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March 9, 2011
Ash Wednesday

Sheila Wenzel
Members of the Pacifica Synod Council

Ms. Wenzel and Council members,

Please receive my warm greetings.  While many years have passed since we have communicated, I thank you for your continued interest in providing leadership to the church, a leadership I remember that has been professional and fair.  Ms. Wenzel, you have been a good role model for how diverse opinions can co-exist in the same church.

I am writing you because I received the unsigned note below on March 4th via e-mail.  Attached to it was an unsigned PDF file.  The origin of the note was an undesignated e-mail address from the Pacifica Synod.  It seems strange to me that a note of such serious important would come unsigned, one week before the Synod Council meeting, from an undesignated e-mail address and filled with mistakes and innuendos.   The “process” comes 14 months following my resignation from CCLM and my going into retirement as a “retired ELCA clergy.”

I submit to you for your consideration the following.  I would also ask that you share this communication with all members of the Synod Council and that they be included in any “final file” sent to Chicago.

1.  I can only assume that the author of the note and process leading up to the proposed resolution and e-mail is Murray Finck.   It is his style for “closure” and reflects what has been a deep-seated vindictive attitude he has had toward my ministry and the ministry of CCLM for many years.  He has expressed this in several ways both publically and in private communications, which I would be happy to share with the Synod Council should there be an interest.
2. I resigned from Central City Lutheran Mission as its Executive Director on December 14, 2009.  My offer to stay as consultant and grant-writer was not accepted and my ministry with CCLM effectively ended on January 18, 2010.  With the employment at CCLM terminated, my Call from the Synod Council to serve as active clergy effectively ended.
3. In early January, through Richard Ajer, I submitted the paperwork to the Pacifica Synod to begin my pension and retirement from the ELCA as an active clergy person.  That paper work was signed by Murray Finck and submitted to ELCA-Board of Pensions.  Effective as of February 1, 2010, I became a “retired ELCA clergy.”  Hence, the wait of 14 months to move this process is strange and unusual.
4. The PDF file and proposed resolution incorrectly talks about my having been “ordained into the Ecumenical Catholic Church.”  That is simply untrue and incorrect.  I was ordained once in my life by the predecessor body of the ELCA, the Lutheran Church in America, on March 28, 1976 – 35 years ago this month.    This Ordination was recognized by the ECC and I was simply received into its priesthood, where I have served in a volunteer capacity since January 31, 2010, developing a new pastoral ministry in Guadalajara, Mexico.  This was a decision I made given my limited options in the Pacifica Synod and ELCA for international mission and new project developments.
5. Because of some decisions made by the Pacifica Synod and its Bishop, as I retired from active ministry in the ELCA, I also did make a decision.  I decided to be received into the priesthood of the Ecumenical Catholic Church, an ecumenical body of brothers and sisters who are engaged in ministry serving those on the margins of society.  I was received into its priesthood at a public Mass on January 31, 2010, two weeks following my resignation from CCLM, the end of my Call with the Pacifica Synod and the ELCA.  I believe you have received a separate letter from Bishop Shirilau explaining their respect for my Ordination and recognition of it.  He is clear that there was not an “Ordination Service.”  Please correct any resolution that you might pass to be historically accurate.  
6. Since February 1, 2010, I have been in Mexico developing a vibrant ministry among the poor in areas of healthcare and leadership development.  These are skills in ministry that were at the service of the Lutheran church during the 35 years of my ministry.  While not always recognized by the leadership of the ELCA, especially the leadership of the Pacifica Synod, my contributions have been recognized nationally and internationally – Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, Congressional Record (June, 2001), New York Times, Kaiser Permanente, World Council of Churches, Human Rights Commission of the United Nations, the International AIDS Society, Louisville Institute, Wartburg College, ACLU, several congressional and senatorial citations and numerous articles and stories about the cutting edge nature of what has been a rich ministry among the poor and oppressed working for human rights – from refugee camps in Central America to the streets of San Bernardino.  My ministry was always rooted in my Ordination vow of being in “solidarity with the poor and the oppressed.”  I recognize that this ministry has been vibrant, and controversial.   While recognized in many areas, it has never been appreciated by the current Bishop of the Pacifica Synod.  The lack of democracy within the Synod has enabled his provincial and isolating style for ministry to prevail.  The current resolution and the manner in which it was presented to me is simply reflective of what has been a negative relationship for at least ten years – long before the sad events he spear headed in 2004 against me and CCLM.  My ministry has been a unique and creative prophetic and priestly ministry of serving the poor and oppressed, always through Lutheran structures.  It speaks for itself.
7. While in Mexico, Lutherans continue to support this new ministry and innovative mission among the visually impaired, HIV+ persons and the poor at risk for HIV.  The support of the Lutheran Braille Workers, dozens of Lutheran laypersons and a handful of parishes is appreciated.  Lutherans in Europe and throughout Latin America stand with me in this new endeavor.  I am sorry that the Pacifica Synod and ELCA continue to isolate themselves and retreat deeper and deeper into itself ignoring opportunities for mission and growth of the church.  Economic times are blamed.  Poor leadership is overlooked and tolerated.
8. Given that this decision to exclude does not impact my pension with the ELCA Board of Pensions as many persons have asked, the question is: what does the Pacifica Synod and the ELCA gain with an action calling for the removal of an already retired pastor from the roster?  Is this an aggressive policy implemented nation-wide or synod-wide as the current church membership of all clergy is reviewed?  Is that such an important issue impacting the ministry of the ELCA?  Or is this a one-time application of “the law” against a particular clergyperson because of “feelings” held by the synod’s bishop?

Since February, 2010, I have been in Mexico.  I have not been in the Pacifica Synod.  I have not been in San Bernardino.  I have not been in California.  I have not been in any ELCA parish.   If Bishop Finck feels more comfortable with my not being a rostered retired ELCA pastor, so be it.  Perhaps he will rest better.  Perhaps he can now begin to deal with the real issues that are facing the welfare of the Pacifica Synod and the dysfunction of Central City Lutheran Mission.

Lent is a Season for reflecting on the suffering of Christ and for discovering ways to performs acts of charity, love and justice among the poor.  May this rich liturgical season provide each of you with wisdom and insight and courage for the living of your faith during these days.
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