
 

 

911 E. 86th Street, Suite 200 
Indianapolis, IN 46240 

317-253-3522 
www.iksynod.org 

 
June 25, 2020 

 
Dear People of God across the Indiana-Kentucky Mission Territory, 
 

As I open my laptop to write this pastoral letter the evening news is telling us that COVID-19 is 
surging in almost half of the United States. Dr. Anthony Fauci and other medical experts are referring to 
this as a “disturbing surge” and are reminding us that it’s crucial we continue to avoid large crowds and 
wear facemasks in order to protect ourselves and others. At the same time, protests and debates about 
racism and racial justice are rising up among us, demanding our attention and action to combat racism 
and dismantle white supremacy. 

This wilderness journey has been long and arduous, the insidious coronavirus wilderness, certainly, 
but also the much longer and pernicious wilderness of racism. Despite some hopeful signs here and 
there, we will not emerge from either wilderness anytime soon. It is essential that we keep moving 
forward patiently, hopefully, diligently, and together. We will move forward with fits and starts, 
meanderings and missteps along the way, for sure, but we can and will entrust ourselves and one another 
to the promised presence, forgiveness, grace, and hope of God in Christ as we find and follow the way 
toward God’s promised future as a church that witnesses to the Spirit of Christ, loves and serves our 
neighbors, and works toward a just, truthful, and peaceful community for all. 

We have learned – and continue to learn – new things about ourselves and what it means to be the 
body of Christ. We have tried new ways of worshipping God, being fed spiritually, caring for one 
another, and serving our neighbors. We have let go of some things that just six months ago we thought 
were really important. Many of us have found our voice and committed ourselves in new ways to 
addressing racism – in ourselves, in our faith communities, and in civic life. These, and so many other 
experiences, are evidence that God is doing new things around, among, and through us, making life, joy, 
peace, and hope lived realities, even in the wilderness. 

I give thanks for this new life. I give thanks for you, who have been willing to take some risks, try 
new things, keep the good of our neighbor at the fore, and honor and forgive one another along the way. 
It’s important to look for and listen deeply to what we have learned and continue to learn. What we learn 
will light the way through the wilderness and help us to lay foundations for the future.  

Listening and learning together can also help us to be patient, diligent, and committed to the 
common good as we make decisions about the many important concerns before us these days, including 
the why, when, and how of in-person worship and other gatherings. This is a time for us to listen deeply, 
think creatively, and act boldly…together. 

Because each local faith community needs to engage this discernment about how to conduct their 
ministry moving forward, including whether, when, and how to gather in-person, significant differences 
in process, timing, and practice are emerging among congregations across the synod and in local 
communities. This is healthy and good, as local context is crucial. But, it can also lead to 
misunderstandings, divisions, and criticism between members of congregations and their leaders, 
between congregations, or between ministers and leaders in a conference or community. 

The witness of our wilderness-wandering forebears in faith attests to this. In a recently published and 
commendable short e-book entitled, “Leadership for a Time of Pandemic,” Tod Bolsinger reminds us 
that just six weeks after the miracle of the Red Sea, “The whole congregation of the Israelites 
complained against Moses and Aaron” (Exodus 16). Caught up in an understandable sense of loss of the 
past and anxiety about the future, the people turned on each other and their leaders. 



 

 

Siblings in Christ, this is a time to collaborate, not compete. This is not a time to separate from a 
colleague or community because we disagree with decisions they’ve made. This is a time to stand 
together in grace, to honor one another, support one another, and work together for the sake of God’s 
gospel mission rather than our own agendas, desires, or demands.  

We certainly need to lament the losses, to be honest about our anxieties, and share our fears. Unlike 
what we see far too often in our civic life in this country, we who are marked with the cross of Christ 
and sealed in his Spirit can do all this in ways that build and deepen our unity in Christ rather than 
deepen divisions. We can offer our differing perspectives graciously, help one another to make good 
decisions, and then trust the decisions that are made and move forward together.  
 
If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any 
compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in 
full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others 
as better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. 
Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not 
regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, 
being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became 
obedient to the point of death — even death on a cross. Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave 
him the name that is above every name…                     [Philippians 2:1-9] 
 

Finally, I finished writing this pastoral letter in the first days of some vacation time. I must admit 
that I enter this time with a profound need for rest, renewal and refocusing. I have no doubt that the 
leaders and ministers of your local faith community are at least as exhausted as I am; you, dear reader, 
may very well be one of them. Ministering and leading in this wilderness has been particularly 
challenging in more ways than can be rehearsed here. Suffice it to say that even Jesus took some time 
away, even and especially when the demands of ministry were intense. (See Mark 1:29-39, for 
example). 

Please make space for your deacons, pastors, ministers, and leaders to take some time off and 
encourage them to go with Jesus to the quiet place of rest and renewal for a time. They will return 
happier and healthier, more focused and fueled. The time of absence will empower them to be fully 
present for you and for the ministry entrusted to you together for the long haul ahead. 
 
Listen deeply. Think creatively. Act boldly. Together. Loving God. Serving neighbor. Finding and 
making the path forward by walking it. For the love of Jesus. For the sake of the world. By the grace of 
God. 
 
Peace be with you,  

       
The Rev. Dr. William O. Gafkjen, Bishop 


