 
engage deeply while you are here this weekend and take back what 
you’ve learned and experienced to your congregations.   
  
Because here’s the thing – we have a huge mission field all around us – 
family, friends, and neighbors who have never heard the good news, 
those who might have heard it but cannot believe it could be for them, 
too, or those who might have grasped this good news but have not 
connected or who have disconnected from faith communities that were 
not living out that good news in a way that they could hear and respond.   
  
As the pandemic is on the wane here at the moment, we have been able 
to conclude some of the crisis mode-responses and look ahead to the 
future. Our purpose statement, God’s grace transforms and connects us 
to learn, to love, to lead, continues to guide our work together.  
 
In collaboration with Synod Council, our deans, various ministry teams 
and synod staff, we have been discerning how God is calling us forward 
into the future. We’ve been sharing a vision as we travel around the 



synod, meeting with rostered and lay leaders, and we share this with you 
now: To be(come) a network of Spirit-empowered communities of 
disciples, called and sent to live out the radically inclusive gospel of 
Jesus through the promises of baptism. 
  
This vision takes seriously our context and how God is calling us to 
imagine being the church in new ways. Our territory stretches from 
Georgetown down and to the west to Mexico and east to Ganado. It’s a 
huge area, and the largest percentage of the population here claims their 
religious identity as “none.” Even though many of those say they seek 
spiritual support and a sense of purpose greater than themselves, they 
have no religious affiliation.  
  
On our territory there are many brands of churches who are quick to draw 
lines and make rules about who’s in and who’s out; where migrants, 
persons who identify as LGBTQIA+, the poor and those with different skin 
colors are often dehumanized and even criminalized. Friends, we have 
good news that needs to be shared; it has the power to transforms lives! 
 
As Lutheran Christians, we are united in the belief that God’s grace, 
mercy and love are for all people. Even when we do not agree on policies 
or politics, we have common ground in the radically inclusive Gospel and 
our baptismal promises which guide our actions.  
  
It’s why the story of Philip and the Eunuch speaks to us so well in this 
time – God is calling and sending us out with the Good News, across 
boundaries and borders. 
  
We’ like to invite you now to spend the next few minutes at your tables 
with one or two other people and dwell in the vision for the synod. What 
word, phrase, or image seems especially important? What do you connect 
with? How do you see this vision already being lived out in the territory of 
our synod?  
  
Thank you for your conversation. Let’s spend some time exploring this 
vision, and some ways we’re already living this out.  
 
Just by being here you are embodying part of this vision statement: to be 
a network of Spirit-empowered communities of disciples. The Apostle 
Paul uses the analogy of the body of Christ and how we need each other 
to function, and how if one hurts we all hurt. He wasn’t just talking about 
us as individuals, but also as congregations. Whether you’re a big 
congregation or a small one, we all need each other. We are part of a 
network of congregations that make up the synod. The word synod just 
means “together with” – the synod isn’t your bishop and her staff, the 



synod is all of us together. And we’re part of a network of synods that 
make up the ELCA as well as a network of various denominations around 
the world that work together in the mission of God.   
 
We share our resources for the common good – so Faith McDade’s mission 
support, for instance, helps to fund finding the next pastor for Christ 
Georgetown. Grace Harlingen is sharing their pastor with the wider 
church as conference dean, and so on. God has given us everything we 
need to do the work God has called us to do, but not by ourselves 
  
Here are more examples of networks – we brought together groups of lay 
and rostered leaders throughout the pandemic to support one another 
and share resources, and we discovered that we needed each other! We 
have groups of congregations like Christ in the Country who are working 
together to share a pastor and claim the mission field all around them. 
Congregations are working together and through Cross Trails for 
confirmation instruction.  
 
This winter Lutheran and Presbyterian congregations in the valley met 
together to dream about how God might be calling them together into 
mission – a first fruit from those conversations was a joint prayer service 
for Ukraine.  
 
With the recent tragedy in Uvalde; even though we don’t have a 
congregation there, we are connected. A pastor who came through 
candidacy in our synod, and is now serving in the Rocky Mountain Synod, 
served the Presbyterian church there, and has been in Uvalde the past 
couple of weeks ministering to families there alongside her Presbyterian 
counterpart. Lutheran Disaster Response shared a grant with us to assist 
with all of this, and we’re able to give funds to our ecumenical partners 
on the ground there where they can do they most good. 
  
We are starting a network of congregations in the fall who will be 
learning how to grow in their generosity for the sake of mission – there’s 
a workshop to introduce you to this this afternoon. And there’s a network 
of volunteers who work with congregations to deepen their discipleship 
through the use of faith practices. They’re demonstrating some of them 
throughout our time together and have lots of resources to share.  
  



Austin City Lutherans is a network of congregations who banded together 
a few years ago to fight hunger and poverty in the city. Out of that 
network has come the Bread for All Food Pantry, which continued to 
serve people throughout the pandemic. They also began the Mariposa 
Family Learning Center in Montopolis, which provides low cost child care 
and learning for children and their parents, to break the cycle of poverty.   
  
Then there’s our work with migration ministries, where we are part of 
several interconnecting networks to provide care to our neighbors coming 
across our Southern border. Through Eagle Pass Frontera Ministries and 
Iglesia Luterana San Lucas we’re partnering with the Methodists and the 
Franciscan Sisters across the border in Piedras Negras to feed the hungry 
and show hospitality to migrants. They go on to San Antonio, where we 
have a partnership with the Episcopal Diocese of West Texas to provide 
respite and resources at one of our Lutheran congregations before these 
migrants go on to their next stop somewhere in the country. Our about to 
be ordained Deacon Lisa Diana works there and also heads our Migration 
Ministries. 
 
We work with Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Services and the ELCA 
AMMPARO network to help them find sponsors. And we work with the 
Interfaith Welcome Coalition, just to name a few nodes on our network as 
we provide the long welcome to folks fleeing violence, poverty and 
climate disasters.    
  
Project Radical Hospitality is a network of women in our synod who are 
passionate about caring for other women fleeing their countries because 
of violence.  
 
And just a word about this: these folks are coming legally with asylum 
claims, and we are called to welcome and care for them. There is a 
workshop this afternoon, a display table, and an affinity table at lunch 
today where you can learn more about why migrants are coming, how 
we’re caring for them through migration ministries of our synod, and how 
you can get involved.  
  
We also have several new or exploratory ministries, funded in partnership 
with the ELCA, that are happening with networks in mind.   
  



There’s Pláticas de Santa Sofia, a Synod Authorized Worshiping 
Community (also known as a SAWC) in San Antonio with a mission of 
providing welcome and belonging to women, particularly Latinas, who 
have been harmed and excluded by the church. This ministry creates 
space for healing and empowerment of women through through art, food, 
and authentic conversation and it’s happening in multiple locations now. 
You’ll have an opportunity to experience a bit of this in one of our 
workshops this afternoon.  
  
Palabra de Vida is a new SAWC in southeast Austin which is the fruit of a 
vision for multicultural, latiné community outreach which has risen out of 
the closure of Prince of Peace Lutheran Church in Austin in 2017. An 
endowment from the sale of that property is supporting the vision of 
Palabra de Vida, to cultivate spiritual growth and community 
transformation through a multicultural, multiethnic, bilingual, barrier-
crossing worshiping community. 
  
Technicolor Ministries was just approved as another new SAWC for the 
LGBTQIA+ community and those who love them. A large portion of our 
territory has no ELCA representation and no LGBTQIA+ faith 
representation. Technicolor Ministries focuses on support, 
accompaniment, education, and creating local communities among the 
LGBTQIA+ community and their families and allies.   
  
Lutheran Apostolic Network of South Texas is a ministry exploration 
strengthening the discipleship and evangelism efforts of existing 
congregations, discovering opportunities for mission collaboration, and 
experimenting with possibilities for launching new churches across the 
southern sector of our synod’s territory. This is an area where there are 
higher degrees of ethnic and socioeconomic diversity and where large 
parts have no ELCA witness. 
  
Its leader, Edwin, was sent to us by the Holy Spirit from Puerto Rico and 
he has extensive missionary and church revitalization experience. He’ll 
also be co-leading a workshop on Embracing Evangelism, which is 
primarily for lay people living out their call to witness to the gospel.  
  
So we are already part of many networks – and I bet you can name some 
more.   



  
The next part of our vision involves Spirit-empowered communities of 
disciples. The root of the word “disciple” is learner, and as disciples we 
spend our entire lives learning what it means to follow Jesus. Whether we 
are worshipping in the sanctuary or online, having faith conversations, 
getting groceries, or sitting in the bleachers at the soccer field, we have 
opportunities to practice our faith. It is a lifelong endeavor to grow in 
faith as we follow, and we’re not growing for our own sake. In our 
baptism we are called and sent for the sake of the world. It’s the Holy 
Spirit that accompanies, strengthens, emboldens, pushes and prods us to 
live out this faith. Make no mistake – it takes courage to do this!   
  
Now we get to the part about living out the radically inclusive gospel of 
Jesus. This makes some people nervous. If we’re being honest, perhaps it 
makes all of us a bit nervous. This is so much more than saying “all are 
welcome.” It’s overcoming our pre-judgements. It’s understanding that 
there are different worldviews and perspectives and that we can’t expect 
everyone to agree on everything or even many things!  God created the 
world with incredible diversity – living with that diversity is our particular 
blessing and challenge.  
 
As Christians, part of the way we grow in faith is to learn about and make 
space for people who are different than us. For so long, as predominantly 
white Christians, we’ve had the privilege to not examine other people’s 
perspectives and lived experiences. We’ve had the privilege of not 
understanding or even trying to understand, yet alone dismantle the 
systems and structures of racism that keep a whole group of people from 
living the lives of wholeness that God intends for them. That must change 
if we are to become the Church God is calling us to be.   
  
We’re grateful for our Inclusivity, Diversity and Equity Team, who has 
begun training all of our staff and elected leaders and are available to 
provide training in your contexts. They will also be holding a workshop on 
how we can model having difficult conversations when we come from 
such different perspectives.  
 
In the realm of difficult conversations about inclusivity, diversity, and 
equity, we acknowledge that our denomination has recently been 
experiencing turmoil around the actions of the Bishop of the Sierra Pacific 



Synod. Details of this situation are available in an e-mail sent to voting 
members, rostered ministers, and synod council members this week. If 
you have not yet read that e-mail, I encourage you to do that before 
tomorrow. There’s a copy on the voting  member webpage. 
 
There is much in our synod to reckon with as well, including policies and 
procedures which operate to the detriment of marginalized peoples. 
During the time tomorrow when Pastor Duran would have brought the 
ELCA report we will have a time of prayer, and then share something 
about the steps we are taking to learn and grow from this painful 
example. Director for Evangelical Mission Pastor Chris Steubing will bring 
a condensed ELCA report tomorrow afternoon. While it is not a happy 
coincidence, we are grateful for the forward thinking of the Holy Spirit in 
guiding our Synod Assembly planning towards discussions about diversity 
and inclusion long before these contentious events occurred. 
 
Pastor Kelly’s keynotes and workshops as well as our Evangelism workshop 
will provide a lot of learning for how we connect with people who might 
be different than us with the gospel of Jesus. 
  
Let’s look at the promises that we make in baptism and practice 
throughout our entire lives. Let’s read them together. <read 
together>This is all the baptized, and not just the pastors and deacons!  
 
Outside the door to this assembly hall is a big whiteboard with our vision 
on it, and as you come and go we’d invite you to write ways in which 
you’re already living out this vision in some way in your local context. 
You might give someone else a great idea as you share how God is at work 
in your context!   
 
And if you have ideas of how we could be living it out more fully, we’d 
invite you to write those ideas on a colored card at your table throughout 
the weekend and put them in the table basket.  
  
Friends in Christ, thank you for the ways you currently live out these 
promises of baptism, and may God make us ready for the work we have 
yet to do! The God that calls us to this work also empowers us! We are 
grateful to be in this together.   
  
 


