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ELCA Director for Evangelical Mission (DEM) 

 
 
“Never be afraid to trust an unknown future to a known God.”  – Corrie ten Boom 
 
 

                     PURPOSE 
 

The Bishop’s Associate for Mission works with churchwide partners, synodical teams, and 
congregational leaders to cultivate the growth of mission in this synod. This work happens in four 

primary areas: Mission (new starts, redevelopments, campus ministry); Disaster Response; 
Stewardship and Generosity; and Hospitality (specifically how we welcome, include, and 

celebrate those who have been historically marginalized). 
 
 

SYNOD MISSION TABLE 
 
The Synod Mission Table’s purpose is to tend to the 
collective work of mission in our synod. The Mission Table’s 
responsibilities include: Allocating grants for missions and 
redevelopments; leading the synod in discerning potential 
new mission starts, restarts and renewals; participating in 
ministry reviews for new starts and redevelopment 
congregations, and overseeing our synod’s campus 
ministries.  
 
The priorities for mission within our synod include investing 
primarily in: 

§ Communities of Color 
§ Communities of Poverty 
§ Communities of Justice  
§ Communities of Innovation 

 
The current members of our Synod Mission Table include Adriana Johnson-Rivas, Jason Thomas, 
Stephanie Stark, Diane White, Evan Cameron, Sandra Barnes, Marvin Havard, and Debbie Kendall. 
 
 

MISSION 
 
As part of the ELCA, our synod has several designations for congregations in various stages of 
mission development and redevelopment. We also have our own synodical designations. In the 
past year, our synod has had 15 ministries in development or redevelopment: 
 
Synodically Authorized Worshipping Communities (SAWCs) 
ELCA and Synod-approved new missions, preaching points, probes, and experiments. 
 

Mission Name Location Mission Leader 
Ruach Life Center Cypress, Texas Mr. Roland Deddah (TEEM) 
Umoja- Houston Houston, Texas Mr. Gilbert Rwela (TEEM) 

The Rev. Chris Markert, OLF 

Seminarian Clair Minson and Pastor Ben Groth from 
Bethlehem Lutheran Church in New Orleans 



Order of Lutheran Franciscans Houston, Texas The Rev. Christopher Markert 
Sagrado Corazón Pasadena, Texas The Rev. Adriana Johnson-Rivas 

 
Restarts 
Congregations that have closed and restarted as new missions designated by the synod.  
 

Mission Name Location Mission Leader 
Kindred Houston, Texas The Rev. Ashley Dellagiacoma 

 
Anchoring Churches, Satellites and Congregation-Based Missions 
Congregations of capacity doing deliberate missional outreach, with synod support. 
 

Mission Name Location Mission Leader 
Faith Chinese Fellowship Bellaire, Texas The Rev. Junfeng Tan 
Good Shepherd- Beaumont  Beaumont, Texas The Rev. Paul Zoch 
Kinsmen Hispanic Outreach Houston, Texas The Rev. Gabriel Marcano 
Memorial Drive (in discernment) Houston, Texas In Process 

 
Redevelopments 
Congregations and communities officially designated as Redevelopments by the ELCA or Synod. 
 

Mission Name Location Mission Leader 
Bethlehem New Orleans, Louisiana The Rev. Ben Groth 
Celebration Cypress, Texas The Rev. Ryan Dockery 
Covenant Houston, Texas The Rev. Ele Clay 
Gethsemane Chalmette, Louisiana The Rev. Sandra Barnes 
Joyful Life Magnolia, Texas Leader TBD 
Lake Livingston Onalaska, Texas The Rev. Liz Hanley 
Spirit of Joy The Woodlands, Texas The Rev. David Hansen 
St. James/Santiago Apóstol Houston, Texas The Rev. Arthur Murphy 

 
Missions that Ended and Congregations No Longer in Existence 
Congregations and missions that have either closed or have not chosen to enter Redevelopment.  
 

Mission Name Location Status 
Misión Mesa Abierta New Orleans, Louisiana Closed Mission 

 
Campus Ministries 
 
Houston Area Campus Ministry: In the fall of 2020, after a period of 
discernment and planning, the synod deployed Pastor Morgan Gates to 
serve as the new Houston area campus pastor to restart campus ministry at 
University of Houston and to expand to include Texas Southern University, 
University of Houston-Central Campus, and other area colleges. This new 
incarnation is a collaborative ecumenical partnership with Houston 
Canterbury (Episcopal campus ministry). 
 
New Orleans Campus Ministry Strategy: A New Orleans Campus Ministry 
Strategy has formed to discern a strategy for renewed campus ministry at 
colleges and universities in the greater New Orleans area. We expect to 

Campus Pastor Morgan Gates of 
Houston Area Campus Ministry 



have an initial phase for campus ministry in New Orleans beginning in the fall 2021. Again, this is a 
ministry strategy we are working collaboratively with the Episcopal church.  
 
Treehouse Ministries (Campus Ministry at Texas A&M University and Blinn College): In January 2020, 
the Rev. Jerry Wirtley was called by Synod Council as campus pastor for Treehouse Ministries. 
Because of the pandemic his installation was postponed to August 2020. Treehouse is working on 
their in-person ministry strategy plan for the fall of 2021. 
 
Lutheran Campus Ministry at Louisiana State University (LCM @ LSU) is hosted by St. Paul Lutheran 
Church in Baton Rouge. Pastor Mike Button recently retired and this campus ministry is entering a 
period of discernment during the pastoral transition.   
 
Campus Ministry at Rice University is provided through Christ the King-Houston. Pastoral Intern 
Sergio Rodriguez has served as the campus minister. 
 

This year’s Synod Assembly Offering is supporting our synod’s campus ministry. 
Learn more at: gulfcoastsynod.org/2021-synod-assembly-offering 

 
DISASTER RESPONSE 

 
This past year has been a year of disasters. From the coronavirus pandemic, to multiple hurricanes 
hitting our synod, to a major winter freeze that devastated most of the State of Texas, we have 
been overwhelmed by disasters throughout 2020 and early 2021.  
 
In response to the pandemic, the ELCA created a COVID-19 Special Appeal that distributed 
several grants to the synod to support the work of congregations as they served their communities, 
and as they pivoted to online and digital ministry opportunities. With this Special Appeal, as well as 
with additional funds given by Lutheran Disaster Response and the synod’s Disaster Team, the 
synod was able to allocate $97,430 to 28 congregations.  
 
In August 2020, Eastern Texas and Western Louisiana were 
devastated by Hurricane Laura. One of our own 
congregations, St. Paul Lutheran Church in Lake Charles, had 
major destruction as the walls of their sanctuary crumbled. 
The synod’s Disaster Team, in cooperation with Lutheran 
Disaster Response, partnered with our own Upbring’s Lutheran 
Social Services Disaster Response and Inspiritus in the 
Southeastern Synod to provide resources, ground support, 
recovery work and pastoral and financial care for Pastor Tim 
Norris and the congregation of St. Paul. 
 
In early 2021, Texas was impacted by a historical and 
catastrophic winter storm, crippling the state’s power grid and causing significant damage for 
thousands of homes and buildings. This added stress to already beleaguered congregations 
striving to serve the most vulnerable in their community. In response, the Gulf Coast Synod held a 
special Winter Storm Appeal to provide financial support to congregations and rostered ministers 
with physical damage, as well as to provide support to keep vital community ministries up-and-
running. With the generosity from 148 donors across 28 states, $115,378.68 was raised to support 13 
of our congregations and rostered ministers! 
 

The sanctuary of St. Paul-Lake Charles following 
Hurricane Laura. 



I am thankful for the hard work and dedication of our synod’s Disaster Team, which includes Brian 
Deckinger, Paul Zoch, Chris Christopher, Aimee Elles, Glenn Holt, and Jessica Vermilyea and Shelli 
Williamson of Upbring’s Lutheran Social Services Disaster Response. 
 
 

STEWARDSHIP AND GENEROSITY 
 
The COVID pandemic hit many already-struggling congregations hard. As we slowly move out of 
the pandemic, and learn what the new societal landscape looks like, it will be important for 
congregational leaders to consider how their congregations will continue to lead and serve in 
their communities as they proclaim Good News to the world.  
 
 
At the end of 2020, the Gulf Coast Synod 
contracted GSB, a stewardship and fundraising 
consulting firm, to help guide our synod 
leadership in developing a bold strategic plan for 
our synod’s overall practice of generosity and 
fundraising. In partnership with GSB, the Gulf Coast Synod is developing a cohort of congregations 
to participate in Stewardship for All Seasons (SAS). This is an intentional strategic process for 
congregations to learn how to plan and speak about financial generosity. If you are interested in 
learning more about GSB, SAS or how your congregation can participate, please contact me.  
 
 

HOSPITALITY 
 

Our synod’s most recent strategic plan has Holy Hospitality as one of our synod’s four strategic 
priorities. Specifically, this has been interpreted as how we as a synod welcome, include, and 
celebrate those who have been historically marginalized. This includes learning to be an anti-racist 
church, a church that welcomes the immigrant and refugee, and a church that loves and 
embraces LGBTQIA persons and families in the life of the church.  
 
This past year, the synod’s Immigration Task Force sponsored immigration classes and forums 
around the synod. The synod’s Anti-Racism Team has continued to meet and expand as it 
identifies a strategic way forward to train church leaders in the work of anti-racism and racial 
justice. And the Houston area Reconciling in Christ coalition continues to assist the synod in 
expanding support, advocacy and education for Houston area congregations concerning the 
welcome and inclusion of LGBTQIA persons and families in the life of the church.  
 
 

MISSION PARTNERS 
 
We are excited about the network of partnerships between and among congregations that 
support new missions and redevelopments. We continue to challenge every single congregation 
to be a mission partner with a new mission or redevelopment. This commitment is for one year and 
includes the following minimum expectations: 
 

• Pray at least once a month for your mission partner during worship; 
• Encourage members of your congregation to worship at least once during the year with 

your mission partner; and 



• Give a financial gift to your mission partner. This can be as simple as a special one-time 
offering during worship or adding the mission partner to your budget, for example. The 
amount does not matter; the relationship does. 

 
These are only the basic expectations for mission partner. You can also do joint fellowship or 
service events, swap pulpits, engage in joint ministry… the sky is the limit! 
 
For more information visit: gulfcoastsynod.org/congregations/new-missions/companion 
 

SABBATICAL 
 
I am grateful to the Synod Council for granting to me my first-ever sabbatical in 20 years of ministry. 
During January-March 2021, I had the opportunity to do some traveling to see the Grand Canyon, 
Hoover Dam and other places of the Great Southwest. I also had the chance to do some tent 
camping. I also began a new master’s program in hospitality management at the University of 
Houston. Along with these activities, I also took time to rest, be with family, prayerfully reflect, and 
be renewed. I’m thankful for those who filled in for me during my absence, especially Sandra 
Barnes, Aimee Elles and Brian Deckinger. If your congregation does not have a sabbatical policy, 
please contact the synod office and we can assist you in the development of one.  

 
 

THANK YOU! 
 
It is a holy honor and a privilege to serve you as your Bishop’s Associate for Mission. I thank you all 
for being open to the Holy Spirit, who is constantly on the move in the church for the sake of Jesus 
Christ. I rejoice in your prayers and your generous support for the work we do together as the 
church. Thank you! 

 
To God be the Glory! 

Chris Markert, 
Bishop’s Associate for Mission 


