
Bishop’s Report 
Rev. Laurie Jungling 
Synod Council (Zoom) 
February19, 2020 (one day) 
 
What new normal? 

I’ve been bishop for 15 years and my term is up…at least according to one of the synod pastors! 
And I’m feeling it. In September, I talked about the constantly changing new normal. But really there is 
no “normal” yet; just a lot of change, learning, challenge, struggle, risk-taking and exhaustion among our 
leaders, congregations, ministries, and church. 

But God is in the midst of this dark night of frustration and exhaustion. God is our anchor in the 
midst of the storm that is just beginning to calm. God is providing hope, that light at the end of the tunnel 
which is still small but growing bigger each day. God is filling us with steadfast and never-ending love 
which in-spirits us to keep on stepping forward to care for, serve and love our neighbors. 

God is renewing us in the life of Christ, transforming and transfiguring us into the body of Christ 
and into followers of Christ we are called to be. Only in trusting in the new life of Christ can we as a 
Church and a synod move through the transition and into the transformation that God wants for us. Only 
in faith, hope and love can we take the faithful risks necessary to be the Montana/NWY synod together as 
followers of Christ.  
 
Where are we in February in our life as the Church, both as the ELCA and the MT Synod? 
 

Churchwide. Please note that Loni Taylor, one of the Region1 CW Council reps will be offering 
a report on churchwide happenings as well. Much of the remaining staff at Churchwide office continue to 
work from home, though they are gathering frequently via zoom as they seek to implement the transitions 
effected by the new Future Church process. (See below) Nearly every activity, including most synod 
assemblies, bishop’s elections, the March COB meeting in two weeks, and other work of the various parts 
of the CWO is happening online through zoom and other formats. We’ve now moved to MS Teams, lots 
of Teams, a better format mostly. Less emails.  

The 66 bishops + continue to gather every week for learning, discussion, and updates from around 
the Church which allows for more interaction and relationship building. I continue to meet with my 
Region 1 colleagues every week for support and ideas, including ways the synods can partner in doing 
work together. Already the bishops and synods are collaborating more instead of living in our own spaces. 
Things that have happened or are happening at the CW level:  

1. Future Church strategy: the “paradigm-shifting” process is underway at the churchwide level. 
Staffing changes have been made, though the number of cuts were not as extensive as originally 
thought. Still, some were informed in November that they would be losing their jobs in February 
and given a good 6 month transition package. Not only were there cuts but the Churchwide office 
structure has been redesigned to function more efficiently and with fewer silos. A change in 
culture is being attempted in how the Churchwide expression of the ELCA functions in relation to 
the other expressions, synod and congregation, with the hopes that there will be leveling of 
engagement and a new openness to innovation. Time will tell what will emerge from these 
transitions. One thing that did not change is the DEM position which will stay in place at least 
through 2022 and probably longer. Conversations will continue about whether the DEM will stand 
under the synod or Churchwide umbrella. But the DEM will stay with us for the next few years.  

2. The new First Call process I mentioned in September has been constructed and took effect Feb. 1. 
While we are still learning and experimenting, it looks and feels like a better process than what 
existed before. It does require more investment by the bishops and A2B’s with the candidates 



coming through the synod’s candidacy process but this allows deeper relationships to be formed.  
3. The ELCA Church council has taken on the responsibility, through its committee on appeals, to 

update the Definitions and Guidelines for Discipline for Rostered Leaders, Congregations 
and Members. As you may have heard, Visions and Expectations went away last March and is no 
longer being used to discipline misbehaving pastors (it never should have been used that way in 
the first place.) Definitions and Guidelines has existed from near the beginning of the ELCA but 
rarely known or used. Now it is being brought into the 21st century with some serious upgrades. 
The final product will be voted on by the Churchwide Council hopefully sometime this Spring. It 
will be used to guide the behavior of not only rostered pastors and deacons but also LPAs, 
congregations and members of congregations when the need for discipline arrives.  

 
The Synod: we continue to respond to the needs of the congregations, ministries, and leaders (pastors, 

deacons, LPA’s directors of ministries, etc.) with the desire to empower and encourage their thriving and 
vitality. Exhaustion and frustration, both from doing ministry during the pandemic and engaging their 
congregations in the midst of the strife surrounding the election and post-election, is real among our 
leaders and they are anxious and depressed, particularly as they deal with individuals causing dissension 
in the congregation. Still the fights over masks, fellowship, and worship continue!  

Congregations and pastors are struggling to discern their direction, wondering what it means to be 
Church and pastoral leaders during this time of “vaccinated ministry” as vaccines are in that “already, not 
yet” stage. Although our LPAs continue to serve as pulpit supply and support for congregations without 
pastors, they too are feeling the stress in their own congregations and others they serve. 

As we move into a more stable place through vaccinations (hopefully), I have concerns about our 
pastoral leaders and how they will weather the transitions they face in the next couple of months and 
years. Some recognize the opportunities to explore the new, vital, and thriving ways of being church and 
will be our innovators and leaders. Others may burn out, experience caregiver crash, or need mental and 
emotional care which is hard to find in MT/WY. I wonder if the congregational transitions and requests 
for on leave from call will increase in the short-term; and there will be some who choose to leave the 
ministry altogether. This may create an even deeper shortage of pastors.  The LPA program may become 
a more important resource in this synod and so we are doing some rethinking about the training that 
program provides to better prepare our LPAs for the transitions ahead. 

Ministries in the synod: The Bible Camps have found a way to make it work this year and people 
have stepped up to help financially through generous gifts. FLBC purchased a new piece of land adjacent 
to the camp which will protect the camp’s interests. Both plan to go back to full-time programming this 
summer, though no doubt with some Covid protections in place. Campus ministries are also hanging in 
there, with student activities happening throughout the fall and into the winter. While Emmaus seems to 
be holding its own financially, MSU campus ministry suffered financially. Fortunately, the MT Synod 
Covid relief fund was able to assist them in making budget this year. I have not had an update recently on 
St. John’s United but I do know that both SJU and Immanuel have played large roles in protecting their 
residents and community from the effects of Covid. Our Saviour’s, Rocky Boy’s: Pastor Tom Gehring 
arrived and was ordained and installed in November. Loni may speak to this as well. 

Synod Office response: Regarding Covid-19, we’ve played it safe as the numbers of cases and 
deaths continued to rise. The office remains closed to the public since Candi is often in the office alone 
from 8:30-4:30 every weekday. Staff also worked primarily from home over the past months, trying to not 
to cross paths too much. Now that numbers are declining, we hope to meet in person on some 
Wednesdays for staff meeting. We get more accomplished when we’re in the same room. Currently, we 
are limiting travel to necessary reasons only such as a congregation blow-up or ordinations. We’re doing a 
lot of meeting with folks via email, phone and zoom. Fortunately, most of us were able to take vacation 
days in December and January which were much needed times away. 



 As we enter Lent, one year into the pandemic, here are some things we have done or are planning 
to do to help equip and support leaders and congregations during this time: 

• Regular Deans zooms – every other month at least. I’d like to find more ways to have cluster/dean 
system work for us during this time and beyond. 

• Weekly Gather zoom with active clergy and LPA’s. We stopped in January but hope to begin 
again in next week. 

• Weekly Dwelling in the Word Zoom 
• Providing a counseling resource list for pastors in various parts of the synod. 
• Lots of pastoral counseling for our leaders. 
• Bi-monthly synod council conversations 
• Two Bishop’s Convos – 1 in Oct, 1 last week, equipping our leaders; 
• Coaching, Leadership training/guidance and various other support opportunities 
• Updated our synod communications: Weekly Announcements and Weekly News. 
• Communications Team meeting every month: me, Colter, Lindean, Peggy, and Jenny 
• New webpage working well  
• Many, many zoom and phone calls with pastors, congregation leaders as they go through 

transitions or difficulties. 
• Prep for synod assembly 
• …and more 

 
Me: I’m still videoing slowly a course for the LPA program about basic Lutheran theology. I have 

agreed to be on the next social statement task force focusing on Church, State and Civic Engagement: we 
have met twice already and will be busy for the next 5 years. Expect listening posts. I along with Jason 
and Peggy are attending via zoom the “Excellence in Leadership Academy” through the Rocky Mt Synod 
so that we can bring that knowledge to the Montana Synod. I continue to explore and implement my 
leadership gifts and skills which is a team-style, collaborative approach that invites participation from 
others. Through this approach, I hope to discern new, old and various ways to fulfill our mission to equip 
folks for the ministry of the gospel in the synod. I had cataract surgery over the December holidays which 
has made my life a lot simpler – no contact lenses! 

Finally, I continue to pray…a lot, for myself and for the pastoral leaders, congregations, and 
ministries of the synod. Contemplative prayer, mindfulness prayer, dwelling in the word prayer, sitting 
and doing nothing prayer. That return to our center, the God of love in Jesus Christ, is crucial for me and 
for all of us during these days of feeling exhausted and strained. Opening myself up to the life-renewing 
power of the Holy Spirit has been healing and has allowed me to step outside my own anxiety (on my 
good days) to be the best pastoral leader I can be for the synod. Getting my own coach is helping too.  

 
Question for the future months and year: How will we as synod leadership continue to equip the 

pastoral leaders (rostered and lay) as well as congregations and ministries to do the work of 
Christ’s gospel ministry in the synod and wider world? 

 
 
Your Servant In Christ,  
Rev. Laurie Jungling, Bishop 


