
 
Beloved in Christ, 
Thank you for joining us at the 2026 Nebraska 
Synod Assembly. Our theme this year is 
Broken Open - in this report you may hear 
some of the stories of how God is moving among and within us, bringing abundance in 
surprising ways and breaking us free to step forward in faith.  

It’s been a busy year in the synod office, and there remain a number of challenges for us to 
meet as a synod and as part of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. I remain hopeful 
that these current challenges in our faith, our church, and the society in which we live also serve 
as opportunities for reformation, growth, and faithful witness. 

We have been a traveling synod this year, doing our best to provide faithful accompaniment as 
we focus on relationships across Nebraska, the country, and around the world:  

+ On the Road Again gatherings happened in 10 
locations from February 2025 through April 2026. 
From the first gathering to the last, these gatherings 
were holy, honest, and fulfilling moments for myself and 
the synod staff. It was wonderful to be with you, 
working hard on strengthening relationships with local 
leaders and between congregations. After some time 
to reflect on what we’ve learned and how we can make 
them even better, we’ll be in 6 new locations in 2027.  

+ Over 150 deacons, pastors, Parish Ministry Associates, 
and other congregational leaders gathered for the 
Fall Leadership Gathering in Kearney last October. 
We welcomed Dr. Terri Elton from Luther Seminary 
and spent a lot of our time focused on building skills 
for our particular contexts that we could take home 
with us in order to serve our congregations and 

communities better.  
+ Between Sunday mornings, 
Council meetings, Road Shows, Mission Cluster meetings, 
Anniversary celebrations, Chrism Mass services and a host of other 
reasons, Nebraska Synod staff have visited well over half of all 
Nebraska Synod congregations this year. We’d love to be in your 
congregation - call the office to ask for a visit any time! 
+ 21 Nebraska Synod voting members attended the ELCA 
Churchwide Assembly in Phoenix, AZ. We enjoyed being seated 
next to our friends from the Pacifica Synod, the Northern Illinois 
Synod, and the Metro Chicago Synod - pictures with Bishop Curry 
were a big part of our week. 



+ Over 50 Nebraskans traveled to visit 
our companion synods - la Iglesia 
Evangelica Luterana Unidad in 
Argentina & Uruguay and the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
Tanzania - Northern Diocese. I bring all 
of you greetings from Bishop Frederick 
Shoo of the Northern Diocese and 
Presidente Mariela Pereyra of IELU - 
they both wished they could be with us again this year.  

We are telling the story of God’s great love for the world in 
many different ways  

+ We hosted our first Spirit of Ministry event in 
September, telling the story of Mission Field Nebraska 
ministries and raising funds for their crucial work in 
underserved communities. You’ve heard the stories of 
Mission Field Nebraska throughout this Assembly - 
please remember that our Assembly offerings will go 
toward these ministries so that they can continue their 
crucial work.  

+ Seeking the Spirit Within is raising up a new cohort of 
spiritual healers who remind us that God is present and 
active in all times and places. We recently recognized 
the certification of our two newest spiritual directors: 
Virginia Unverferth and Pr. Janet Anderson.  

+ We also work to speak for others who cannot speak for 
themselves. Nebraska Synod leaders have participated 
in many public advocacy actions this year, including the 
Palm Sunday Path gathering in Omaha, a legislative 
advocacy day at the State Capitol, and Justice in Action 
events in Lancaster County, just to name a few. It’s also 
important to name the Nebraska Synod Justice teams:  
R.A.R.E., Care for Creation, Micah 6:8, LGBTQIA+ 
Affirming/Queerly Beloved and NSHLA, all of whom 
raise our awareness of justice issues that affect us 
and our neighbors. If you’ve been part of any of these 
teams or these events in the past year, would you 
please stand to be recognized?  

+ The Nebraska Synod Disaster Response team has, 
regrettably, been very active this year, supporting 
relief efforts in Nebraska and across the country. 
We’ve been able to aid the community of Lexington 



as they navigate the closure of the Tyson plant, provide flood and tornado relief in Western 
Iowa, Southwestern Texas, and North Carolina, among others. We have been monitoring 
needs related to the wildfires that struck western Nebraska earlier this year; as people on 
the ground identify places we can help, we’ll be sure to step in.  

These are just a few of the ways we’re telling the story of God’s love. Our weekly e-news is a 
great source for everything you need to know about God’s Nebraska Synod - if you haven’t 
signed up yet, do so today! 

In this time of change for the church, equipping the saints for adaptability continues to be a 
high priority for the Nebraska Synod.  

+ Emmaus Lifelong Learning continues to 
provide learning experiences for curious 
disciples across the synod, from rostered 
ministers seeking continuing education to 
newly-elected congregational leaders 
seeking guidance through our 
Congregational Leadership Toolkit 
gatherings. Most Emmaus offerings are 
available online and do not require travel; those that do are well worth the trip. If you’ve 
led an Emmaus Lifelong Learning course in the past two years, would you please stand up 
so you can be recognized? Thank you for your work equipping the saints of the Nebraska 
Synod. 

+ We were awarded a grant from Wartburg 
Seminary’s CaSTLE Project that has allowed 
us to bring Pr. Katie Gallagher to Nebraska. 
Pr. Gallagher is working in the Northeast, 
Lewis & Clark, and Panhandle Mission 
Clusters, focusing on learning about Country 
and Small Town ministry and how we can 
build baptismal practices that strengthen and 
equip all of God’s saints for ministry in those places. 

+ The Vitality Initiative for Congregations will soon begin its fourth cohort - there’s still 
room for a few more congregations to sign up. The Vitality Initiative invites congregations 
to answering three essential questions: 1: Who 
are we? 2: Who are our neighbors? 3: Where 
might God be calling us to go together? If 
you’re interested in knowing more, Deacon 
Timothy Siburg is here as part of the Vitality 
Initiative Steering Team and would be happy 
to answer your questions.  

+ In the 1990s, the Nebraska Synod identified a need for a different kind of leadership and 
began what is now known as the Parish Ministry Associate program. 30 years later, PMAs 
continue to provide essential ministry to congregations across the Nebraska Synod, and 



we have continued to be a leader in the ELCA when it 
comes to raising up Synod Authorized Ministers who 
are committed to serving congregations where calling 
a pastor or deacon is not possible.   

+  We continue to focus on helping congregations move 
toward a model of church that is “lay led, clergy 
supported.” This has shifted our internal understanding 
as your synod staff and how we plan and relate to you 
as the entire synod continues our walk together in faith. 
This is just one more example of how we’re being Broken 
Open as a church and moving into a future that is different 
than what we’ve known.  

In 2026 we live in a time of tension, anxiety, and division. This is 
true in politics and in faith - both within our Nebraska Synod and 
how we interact with our serving arm partners, other synods, other 
denominations, and interfaith relationships.    

+ Relationships with the serving arm agencies of the Nebraska 
Synod remain vital and connected. I continue to be profoundly 
grateful for the work these 
agencies carry out and the 
privilege of connecting with and 
supporting them as they live out 
the good news of Christ for the 
sake of the world. Recent 
changes to immigration and 
refugee policies and Medicare 
availability have made the work 
of those who accompany our most vulnerable neighbors even more difficult. Please keep 
them in your prayers, support them with your gifts, and remind your own neighbors that the 
stories being told about abuse, fraud and waste are in no way a reflection of the reality in 
which many of our serving arms do their work. I’m sure our serving arm representatives 
here tonight would be happy to tell you more about the incredible work they do in 
partnership with you. 

+ There is a high degree of frustration 
for congregations who are seeking to 
call their next pastor. The length of 
time in transition has tended to be 
longer. We share the frustration of 
longer interims - our mobility staff 
would much rather be sending more 
profiles than we have, and we do our 
best to encourage those ministers 
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discerning new calls to consider the congregations of the Nebraska Synod. I’m happy to 
report we’ve had a significant uptick in candidates this year, but the synod office does not 
create pastors - I’ve dug through every closet at the synod office and I can find no 
evidence of a Rostered Minister Creation Kit. This responsibility lies on all of us to identify 
those people who God might be calling into ordained ministry. 

+ Misinformation campaigns continue to plague the Nebraska Synod and the ELCA, leading 
to a rise in disaffiliations. I have been and continue to be available for conversation at any 
time to honestly and faithfully answer any questions about the nature of the relationship 
between the three expressions of the church (congregations, synods, and the churchwide 
whole that is the ELCA) and how actions taken within one expression may or may not 
impact ministry in the others. 

+ ELCA social teachings — particularly Faith 
and Civic Life, adopted at the 2025 
Churchwide Assembly — provide a healthy 
framework for faithful public witness in 
these times. I give thanks for Nebraska 
Synod leaders as we continue to speak and 
act for justice, equity, and inclusion for all of 
God’s beloved children. 

+ One way I’ve experienced these difficulties 
personally was traveling to the Holy Land as part of the ELCA delegation to the installation 
of Bishop Imad Haddad of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Jordan and the Holy Land. 
While I was on that trip I had the chance to meet a family who’s been farming the same 
land in the West Bank for several centuries, and they told us in detail the lengths to which 
they’ve had to go in order to simply continue farming. In the last 40 years alone, they’ve 
spent over $350,000 in legal fees - again, this is simply to continue farming land they’ve 
owned for generations. That takes incredible courage and deep faith. You may have heard 
yesterday that the Governor of Nebraska said some really terrible things about 
Palestinians. I want you to know that in the time I traveled in Palestine, I never once heard 
a single threat of violence or revenge toward Israel. I did hear the stories of those who are 
suffering underneath an unending, slow, genocidal pressure campaign from Israel to 
continue to illegally seize land, further encroaching on Palestinian territory and 
compressing Palestinians into smaller and smaller corridors. We must tell the truth about 
what is happening, both among ourselves and also to our elected leaders.  

In my May column for the Synod Newsletter, I asked for you to share “Broken Open” stories. I 
have three I’d like to share with you tonight.  

+ The first is from Lori Claussen of Augustana Lutheran Church in Genoa, Nebraska. Lori is 
a lifelong Lutheran, although I’m happy to note she found her way to us by marrying a 
lifelong member of Augustana after being raised in the Lutheran Church—Missouri 
Synod. Augustana is one of those churches currently in transition without an interim, but 
a few weeks ago when the opportunity to work with a soon-to-be certified PMA came up, 
Lori said, “We don’t want someone who will do everything every Sunday. We like hearing 



from different voices.” Augustana folks have been in congregational coaching with 
Deacon Sunni Richardson and they’re learning some interesting things about 
themselves. “We don’t feel like we’re the exception to the rule anymore. We’re 
developing the courage to say, ‘this is what works for us,’ and if we bring in someone 
who does too much, the people who stepped forward in faith to try new things might 
decide to stop back from leadership.” They’re also seeing an increase in ecumenical 
partners worshiping with them, which might lead to possible full communion calls down 
the road for both churches.  

+ A second Broken Open story comes from Anna Francis, a member at St. John/Beatrice. 
They’ve recently made the decision to merge two Sunday worship services into one. 
Listen to how Anna describes what’s happening:  “With our current staffing we know we 
should be wise with our time and talents. Taking the step to accept that we are over-
extended is difficult, but having our services come together will relieve some pressure on 
staffing, musicians, and volunteers as well as financially taking some stress off of our 
Worship & Music budget. We are praying a lot and our staff is putting maximum effort into 
building a blended worship service with excellent and varied music. We hope that our 
congregation will see the benefits of combining services and make some connections 
with other worshipers at St. John that they maybe haven't even met yet due to the 
previous schedule.” 

+ A final story comes from the Kamla family, members of Zion Lutheran Church in Haigler, 
Nebraska. Susan and Ron’s son, Dylan, is the only child of confirmation age at Zion. As 
you can see, Zion is quite a distance from any other Nebraska Synod congregation, so 
confirmation options are fairly limited. We are starting a Zoom confirmation program for 
people like Dylan this fall, and they considered this option, but in the end Dylan wanted 
something a bit more local. Pastor Breen Sipes has been providing occasional pulpit 
supply to Zion and suggested that perhaps a few others in the congregation might want 
to do confirmation with Dylan, and that was the option Dylan chose. The first Sunday they 
held “class,” every congregation member who came to worship went to class with Dylan 
afterwards. Susan says it was a bit overwhelming at first, but now it’s become far less 
isolating for him. “We know all growth happens outside your comfort zone. Confirmation 
has become more than just checking boxes and learning how to hold down a pew. We’re 
all outside our comfort zone together” 

Those are just three stories of being Broken Open - I believe there will be more to come. One 
image that informs our Broken Open theme this year is 
kintsugi ceramics. Kintsugi means “golden joinery” - it is 
the art of repairing broken pottery with lacquer dusted or 
mixed with gold, silver, or platinum. What lives at the end 
of a kintsugi project is a vessel that has been transformed, 
and the marks of that transformation are in some ways 
more precious and valuable than the vessel was prior to its 
transformation. Likewise, being Broken Open as God’s 
Nebraska Synod will lead to transformation for all of us. 



Breaking the vessel open so that the abundance of God can be poured out will be 
uncomfortable. We will not be the vessel we have been — but the reformation currently 
underway may be more precious and valuable than we realize. Being Broken Open means 
being vulnerable, which can be difficult and painful. This is why it is all the more important for 
God’s Nebraska Synod to continue strengthening our relationships with each other. We are One 
Church, Better Together, and we are being Broken Open so that we can faithfully respond to a 
changing world with hope, honesty, and joy. 

On a personal note, I want to say a word of thanks my wife Kristin, our daughters Ainsley and 
Alanna, and the rest of my family and friends. None of the work that I’ve been able to do this 
year would be possible without your steadfast love and faithful support. Likewise, I’m grateful for 
every member of the staff and to the Nebraska Synod Council for their dedication and faithful 
leadership. I brag you up wherever I go, folks - thank you for the many ways you make God’s 
Nebraska Synod better through your gifts and service.  

I want to close as I did last year, by inviting you to stand and reaffirm your promise to live out 
your baptismal vocation.  
Do you intend to continue in the covenant God made with you in Holy Baptism: 

+ to live among God’s faithful people, 
+ to hear the word of God and share in the Lord’s Supper, 
+ to proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed, 
+ to serve all people, following the example of Jesus, and 
+ to strive for justice and peace in all the earth? 

I do, and I ask God to help and guide me.  

May God bless us in these endeavors, that our being Broken Open may be as precious and 
valuable as we hope it will be. 

Yours in Christ, 

Bishop Scott Alan Johnson 


