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The Rev. Yehiel Curry 

Presiding Bishop 

The Rev. Yehiel Curry is the presiding bishop of 

the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 

(ELCA). Elected by the ELCA Churchwide 

Assembly in Phoenix, Ariz., on July 30, 2025, 

Presiding Bishop Curry began this role on Oct. 1, 

2025. 

Previously, he served as bishop of the ELCA 

Metropolitan Chicago Synod, where he led a 

synod staff and 160 congregations by providing 

pastoral care, preaching, teaching, 

administering sacraments, and overseeing ordinations and installations. He was 

elected synod bishop in 2019 and reelected in spring 2025. During that time, he 

chaired the ELCA Conference of Bishops, fostering ecumenical relationships and 

theological engagement across the Lutheran communion. 

Prior to his role as bishop of the Metropolitan Chicago Synod, Presiding Bishop 

Curry served as the mission developer (2007–2012) and pastor (2013–2019) of 

Shekinah Chapel Lutheran Church in Riverdale, Ill. He earned a Bachelor of Arts 

from Lewis University in Romeoville, Ill., and a Master of Divinity from the 

Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago. He and his wife, LaShonda, are the proud 

parents of three daughters. 
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“I am the vine; you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit,  

because apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). 
 
March 23, 2026 
 
Dear siblings in Christ, 
 
As you gather for your synod assembly, I want to express my gratitude for what you are doing — and 
have been doing — for this church, our church. 
 
In the months since I was installed as presiding bishop, I have been focused on connection. Some of you 
have heard me talk about what it means to be a connected church. This vision of connectedness grows 
directly out of one of the three priorities we, as the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, have 
named for this season of our life together. 
 
When we lifted up these priorities, we committed ourselves to them not as abstract ideas but as guiding 
commitments for how we live and serve as church. As I reflected on them, the third priority stood out 
with particular clarity: to be a connected, sustainable church, raising the bar together. 
 
That priority has been shaping my thinking and my leadership. It asks not just what we do but how we 
do it — together, across congregations, synods and the churchwide organization. Connectedness is not a 
program or a slogan; it is a way of being church that recognizes our shared calling and our shared 
responsibility. This is not my church. It is yours. It is ours, together. The ministries you carry out in your 
congregations and synods are not just yours — they are ours together. 
 
Over the next several years, you will hear this priority expressed with greater focus and clarity. In 2026, 
our emphasis is on connection — strengthening relationships, listening deeply and recognizing how 
much we depend on one another. 
 
In 2027, you will begin to hear me speak more intentionally about sustainability — how we steward our 
people, our resources and our structures so that our witness remains strong for generations to come. By 
2028, connection and sustainability will come together in a shared language of togetherness, as we 
more fully live into who God is calling us to be as church. 
 
So, when you hear language about being together, it is about living out the ELCA’s vision of a world 
experiencing the difference God’s grace and love in Christ make for all people and creation. It matters 
deeply to me that we know who we are, moving forward as one body, trusting God and one another. 
 
I believe this is how connection is built — not by standing alone but by being church together. 
 
With gratitude and hope, 
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The Rev. Yehiel Curry 
Presiding Bishop 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America   
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The Rev. Julie Schneider-Thomas  

Bishop, North/West Lower Michigan Synod 

How are things going? How are you doing? How do you find 

your new work? I have been asked some form of these 

questions many times over the past few months. It’s good to be 

invited to reflect like this, but what I most appreciate is that, 

almost always, the questions are delivered with a tone of care 

and concern.  

First of all, I would like to say that I have been blessed by such a gracious welcome from 

every part of our synod. As the acceptance of this new call meant leaving a call to serve the 

people in two congregations whom I loved deeply, I am especially grateful for the kindness 

with which I have been met as your bishop.  

As to the previous questions, my answer remains that I find the work both interesting and 

challenging. When I encounter things that are new to me, there is good help available. My 

fellow bishops almost always pick up the phone immediately when I call. Our ELCA 

Churchwide staff are so knowledgeable and happy to help. Our synod staff are great 

teammates and our Synod Council, led by VP Sandy Schlesinger, are faithful partners in the 

gospel.  

My written report is an attempt to summarize where my focus has been in these first six 

months. (I am writing this at the end of March.) I do not claim all of this work as my own. 

Our synod staff members have provided reports of their own, but I want to be clear that I 

could not do this work without their partnership. My verbal report at Synod Assembly will 

cover where I anticipate focusing in the months to come.  

Thanks for taking the time to read this!  

 

1. Transition into the Office of Bishop 

Though my term did not begin until September 1, immediately after Synod Assembly I split 

my time wrapping up my ministry with Hope and Zion and beginning to transition into my 

role as bishop: 

• Attending Bishop Formation at the ELCA headquarters in Chicago  

5



• Establishing the synod office, including relocation, technology setup, and staffing 

structure 

• Assembling a new synod staff team to serve with me  

• Preparing for my Installation Service and initial synod communications 

• Beginning regular rhythms of staff meetings, correspondence, and synod-wide 

communication. Our Director of Communication and Administration, Ms. Shannan 

Boerema, and our Director of Technology, Pr. Alex Aivars have done a fantastic job in 

creating and renewing the ways in which we communicate to and with each other.  

I am especially grateful to Synod Vice-President Sandy Schlesinger, whose invaluable 

support helped the transition go as smoothly as possible, and who generously gave many 

hours of her time over the summer. 

2. Congregational Visits and Pastoral Presence 

A significant portion of my time has been devoted to in-person visits, worship leadership, 

and meetings with congregations across the synod: 

• Preaching and presiding in congregations throughout our synod 

• Installation services, anniversaries, and special events 

• Meetings with church councils, often focused on transition, conflict, or future 

planning. I give thanks for our Director for Evangelical Mission, Pr. Kate Van 

Valkenburg, and her work in helping congregations engage in assessing their context 

and visioning about the future and Assistant to the Bishop Pastor Scott Torkko for his 

work with congregations in transition and conflict.  

• Participation in conference gatherings and leadership events 

• Pastoral care in times of illness, death, and conflict 

 

3. Support for Rostered Leaders 

Considerable time was spent in direct contact with rostered ministers: 

• Regular phone and Zoom conversations for support, reflection, and conflict 

navigation 

• Guidance during times of transition, including retirements and new calls 

• Support in situations involving health concerns, disability, or disciplinary processes 

• Engagement with concerns around boundaries, leadership challenges, and 

congregational dynamics 
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4. Call Process Work 

A major focus of this period has been strengthening and engaging the call processes: 

• Regular meetings with congregational leaders and call committees 

• Conversations with rostered ministers interested in coming to our synod and those 

exploring mobility within the synod 

• Addressing challenges in candidate availability and congregational expectations 

 

5. Synod Leadership, Governance, and Administration 

Ongoing leadership responsibilities: 

• Weekly staff and called staff meetings 

• Synod Council and Executive Committee meetings 

• Financial oversight and budget conversations with our finance team. Thanks to the 

many hours of work by Director of Finance Rebecca Bossenbroek, Synod Treasurer 

Karen Bird, and Synod Vice-President Sandy Schlesinger, our financial practices are 

now much clearer and more accessible to those of us without a financial background.  

• Policy development (misconduct, staffing, communications, fund use, etc.) 

• Synod Assembly planning and coordination 

 

6. Regional and Churchwide Involvement 

Participation in the wider church: 

• Conference of Bishops gatherings and regional meetings, including serving on the 

Service and Justice Liaison Committee and the Immigration Ready Bench  

• Bishop formation training and continuing education 

• Collaboration with ecumenical partners and other denominations 

• Engagement with churchwide initiatives, including candidacy and ministry 

development 

These connections have been important for support, shared learning, and connection with 

broader church priorities. 

If you’ve made it this far reading, I’d love to hear from you at the Synod Assembly gathering! 

For each person who lets me know, I will contribute an additional $5 to the Penny Offering. 
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7. Emerging Themes and Challenges 

Several key themes have emerged from listening thus far:  

• Leadership Transition and Change 

Many congregations and leaders are navigating significant transitions, often 

accompanied by grief, uncertainty, but also opportunity. From the largest of our 

congregations to the smallest, our people feel called to be the Body of Christ in their 

communities.  

• Clergy Support and Sustainability 

Rostered ministers are carrying substantial emotional and vocational strain, especially 

in the current political environment, highlighting the need for ongoing support, 

continuing education, and community-building. 

• Call Process and Candidate Availability 

There is a growing gap between congregational needs and available candidates, 

requiring creative approaches and realistic timelines. 

• Congregational Vitality and Adaptation 

While many congregations show strong community and faith, questions remain about 

long-term sustainability, shared ministry, and mission clarity. 

• Communication and Trust 

Clear, consistent communication continues to be essential, particularly in the wake of 

past tensions and ongoing changes. 

 

Conclusion 

How are things going? How are you doing? How do you find your new work? The work is 

interesting and rewarding. Thank you for this call to serve as your bishop. The work is also 

sometimes hard and there is always a lot of it. Thank you for your words of encouragement 

and your prayers. Jesus has called us to this work together. Thanks be to God for your 

company and thanks be to God for the call!  
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2026 Clergy Anniversaries 

 

5 Years 

Rev. Mary Huges 

 

10 Years 

Rev. Daniel Schewe 

 

15 Years 

Rev. Kara Shaw 

Rev. Paul Busekist 

 

20 Years 

Rev. Charles Foerster 

Rev. Debra Dinda 

Rev. Jessica Rivera-

Walker 

Rev. Robert Schmidt 

Deacon Sally Franz 

 

25 Years 

Rev. Kenneth Babcock 

Rev. Philip Van Dam 

 

30 Years 

Rev. William Koehl 

Rev. Joan Oleson 

Rev. Julie Schneider-

Thomas 

 

35 Years 

Rev. James Foster 

Rev. Janice Hite 

Rev. Marth Stuart 

Rev. Ruth Overdier 

Rev. Sara Samuelson 

 

40 Years 

Rev. Andreas Teich 

Rev. Dennis Smith 

Rev. Leslie Soyster 

 

 

 

 

 

45 Years 

Rev. David Mellor 

Rev. Dawn Pooley 

Rev. Michael Hahn 

Rev. Terry Williamson 

 

50 Years 

Rev. James Couser 

Rev. Reed Schroer 

 

55 Years 

Rev. Gary Cowall 

Rev. Paul Krupinski 

Rev. Stephen Samuelson 

 

70 Years 

Rev. Lloyd Ziebarth 

 

80 Years 

Rev. Raymond Bartels 

 

 

2026 Congregation Anniversaries 

 

50 Years 

Cross of Christ Lutheran, Petosky 

Immanuel Lutheran, Mount Pleasant 

Prince of Peace Lutheran, Rose City 

 

75 Years 

Faith Lutheran, Saginaw 

125 Years 

Evangelical Lutheran, East Jordan 

Peace Evangelical Lutheran, South Haven 

 

150 Years 

St. James Lutheran Church, Rogers City
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2025/2026 Roster Change Report 
 

Deaths 

Rev. Dr. Michael Anton 08/22/2025 

Rev. Doug Niemi 02/03/2026 

Rev. Richard Anderson 02/17/2026 

Rev. Peggy Adams 02/27/2026 

Rev. Charles Foerster 04/05/2026 
 

Installations/Calls Accepted 

Rev. Kjersten Sullivan 08/03/2025 Trinity Lutheran, Kalamazoo 

Rev. Alex Aivars 08/16/2025; 09/15/2025 Canterbury – MSU, Episcopal; 
Synod Staff 

Rev. Julie Schneider-Thomas 09/01/2025 Bishop; Synod Staff 

Rev. Scott Torkko 10/01/2025 A2B; Synod Staff 

Rev. Kate Van Valkenburg 10/01/2025 DEM; Synod Staff 

Rev. Laurie Kenyon Woods 11/01/2025 United Campus Christian 
Fellowship 

Rev. Jonathan Bratt Carle 01/18/2026 Two Churches, Kentwood 

Rev. Ken Scheck 03/22/2026 Zion, Woodland 
 

Leave From Call 

Rev. Christina Bright 09/01/2025 

Rev. John Shipman 04/07/2026 
 

Retired 

Rev. Dr. Craig Satterlee 09/01/2025 

Rev. Kevin Sullivan 12/31/2025 
 

Transferred In 

Rev. Laurie Kenyon Woods 11/01/2025 
 

Transferred Out 

Rev. Dr. Craig Satterlee 09/01/2025 Southern Ohio Synod 

Rev. Neil Brady 11/02/2025 Florida-Bahamas Synod 
 

Resignations 

Rev. Paul Sutter 02/19/2026 
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Report of the Synod Vice President 

Sandy Schlesinger 

 

“For we are what he has made us, created in Christ 

Jesus for good works, which God prepared 

beforehand to be our way of life.” 

 

                                                               ~~~ Ephesians 2:10 

 

 

In my 15th year as Synod Vice President, I continue to be blessed by the opportunity to serve 

with other lay leaders and rostered ministers as we partner together to make a meaningful 

difference within the mission & ministry that takes place across our synod! 

As per the constitution, my primary focus is to serve as chair of the Executive Committee and 

Synod Council which serves as the synod’s “Board of Directors” between synod assemblies. In 

addition to Bishop Julie Schneider-Thomas (Class of 2031), the following leaders serve on Synod 

Council: 

• Class of 2026 (with terms concluding 8/31/2026): The Rev. David Hueter, Ms. Phyllis Klingler, 

Mr. Noah Parker, and Mr. Bill Trevarthen 

• Class of 2027: The Rev. Julie Bailey, Mr. David Marquette, Ms. Teague Meckstroth, Mr. Steven 

Pendziszewski, Ms. Sandy Schlesinger (Vice President) and Ms. Sandra Walker 

• Class of 2028: Ms. Karen Bird (Treasurer), Ms. Karla Chamberlain, Ms. Diane Madej, the Rev. 

Sherry McGuffin, the Rev. Kevin O’Bryan, Ms. Anna Scheck, and Ms. Linda Wicander 

• Class of 2029: The Rev. Dennis Smith (Secretary) 

It is an honor to serve with these dedicated leaders who give their time & talents to further God’s 

mission across the synod. In particular, I would like to extend my thanks to the members of the 

Class of 2026 who complete their current terms of service on August 31, 2026 – their leadership 

and dedication to the work of the synod is truly appreciated! 
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Highlights of key activities managed by the Executive Committee and Synod Council since our 

last synod assembly include: 

Synod Staff & Synod Council Transitions 

• Expressed formal thanks for the time, wisdom, leadership, counsel, strategic input, and

overall dedication provided by out-going Synod Staff, Synod Council members, and Synod

Attorney:

o Synod Staff:  Bishop Craig A. Satterlee, Assistant to the Bishop Pr. Christina Bright,

Director of Evangelical Mission Pr. Kjersten Sullivan, Director of Communications Ms.

Chelsey Satterlee, Office Manager Ms. Ann Stavros, and Driver to the Bishop Ms. Cathy

Satterlee.

o Synod Council:  The Rev. Neil Brady, the Rev. Jake Lehman and Ms. Holly Wohlfert

o Synod Attorney:  Ms. Lynn Kriser

• Welcomed and on-boarded new Synod Staff, Synod Council Members and Synod Attorney:

o Synod Staff:  Bishop Julie Schneider-Thomas, Assistant to the Bishop Pr. Scott Torkko,

Director of Evangelical Mission and Assistant to the Bishop Pr. Kate Van Valkenburg,

Director of Communication and Administration Ms. Shannan Boerema and Director of

Technology Pr. Alex Aivars.

o Synod Council:  The Rev. David Heuter, Ms. Diane Madej, Ms. Teague Meckstroth, the

Rev. Kevin O’Bryan and Ms. Anna Scheck

o Synod Attorney:  Dr. Tim Lundgren

• Supported and attended the “Celebration of Installation of Pr. Julie Schneider-Thomas” at

Trinity – Grand Rapids on September 13, 2025.

Financial Actions 

• Synod Council participated in an in-person “Financial Learning Day” in February where in-

depth training on the synod’s financial framework was provided – including

restricted/unrestricted funds, the operating fund, grants, and the annual budget - was

provided by Synod Treasurer Karen Bird and Director of Finance Rebecca Bossenbroek.

• Approved recommendations for synod fund description updates and strategic fund transfers

from the Synod Treasurer, the Director of Finance and our Endowment and/or Audit

Committees.

• Finalized proposed 2027 Synod Compensation Guidelines for consideration by the 2026

Synod Assembly.

• Developed and provided training/coaching on a budget request rubric for synod committees

to use to create a budget narrative used for their requests for funding within the 2027-28

budget.
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• Finalized a proposed 2027-28 Fiscal Year Budget (for the next fiscal year) aligned with 

incoming mission support and planned mission & ministry expenses – for consideration at the 

2026 Synod Assembly. 

• Received audit findings and conclusions from the 1Q 2026 audit of the NWLM Synod 2025-

26 fiscal year financial records conducted by CPA firm Maner Costerisan. 

• Approved revisions to the 2026-27 (FYE 01/31/27) budget related to changes in staffing 

starting September 2025 based on the results of the 2025 bishop election. 

• Approved disbursement of $3000 from the synod’s Disaster Relief Fund to support flood relief 

in the SW Texas Synod. 

 

Synod and Congregation Actions 

• Issued a synod term call to Pr. Alex Aivars in support of his transition to “Priest in Charge” of 

the Canterbury MSU Campus Ministry program (aligned to the Episcopal Diocese of MI). 

• Extended a one-year, renewable call to The Rev. Laurie Kenyon Woods to serve as Director 

of Ministries and Mission Developer for United Campus Christian Fellowship, a Synodically 

Authorized Worshiping Community in the North/West Lower MI Synod. 

• Designated United Campus Christian Fellowship as a Synod Authorized Worshiping 

Community for 2026 with the Rev. Laurie Kenyon Woods as their servant leader (annual 

requirement for ELCA grant eligibility). 

• Appointed the Rev. Timothy Jahn (Messiah, Bay City) as chair of the NWLM Synod Worship 

Committee. 

• Received greetings from Nicole McCarthy, Executive Director of Living Water Ministries, 

along with an overview of the 2025 summer camp season and on-going plans and future 

strategies. 

• Received updated constitutions for archival from multiple congregations throughout the 

year. 

 

Synod Assembly Preparation & Management 

• Reviewed the 2025 NWLM Synod Assembly survey input and approved the NWLM Synod 

Assembly minutes from May 18-20, 2025. 

• Approved final plans and logistics for the 2026 Synod Assembly including theme, agenda, 

registration deadlines and fees, appointment of assembly committee chairpersons, completion 

of the nomination slate, finalization of proposed Rules of Organization and Procedure, and 

approval of documents, reports, etc. to move forward to the Synod Assembly. 

• Appointed the Rev. Jonathan Reid as chair of the 2026 NWLM Synod Assembly Reference & 

Resolutions Committee. 

• Appointed the Rev. Kari Fast as chair of the 2026 Synod Nomination Committee. 
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• Appointed the Rev. Kevin O’Bryan as chair of the 2026 Synod Assembly Credentials

Committee.

• Appointed Mr. David Marquette as Chair of the 2026 NWLM Synod Assembly Elections

Committee.

• Approved 2026 Synod Assembly Offerings, including a special offering of pennies, be divided

equally between Samaritas – New American Services and ELCA Lutheran Disaster Response

– Ukraine.

• Moved proposed “2027 NWLM Synod Compensation Guidelines” with changes including a

recommended 3.0% increase to the base salary models to the 2026 NWLM Synod Assembly

for approval.

• Approved the 2027 NWLM Synod Assembly to be a 2-day in-person meeting to take place

from Friday, May 14 through Saturday, May 15, 2027, at Trinity Lutheran – Midland, MI.

The first “pre-assembly” day will focus on worship, fellowship, celebrations, and education.

The second day will serve as the official “Synod Assembly” meeting to address required

business, elections, resolutions, etc.

General Leadership Actions 

• Supported strategic processes & programs led by the synod staff – including management and

support of call processes, Seminary Debt Reduction grant management, Synod Trust Fund

management (i.e., Grace and Wilson Trust, etc.), support of social justice initiatives, support

of ELCA grant submissions, etc.

• As a result of the change in staffing due to the 2025 bishop election:

o Led all aspects of Human Resource management for both outgoing and incoming synod

staff – including updates to policies and procedures in the NWLM Synod Employee

Handbook, compensation management for incoming synod staff (called, support, and

deployed), transition management for outgoing staff, etc.

o Partnered with Bishop Julie Schneider-Thomas to move the synod office from Dewitt, MI

to dedicated office space at Faith Lutheran in Grand Rapids, MI. This move involved

closing the previous office, moving furniture and office supplies to the new office,

transitioning to new support agreements for internet, computers, phone, etc.

o Partnered with Director of Finance Rebecca Bossenbroek to transition the synod’s

mailing address from Dewitt, MI to a PO Box in Holt, MI. In addition, we updated

processes to allow for digital banking – including digital signatures; bill, reimbursement,

and grant payments via ACH transfer, etc.

• Reviewed changes in Portico Health Plan options for 2026 along with completion of

corresponding updates to the 2026 NWLM Synod Compensation Guidelines. Sent this
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information to rostered ministers (to forward on to their congregational leaders) in August 

2025. 

• Fulfilled many other responsibilities as needed - including approval of roster/congregation 

changes, management of changes to synod and/or congregation constitutions, fiduciary and 

strategic oversight of synod-led initiatives, support for synod events, etc. 

Recommendations for the 2027 NWLM Synod Compensation Guidelines 

Specific to compensation of rostered ministers across our synod, the Bishop and Synod Council 

have led a multi-year strategy to assure our compensation guidelines are fair and competitive – 

especially with other synods in our region. To sustain the gains and ensure continued 

competitiveness, our process includes assessment of our current fiscal year compensation 

guidelines relative to those in the five other synods within ELCA Region 6. The assessment is 

based on base salary levels in 2026 for Pastors at 0, 5, 10, 20, and 30 years of ordination/service – 

see below: 
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Key “take-aways from the 2026 ELCA Region 6 assessment of Base Salaries for Pastors include: 

• Compensation models have changed across some synods, making this type of “apples-to-

apples” comparison more challenging to conduct, resulting “best guess estimates” for some

synods.

• Our recommended starting base salaries (at 0 yrs of service) through 30 yrs of service

continue to be competitive with the other synods in our region

• Our recommended base salaries at 30+ yrs of service continue to be at the higher end of the

distribution

• Social Security Cost-of-Living (COLA) changes varied between 1.3 and 8.7% since 2020, but

have “stabilized” to around 3% over the past three years

• With the anticipation of 15+ congregations in the call process over the next year, we want to

remain competitive with our minimum base salaries. Congregations seeking a new pastor

may need to offer or negotiate a compensation package that provides more than the stated

guidelines in one or more areas (base salary, retirement rate, housing allowance, etc.) in order

to finalize an agreement with their preferred rostered minister.

Recommended changes to the NWLM Synod 2027 Compensation Guidelines are highlighted in 

red font in the draft document available on the synod assembly website. Key changes 

recommended for adoption in 2027 include: 

• Lines 87-218: Updated guidance on medical plan coverage through Portico aligned to changes

in fund options starting in 2026.

• Lines 230/368/395/1117/1143: A 3% increase is recommended within our base salary

compensation model for Clergy & Deacons to keep compensation packages competitive

relative to other synods in our region.

• Lines 286-290/697-699/1045-1049/1281-1283: Clarification that a full-time call for Rostered

Ministers is based on working a standard 40 hours/week (not to exceed 50 hours/week on

average). Part-time calls (also labeled “less than full time”) are for those scheduled to work

less than full-time (40 hours/week) but not less than 15 hours/week on average. Work that is

less than 15 hours/week (on average) is not benefit-eligible and is arranged by contract rather

than via a Letter of Call.

• Lines 667-687/1262-1272: Clarification that moving expense reimbursements are considered

taxable income for Rostered Ministers based on IRS guidelines.

• Lines 776/786/1357/1366. Maternity/Paternity/Adoptive Leaves changed to 8 consecutive

weeks (from 6 weeks)

• Lines 854-1033: More detailed information, recommendations, and guidance provided for

Interim Pastors, Transitional Pastors and Contracted or Daily Supply Pastors or Deacons

(Section II).
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• Lines 1721-1740: Overview of tax considerations for sabbatical grants 

• Throughout the document: 

o Clarification that the guidelines pertain to both congregational and other organizations 

within the synod (i.e., synod staff). 

o IRS mileage reimbursement updated to “72.5 cents/mile in 2026, or current rate”. 

We are clearly an active synod led by extremely gifted leaders with a shared focus on vision and 

strategy as we use our collective gifts and talents to serve as God’s hands in our part of the world. 

Thanks be to God for all that we do in His (and in Jesus’) name! 

Yours in Christ, 

 

Sandy Schlesinger 

NWLM Synod Vice President 
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2026 North/West Lower Michigan Synod Assembly 

Secretary’s Report 

Motions of Synod Council 

September 2025 – April 2026 

NOTE: Pro forma motions such as those approving previous meeting minutes are not included in this 

report. Motions made in Executive Session are not included as well as motions to change the roster 

status of Rostered Ministers. Discussion notes may be deleted or abridged. Once adopted, the motions 

become the actions of the NWLM Synod Council. Names of movers and seconders have been deleted. 

June 2025 

(Atypical meeting resulting from the 2025 NWLM Synod Bishop Election) 

Motion: SC25.06.02. 

Approve the document entitled: “Transition Support Policy for Out-Going Synod Staff Members as a 

Result of a Synod Bishop Election” as presented. 

Not Adopted 

Motion: SC25.06.04. 

To continue health care support for outgoing synod staff currently receiving healthcare from this synod 

for up to 3 months following termination of service in addition to an honorarium: $1000/year of service 

– bishop, $500/year of service - all other staff.

Adopted

September 2025 

Motion: SC25.09.02. 

Approve updated constitutions from the following congregations: Grace, Alpena and New Life, Spruce. 

Adopted 

Motion: SC25.09.03. 

Fill the open Rostered Minister – Male unexpired term (the term goes through August 31, 2026). 

Adopted 

Motion: SC25.09.04. 

Fill the open Young Adult – Female - Lay or Rostered Minister position unexpired term (the term 

goes through August 31, 2027). 

Adopted 

Motion: SC25.09.07. 

To call the Rev. Scott Torkko as Assistant to the Bishop of the North/West Lower MI Synod, effective 

October 1, 2025. 

Adopted 
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Motion: SC25.09.08.
To call the Rev. Katherine Van Valkenburg as Director of Evangelical Mission / Assistant to the Bishop of 

the North/West Lower MI Synod, effective October 1, 2025. 

Adopted 

Motion: SC25.09.09. 

To issue a N/W Lower MI Synod term call to the Rev. Alexander Aivars, effective September 8, 2025. This 

call is in support of a Letter of Agreement between Canterbury MSU in East Lansing, MI (aligned to the 

Episcopal Diocese of Michigan) and the Rev. Alexander Aivars to serve as “Priest in Charge” of the 

Canterbury MSU Campus Ministry program. 

Adopted 

Motion: SC25.09.10. 

Appoint Dr. Timothy Lundgren (Trinity – Grand Rapids) as the N/W Lower MI Synod Attorney, effective 

October 1, 2025. 

Adopted 

October 2025 

Motion: SC25.10.02. 

Appoint The Rev. David Hueter (St. Thomas, Cheboygan) to fill the unexpired Synod Council term ending 

August 31, 2026 that was recently vacated by Pr. Jake Lehman. 

Adopted 

Motion: SC25.10.03. 

To extend a one-year, renewable call to The Rev. Laurie Kenyon Woods to serve as Director of Ministries 

and Mission Developer for United Campus Christian Fellowship, a Synodically Authorized Worshiping 

Community in the North/West Lower MI Synod. This call will begin on November 1, 2025. 

Discussion: The Rev. Kenyon Woods is on the ELCA roster and has partnered with a young adult ministry 

in Grand Rapids – “Gather Grand Rapids” – part of the ELCA network. This synod has no financial 

obligations to The Rev. Kenyon Woods within this call. This requires a 2/3 majority vote. 

Adopted 

Motion: SC25.10.04. 

The North/West Lower Michigan Synod Council continues to designate United Campus Christian 

Fellowship as a Synodically Authorized Worshiping Community (SAWC) for the remainder of 2025 and 

for 2026 and designates The Rev. Laurie Kenyon Woods as their new Servant Leader. 

Discussion: This annual affirmation by Synod Council is a requirement for receiving ELCA grants in 

support of the Synodically Authorized Worshipping Community. 

Adopted 
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December 2025 

 

Motion: SC25.12.02. 

Appoint Teague Meckstroth to fill the unexpired Synod Council Young Adult term (Female – Lay or 

Rostered) ending August 31, 2027 recently vacated by Pr. Kate Van Valkenburg as she moved to a synod 

staff position. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC 25.12.03. 

Appoint Anna Scheck to fill a new Synod Council Young Adult term (Male or Female – Lay or Rostered) 

ending August 31, 2028. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC25.12.05. 

Approve the theme “Connected” along with the high-level agenda and other initial logistics as presented 

for the 2026 NWLM Synod Assembly which will take place in-person at Prince of Peace, Portage from 

May 15-16, 2026. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC25.12.06. 

Approve registration fees of $50/day (“early bird” registrations from 2/17/2026 to 3/20/2026) or 

$75/day (final registrations from 3/21/2026 to 4/24/2026) for all Voting Members and Visitors attending 

the 2026 Synod Assembly. Set registration fees of $25/day for each display table leader. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC25.12.7. 

Approve the following dates and deadlines related to the 2026 Synod Assembly: 

February 17, 2026 Registration Begins 

March 20, 2026 Early Bird Registrations End 

March 20, 2026 Proposed Resolutions, Memorials, and Nominations Due 

March 27, 2026 Materials and Reports for the Assembly Book Due 

April 24, 2025 Final Registrations End 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC25.12.9. 

Approve revisions to next year’s 2026-27 (FYE 01/31/27) budget as presented, with updates resulting 

from election of a new Synod Bishop in May 2025 with staffing and office location changes taking effect 

on September 1, 2025. 

Adopted 
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February 2026 

 

Motion: SC26.02.04. 

Receive updated constitutions from the following N/W Lower MI Synod congregations: Messiah – Bay 

City and St. Luke’s – Grand Rapids. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC26.02.05. 

Appoint the Rev. Timothy Jahn (Messiah, Bay City) as chair of the NWLM Synod Worship Committee. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC26.02.06. 

Appoint David Marquette (St. Peter, Battle Creek) as chair of the 2026 Synod Assembly Elections 

Committee. Within this position, the chair will assemble additional committee members as needed to 

facilitate election processes taking place during the assembly. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC26.02.07. 

Appoint Rev. Kevin O’Bryan (Zion, Freeland) as chair of the 2026 Synod Assembly Credentials 

Committee. Within this position, the chair will partner with the Synod Assembly Registrar and will 

assemble additional committee members as needed to facilitate the registration and credential 

verification process for the assembly. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC26.02.08. 

Appoint Rev. Jonathan Reid (Immanuel, Suttons Bay) as chair of the 2026 Synod Assembly Reference & 

Resolutions Committee. Within this position, the chair will assemble additional committee members as 

needed to facilitate Memorials and Resolutions submitted for consideration by the assembly. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC26.02.09. 

Appoint the Rev. Kari Fast (Trinity, Grand Rapids) as chair of the 2026 Synod Nomination Committee. 

Within this position, the chair will work with the Synod Staff, Conference Deans, Synod Council, and 

other leaders across the synod to identify nominees for open positions. The chair will assemble 

additional committee members as needed to complete finalization of the 2026 nomination slate. 

Adopted 

 

  

22



Motion: SC26.02.10. 

Approve the 2026 Synod Assembly Offerings (as amended by SC26.02.10.A1 to include a special offering 

of pennies) to be designated as follows: Divide the offerings evenly between Samaritas – New American 

Services and Lutheran Disaster Response - Ukraine. 

Adopted 

 

Amendment: SC26.02.10.A1 

Approve the 2026 Synod Assembly Offerings to include the special “Offering of Pennies.” 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC26.02.11. 

Approve the 2027 N/W Lower MI Synod Assembly to be conducted as a 2-day in-person meeting from 

Friday, May 14 through Saturday, May 15, 2027, at Trinity Lutheran – Midland, MI. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC26.02.12. 

Approve the proposed “2027 NWLM Synod Compensation Guidelines” with a recommended 3.0% 

increase to the salary models to move forward to the 2026 Synod Assembly for action as presented by 

the Executive Committee and amended by SC26.02.12.A1. 

Discussion: 

• Changes / Updates Include: 

o A recommended 3.0% increase within the established salary models for Pastors and Deacons for 

2027. 

o Clarification that the guidelines pertain to both congregational and other organizations within 

the synod (i.e., synod staff) 

o Clarification that a full-time call for Rostered Ministers is based on working a standard 40 

hours/week (not to exceed 50 hours/week on average). Part-time calls (also labeled “less than 

full time”) are for those scheduled to work less than full-time (40 hours/week) but not less than 

15 hours/week on average. Work that is less than 15 hours/week (on average) is not benefit-

eligible and is arranged by contract rather than via a Letter of Call (Sections I, II and III). 

o Maternity/Paternity/Adoptive Leaves to 8 consecutive weeks (up from 6 weeks; Sections I and 

III) 

o Clarification that moving expense reimbursements are considered taxable income for 

Pastors/Clergy based on IRS guidelines (Section I). Note that this has always been the case for 

Deacons (Section II). 

o More detailed information, recommendations and guidance provided for Interim Pastors, 

Transitional Pastors and Contracted or Daily Supply Pastors or Deacons (Section II). 

Adopted (as amended) 
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Motion: SC26.02.12.A1. 

Remove the statements “up to” from the Maternity/Paternity/Adoptive Leave sections so that they 

read “Provisions for Maternity/Paternity/Adoptive Leave for a Rostered Minister shall include eight 

consecutive weeks (including Sundays) with full salary, housing and benefits.” 

Adopted 

 

April 2026 

 

Motion: SC26.04.03. 

Approve recommended changes to Continuing Resolutions in the N/W Lower MI Synod Constitution as 

presented by the NWLM Synod Constitution Committee chairperson. 

Adopted 

 

Motion:SC26.04.04. 

Approve the required and recommended amendments to the NWLM Synod Constitution to move 

forward to the 2026 NWLM Synod Assembly for consideration and adoption as presented. 

Discussion: Changes are based on updates to the Model Constitution for Synods approved by the 2025 

ELCA Churchwide Assembly. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC26.04.06. 

Approve the proposed agenda for the NWLM Synod Assembly to move forward for consideration and 

adoption by the assembly as presented. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC26.04.07. 

Approve the proposed Rules of Organization and Procedure for the NWLM Synod Assembly to move 

forward for consideration and adoption by the assembly as presented. 

Adopted 

 

Motion: SC26.04.08 

Approve the proposed 2026 NWLM Synod Nomination Slate to move forward for consideration by the 

assembly as presented. Additional updates by the Nomination Committee in order to finalize 

nominations prior to the start of the assembly may be added as needed. 

Adopted  

 

Motion: SC26.04.09. 

Approve the proposed resolution “Care for Creation – Responding to the Emergent Dangers of Climate 

Change” to move forward for consideration and adoption by the Assembly as proposed by the NWLM 

Synod Resolution Committee. 

Adopted 
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Motion: SC26.04.11. 

To approve the updates to the NWLM Synod Budget fund descriptions document, including changes 

approved by the NWLM Synod Endowment Committee in March, 2026, as presented. 

Adopted 

 

Motion:SC.26.04.12. 

Approve the proposed NWLM Synod Budget (FYE 01.31.28) to move forward to the 2026 NWLM Synod 

Assembly as presented for consideration and adoption. 

Adopted 
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Alex Aivars 

Director of IT 

 

Greetings North/West Lower Michigan Synod - 

I have been in this new role as Director of Technology since 

September of 2025. The role of the Director of Technology is to 

implement and maintain the technology that other staff members use 

and work within. In other words, I provide and maintain the framework, while staff 

members provide and maintain the content.  

For the first few months, I prioritized familiarizing myself with all technology platforms 

(shared drive, website, phone system, email system) and onboarding other staff members. I 

facilitated (with our off-site technology firm) an improvement in our cell phone usage. Each 

phone connects to both a personal and a professional phone number with full texting 

capability from each. This system is more efficient than using two separate phones. During 

this process, to fulfill a requirement, we created a privacy policy and posted it on our 

website. 

One major part of my role has been the formation of a Technology Team for Synod 

Assembly. This team is composed of pastors and lay people from around our synod who have 

the knowledge and expertise to help operate the technology for the Synod Assembly. 

Another major part of my role has been the complete review and update of the synod 

website. In February we launched a new custom design (which I coded) based on the design 

and color scheme of the logo made by Shannan, our Director of Communication. Phase 2 for 

updated content will go live at the beginning of April. Phase 3 for a new “Resources” section 

will go live by the end of April. 

It has been a pleasure to serve the synod with my technology skills (I have especially enjoyed 

getting back into coding). I look forward to continuing to help the synod, and our 

congregations, upgrade and improve our use of technology.  

Peace and blessings, 

Rev. Alex Aivars 
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Shannan Boerema 

Director of Communication and Administration 

I began serving in this role in September of 2025, stepping into a position 

that holds both communications and administrative responsibilities for the 

synod. The past several months has been a time of learning, adapting, and 

building a clearer understanding of the requirements of this work, while 

striving to support the life and ministry of the synod with consistency and 

care. 

My role in communication and administration covers a variety of 

responsibilities: 

• Development and distribution of synod communication (newsletters, email updates, website 

content, etc.) 

• Supporting communication, coordination, and logistical preparation of events 

• Responding to inquiries and serving as a point of connection for clergy and congregations 

• Administrative oversight of minister rosters and maintaining accurate information for 

congregations across the synod 

The primary focus during these first months has been maintaining consistent communication while 

also beginning to shape it in alignment with Bishop Julie’s vision. This included adjustments to the 

format, tone and delivery of the synod’s monthly and weekly newsletters, with the goal of making 

communication clearer and engaging.  

Administratively, ongoing efforts have been made to review and update clergy rosters and 

congregation records, to ensure greater accuracy and clarity in our shared information. 

Stepping into this role has involved learning many systems, relationships, and workflows in a short 

time. I am especially grateful for Bishop Julie’s and Sandy Schlesinger’s guidance, as well as the 

patience and encouragement of our team and pastors along the way. I am thankful for the grace and 

patience everyone has shown when clarification or correction was needed. This collaboration has 

made my transition into this role meaningful. 

Looking ahead, I hope to build on this foundation by expanding the synod’s social media presence 

and continuing to refine communication and administrative processes after Synod Assembly. 

It is a privilege to serve in this role. I am grateful for the ongoing partnership and support that have 

made these first nine months so encouraging. 

With peace and gratitude, 

Shannan Boerema 
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Rebecca Bossenbroek 

Director of Finance 

Dear Synod, 

Thank you for the honor of serving as your Finance Director since 

May 2018. At that time, I knew that delivering accurate, timely 

reports to Synod Council was a crucial part of our financial 

stewardship, because important decisions are made based on this 

information.  

A highly organized, minimalist, semi-claustrophobic introvert (that’s me) is well suited for 

this work. Only the nerdiest of nerds find excitement in reconciling bank account statements 

at 5am on Saturday. All humor aside, I am thankful for not only the work itself, but for all of 

you, because I see the stories behind the numbers.  

As I’m recording Mission Support revenue, I imagine your congregation dedicated to sharing 

the Gospel and serving your communities. As I’m processing disbursements to support our 

Campus Ministries, Candidacy process, and other efforts, I imagine college students 

gathering for worship and meals, seminary students finding support and community, youth 

claiming responsibility for something in their congregation that needs attention. 

I see the designated gifts in addition to Mission Support too. ELCA World Hunger, Lutheran 

Disaster Response, and Lutheran World Relief depend on several revenue streams, and many 

of you are part of that support. Several congregations give regularly to Samaritas, and a few 

give regularly to Living Water Ministries. Some include these in their budgets and others 

gather separate offerings.  

I’m thankful for opportunities to stretch my meager extrovert muscles in weekly staff 

meetings, Executive Committee meetings, and Synod Council meetings. I treasure the 

relationships with Bishop Julie, Pastor Scott, Pastor Kate, Pastor Alex, Shannan, Sandy, and 

Karen. I thank them for their ongoing support and encouragement. What a joy to collaborate 

with such fine people! 

I urge you, dear Synod, to continue learning and growing and supporting one another in 

Christ-like love and compassion. Keep doing the good work for the sake of the Gospel, God’s 

work through our hands and feet—in our congregations, communities, synod, churchwide, 

and throughout the world! 
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Pastor Scott Torkko 

Assistant to the Bishop 

 

“Now on that same day two of them were going to a village called 

Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem, and talking with each 

other about all these things that had happened. While they were 

talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went with 

them...” (Luke 24:13-15) 

 

So begins the story of the resurrected Jesus appearing to the disciples in community. That is, 

Jesus appeared to the disciples as they walked along the way together. It’s an apt description 

of our work as a synod: walking together, talking about the things Jesus has done, welcoming 

friends and strangers alike, and being astounded when we realize Jesus is in our midst. 

 

Synod as Communicator 

Count me as one who was unaware of the amount of communication the synod staff has on a 

daily basis. Emails, phone calls, visits. Pastors, lay leaders, candidates for ministry. Staff from 

other synods, churchwide folks, staff from other denominations. I had no idea. It is one of 

the gifts, and challenges, of synod work. I’m learning that part of my role is to be a bridge, 

facilitator, and communicator. I didn’t fully realize this when I accepted Bishop Julie’s 

invitation to join the synod staff. I realize it now and I’m growing into it. 

  

One of my first newsletter articles (the 1st?) laid out the hope for kind and direct 

communication. In the months since I wrote that article, I have been reminded numerous 

times of how important “kind and direct” communication is and just how difficult a feat it is 

to accomplish both sides of the equation. Thank you for striving with me towards this type of 

communication, even and especially in those moments when “kind and direct” are hard to 

hold together. 

 

Candidacy 

So much of my time and energy over these first months has been spent on the candidacy 

process. The synod has many folks pursuing both Word and Service and Word and 

Sacrament ministry. I’m learning that no two candidacy journeys are alike. It turns out we 

are eerily similar to the people we meet in the Bible: often unlikely folks, full of nuance, and 

yet God in Jesus has called us in our uniqueness to serve.  
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Thank you to the candidacy committee who provides the gifts of time, wisdom, and care for 

this important work. The committee’s countless hours of deliberation, updates, and prayerful 

discernment are easy to miss and yet imperative to the work of God’s church. I marvel at the 

careful way this group of people has gone about this ministry in my time with them. Thank 

you to Pastor Denise Russell, Region 6 CALM who has been generous in her time helping me 

get up to speed with the multilayered nuances of the ELCA candidacy process. 

 

Call Process 

Working with congregations and clergy in transition is the other rather large bucket of 

ministry that I have spent time working on. It is a highlight for me to meet congregational 

leaders who love Jesus and the church and so give of themselves for the sake of 

congregational life. From the time a pastor announces their leaving, to the initial training of 

call committees, to an orientation of the interview process, I am honored to walk alongside 

congregations through each phase of the call process. I am equally grateful to be in 

conversation with pastors discerning whether God is calling them to something new in their 

ministry. The call process is a holy season for pastors and congregations alike, full of ups and 

downs, grief and joy, anxiety and creativity. 

  

First Call Pastors 

Finally, I have gathered with first call pastors and their mentors over these first months. It is 

a great joy to listen to our first call pastors share their experiences and it is equally fun to 

watch how much these first call pastors enjoy one another. At the end of April, I will join 

these pastors, and some of their mentors, at a regional First Call Theological Education event.  

First call congregations play such an important role in the life of their pastor as they help 

form rhythms of ministry that may last a pastor’s entire ministerial career. Thank you to 

these congregations for being a place of intentional learning and support. 

  

Gratitude 

Thank you to Bishop Julie for extending the invitation to be part of this work. The staff 

Bishop Julie has assembled are wise, faithful, kind, and fun. Thank you, North/West Lower 

Michigan Synod, for entrusting me with this work and allowing me to participate in this 

season of our life together. 

 

Walking with you. 

Pr. Scott 
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Pastor Kate Van Valkenburg 
Director for Evangelical Mission 

“Surely there is a future, and your hope will not be cut off.” 
Proverbs 23:18 

Beloved, we have all been through immense shifts together. 
Our world is changing, our church is changing, and the needs 
of the body of Christ are deepening. It can feel overwhelming at 
times to be the church in the world, but we are called to this 
holy and sacred work together. As part of the synod staff, and especially in the role of the 
Director for Evangelical Mission (DEM), I get to witness a resurrection hope within the 
ELCA that is joyful and resilient. We know how needed our faith communities are and we 
know that change is needed, too. I give thanks for each and every congregation and 
ministry in this synod that lead us in the love of Christ. Because surely, there is a future 
and our hope will not be cut off.  

Churchwide and DEM community 
This fall, I spent much of my time learning the ins and outs of our relationship with 
Churchwide. Between software training and the DEM Gathering, I learned just how many 
resources Churchwide has and wants to offer the wider church. I found myself feeling 
incredibly grateful for the relationships made across synods in the DEM community. There 
is so much ministry to share. Yes, each of our synods are unique, but we do this work 
together with the same hope – that all may know the love of God in Christ.  
 
I’m excited to learn and share more from the ELCA churchwide resources and make a few 
of our own. In listening to partners in the synod, I’ve learned there is a need for webinars 
or learning opportunities when it comes to things like constitutional updates or social 
media best practices. Even if we already have these resources, we all need to know where 
to find them. I look forward to sharing more resources with you and will continue to 
discern what would be helpful in the future.  

Synod Teams and Taskforces 
I have loved meeting with our synod teams and hearing about the work they have done 
and want to do. There are so many passionate people in our synod! We have such a rich 
history of missional work in this synod that we can celebrate. Many of our teams have 
been in a time of transition and the synod staff are working on assigning chairs to our 
teams who have been without. Please make sure to check out the list of teams we have on 
our website or at the display tables. If you’d like to hear more about any of them, please 
ask! 

31



New and Renewing Church 
Part of my role as DEM is to help ministers and ministries grow and develop in our synod. 
To do this, I work with Churchwide to find funding and support for mission developers 
and designated ministries. As a previous mission developer, I have been part of the New 
and Renewing Church world for a while. So, I know there can be some insider language 
we throw around when talking about ministries that can be confusing. I would like to take 
a moment to explain some acronyms and ministry designations.  

• Synodically Authorized Worshipping Community (SAWC) - SAWCs are 
communities who are exploring what it would look like to become an organized 
ELCA congregation. Currently, United Campus Christian Fellowship is our only 
SAWC and they will no longer need this designation at the end of 2026 since they 
are an established campus ministry worshipping community.  

• Synodically Authorized Outreach Ministries (SAOM) - SAOMs are ministries 
focused on serving in fresh, and often unconventional, ways to people who are 
often overlooked by our churches or society at large. We currently do not have any 
SAOMs in our synod. Which means we have room to grow in this area!  

*Synod Council reviews and affirms both SAWCs and SAOMs on a yearly basis. 

• Strategic Ministries/Congregations: These are local churches that intentionally 
align their ministries with the mission to foster, connect, and sustain community 
vitality. These congregations are called “strategic” because they are specifically 
meeting a need in their community and are usually in or serving communities that 
have been marginalized.  

These designations are key and clear ways we celebrate newness of life in our 
communities. Whether it is development or redevelopment, we want thriving and loving 
congregations and ministries of all shapes and sizes. I will continue to listen for new 
opportunities and come alongside innovative leaders to strengthen the ministries we are 
blessed to already have, and we hope for in the future.  

Thank Yous 
I also want to take a moment to say thank you. Thank you to Bishop Julie for giving me the 
opportunity to serve in this position. Thank you to the Churchwide staff who continue to 
educate and resource DEMs and the synods we serve. Thank you to the pastors who 
faithfully serve the congregations in our synod. Thank you to the congregations, especially 
those in pastoral transitions, for serving your communities and following the Holy Spirit. I 
am holding an abundance of hope for what our future will bring.  
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