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I.  Introduction: 

One of the five priorities of the ELCA is “to deepen and extend our global, ecumenical and interfaith relationships for the sake of God’s mission” in the world.  The Office for the Presiding Bishop’s Section for Ecumenical and Inter-Religious Relations (ER) is charged with upholding this priority by cooperating, discerning, envisioning and implementing the present and future course of ecumenical and inter-religious relations in the ELCA.

“Ecumenical conversion” requires that the ELCA remain open “to new possibilities under the guidance of God’s spirit.” (Ecumenism: The Vision of the ELCA, 14).  Conversion requires that ER staff understand the present to forecast a future.  The future will require attention to longstanding and emerging ecumenical and interfaith models, and resources for staff support.  Below is an abbreviated strategic plan for accomplishing the constellation of this section’s work; the brevity of the plan represents the fundamental narrative mapping of ecumenical and inter-religious relations in our current historical epoch; in ministry, imagination will lead creative impulse or be led by the perceived limits of capacity.
II.  Methodology and Approach:
1. Pursue Measurable Practices and Mechanisms for Accountability.  ER will take every effort to make certain that ecumenical and inter-religious commitments are furthering the mission and ministry of the ELCA and the whole body of Christ.  Reports, evaluations, expectation and outcome clarification, and other means of assessment will assist ER in this effort.
2. Recommit the ELCA to the practice of interpreting and communicating ecumenical advancements through the lenses of grass-roots ecumenism (vertical) and broad reception (horizontal).
3. Emphasis will be placed on meeting common cooperative needs with ecumenical and inter-religious partners.  This need will be situated in local, regional, and national North American contexts.  

4. The general approach of ER will be both vertical and horizontal – from grass-roots efforts (vertical) to the administration and communication of formal, representative organizational relationships (horizontal).

III.  The Narrative of Ecumenical and Inter-Religious Ministry: 
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1. Conciliar Relationships:  The ELCA is committed to conciliar participation that supports Christian unity, mission, and service with other Christian Churches.  At all levels of participation, the primary objective will be how each council advances the unity of the Church. Multi-lateral Conciliar relationships are maintained through the auspices of ER with the following organizations: The Lutheran World Federation, the World Council of Churches, Church World Service, the Global Christian Forum, the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, Christian Churches Together and Churches Uniting in Christ.  ER Staff or ELCA-appointed representatives serve in varying capacities within these organizations.  Reports from each meeting will assess the continuing health and capacity of these organizations, and how the ELCA both contributes to, and is instructed by, these relationships.
a. Appointed delegates for the NCCC will undergo an orientation process with ER staff and be recommended for further projects on formation at seminaries.  This level of mutual responsibility is part of the overall mechanisms for accountability in this ER strategic plan (see I.1 above).
b. LWF representatives, WCC Central Committee Delegates et. al. are required to submit a report regarding all events attended.
c. The ELCA must reflect, uplift, and encourage awareness of the changing ecumenical contexts in world Christianity.  With 33,000 denominations worldwide, and only 365 represented by the WCC, the work of ER is evident.  One Conciliar lens must be inclusive of broader, more flexible lenses in the world, which are altering the landscape of ecumenical relationships based on expressed need, demographic concerns, and resources.
2. Bi-Lateral Conversations:  Emerging models for bi-lateral relationships shift an emphasis solely from bi-lateral dialogues toward full communion.  Relationships between communions are not uniform, but require flexibility in approach and anticipated outcomes.
a. Bi-laterals to full communion: ER staff will administrate bi-lateral dialogues with the Roman Catholic Church (biannual), the Orthodox Church (annual), and The Disciples of Christ (annual).
b. Bi-lateral Discourse:  ER staff will administrate a bi-lateral discourse with the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church (biannual).
c. Bi-lateral Conversation: ER staff will facilitate a bi-lateral conversation with the Mennonite Church, U.S.A. (semi-annual).
d. Committee on Lutheran Cooperation: the ER staff will coordinate these meetings  between the ELCA and the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (biannual) and our mutual partners in ministry.
3. Crafting Reception:  ER staff will collaboratively craft, administrate, and attune possibilities for emerging models of reception.  This work will emphasize a recommitment of the church to broad aspects of reception.  These include: 
a. A recognition that, as a term, ‘reception’ is complicated and passive in scope.  The expectation of reception as myopically resource driven from the top-down (or ER to the church) is unreasonable.  When reception is understood as relationship, then the burden of its responsibility falls to the three expressions of the church.  In this way, ‘formation’ and ‘reception’ are integrally related – congregation, synod, and churchwide offices must find ways of informing one another about methods, activities, and resources for reception. With our full communion partners, we will endeavor to more fully integrate them into ELCA decision-making and structures, e.g. Church Council and unit ministries. We will explore the feasibility of enabling this to happen and identify the budget implications. 
b. Communicating the results of international dialogues (i.e., The Apostolicity of the Church et. al.).

c. An ER Evaluation of ecumenical and inter-religious relationships and connectivity from churchwide ministries and synodical ministries.
d. Production of Resources: Ecumenical Talking Points on the Eucharist; Forthcoming – ELCA-UMC Best Practices: A Guide to Enhancing Ministry).
4. Coordinating Relationships: Ecumenical full communion relationships are coordinated nationally in the ELCA by ‘coordinating committees.’  As Lutherans, our charge is to locate and administrate practical and essential measures of enhancing closer structural relationships between these churches.  Individual appointments to coordinating committees will include individuals who have strong skills in networking, envisioning, and timely implementation recommendations and practices.  The coordinating committees meet every nine months and are listed as follows:
a. Lutheran-Reformed

b. Lutheran-Episcopal

c. Lutheran-Moravian

d. Lutheran-United Methodist (** Projected 2009)

5. At the Grass Roots:  ER must commit time, energy, and resources to the manifold ecumenical grass-roots relationships and events taking place throughout this church.  A formation/orientation for bishops must be developed that reflects the true reality of ecumenical work in the ELCA.  That is, both vertical and horizontal ecumenism is taking place, and always has.  ER must create the vehicles [Unity Town Square database] for recording and sharing events at the grass-roots.  At issue is also a more nuanced and representative interpretation of ‘reception,’ where the national and international expressions of the church may ‘receive’ the vital relationships taking place in local communities.  This necessary ‘dual-current’ way of interpreting ‘reception’ requires time, energy, and staff consistency.  Here are instances of grass-roots efforts:
a. A growing catalogue of best practices in local communities that reflects service in the community to cooperative efforts that drive ecumenical relationships due to expressed local need.  
b. Develop plan for creating and delivering formation/orientation to bishops and seminaries about growing grass-roots efforts around the world and in a post-denominational context.  Reflect these efforts in a substantial way in ER communiqués and strategy; work with ER staff to develop a fresh face for ecumenical and inter-religious endeavors that is communitarian based, organized, and complementary to other formal dialogues, conversations, and Conciliar relationships.  Some of this work will require developing the weft of complementarity between ecumenical models, which will lead this church in interpreting its ecumenical future.
c. How does the ELCA initiative,, Book of Faith: Lutherans Read the Bible, translate for local communities when they discuss this initiative with local Christian partners.  What can be learned from these communities about how ‘Lutherans Read the Bible’ in a pluralistic world, where other Christians also have an influence on how Lutherans interpret the text.
d. Grass-roots ecumenical efforts have been traditionally more Word and Service based.  The determining challenges of the next ten years are already shaping ecumenical relationships: immigration, clean water, environmental devastation, education, burgeoning populations with limited natural resources, liturgy in a post-denominational pluralistic world – all of these are already on the doorsteps of the church.  Our ecumenical efforts must reflect not only the challenges, but the hope of change and practical incentives that are emerging in all of our local communities.
6. Inter-Religious Relations:  Since 2005 ER has the responsibility of administrating the formal inter-religious relations of this church.  Strides have been made, but the future will certainly require greater refinement of this church’s public witness in multi-religious national and global contexts.  The work of inter-religious relations includes:
a. There are currently two consultative panels, one on Lutheran-Jewish and a second on Lutheran-Muslim Relations.  The two panels will review the distinctiveness of their work and consider how they can best relate to one another and provide cooperative engagement. Consideration of expanding the ELCA’s inter-religious involvement to non-Abrahamic faiths will also be explored.
b. ER is responsible for providing staff time to the NCCC Interfaith Commission, the national Jewish-Christian Dialogue Table, the National Christian-Muslim Initiative, and other venues.  It is imperative that clear lines of communication and accountability be evident between the Presiding Bishop, ER, other churchwide units, and synodical bishops.  Greater transparency will mean that ER is able to offer suggestions on other inter-religious efforts in the U.S., such as the National Interreligious Leaders Initiative, or Churches for Middle-East Peace.

c. Inter-Religious relations must continue to be further integrated into the life of the section.  This must likewise be done in the recognition that inter-religious resources, formation, and reception are distinct albeit integrated into the life of ecumenical work for this church, and our partner churches.

7. Ecumenical and Inter-Religious Formation: 
a. The principle audiences for formation from ER will be synodical bishops and staff, and emerging leaders in ELCA seminaries.

b. ER must spend a considerable amount of time in organizing and administrating events for the ecumenical and inter-religious formation of bishops, synodical staff, and ecumenical or interfaith commissions.  These orientations at formation must be developed and implementing, which will require staff time and travel to seminaries and regions.
c. In recent years, ER has sought means of ecumenical and inter-religious formation that are representative of (and not merely ‘more inclusive of’) women and persons of color.  From interns, the January Course of Study on Global Ecumenism, or those delegates serving on all our Conciliar bodies, ER is consistently reaching out to a representative presence in emerging ecumenical leadership.  Formation is thus necessary for the next generation, but also who that next generation will be.
d. ER is transitioning the January Course of Study on Global Ecumenism to the LWF North American Regional Director’s desk.  Some consideration has been given with ecumenical partners about the formation of a national January Course of Study on North American Ecumenical and Inter-Religious Realities.  
e. As a compendium to Windows for Understanding: Jewish, Muslim, Lutheran Relations, a second mini-guidebook for inter-religious relations will be provided to synodical bishops.  This guidebook will address inter-religious relationships that are inclusive of the Abrahamic and non-Abrahamic faiths.    

8. Lutheran Ecumenical Representatives: The Lutheran Ecumenical Representatives Network comprises only a fraction of those Lutherans committed to ecumenical and inter-religious relations in the ELCA.  Consistent efforts must be made to uplift the work of LERN and promote other classifications of ‘Lutheran Ecumenical Representatives,’ which will be evident on the ER website.  These members represent their respective synodical bishops.  But they work with other Lutherans who are likewise influencers, or change agents, and have expertise in building cooperative relationships in their own local and regional contexts.  ER requires:
a. Consistent ER staff presence to both promote healthy representation and address complications where necessary.
b. Staff to broaden invitations to Lutherans to serve in their respective synod, while also bringing specific encouragements to the LERN network so tasks are completed in a timely manner, and useful to the life of the ELCA.
c. Work with LERN to create a compendium of best practices in local ecumenical reception at synodical, regional, national, and international ecumenical circles.

d. Develop online resources that are timely and represent the scope of ecumenical reception in national and international contexts today.

9. Communication:  The communication strategy for ER has vastly improved in recent years.  In fact, this office is now recognized as an online entity, broadcasting to a large ecumenical audience who look to our E-Newsletter and website as a place for understanding the current landscape.  This work has only begun, however.  
a. The age of the illuminated manuscript requires attention to explicating narrative in clear and explicit ways.  The ER website will be restructured to represent the thrust of this new strategic plan.  The restructure must be maintained consistently by all executive staff, including contributions for the Ecumenical and Inter-Religious Relations Newsletter (sent to all ELCA bishops and multiple ecumenical partners).
b. ER will develop a communication strategy with the  Communication Services Unit in order to facilitate consistent and timely responses on behalf of the Office of the Presiding Bishop, on issues related to ecumenical and inter-religious relationships in the ELCA.
IV.  Requirements for Ministry:

1. Ecumenical and Inter-Religious Relations Advisory Team:  The advisory team will convene annually and recommend refinements in the ELCA ER methodology, approach, and practice of Ministry Intersections (III 1-9).  Topics will include: Identification of statements in the ecumenical field that require response; Opportunities to produce a significant contribution to ecumenical and inter-religious relations; Next steps in reception and formation; Ecumenical trends in world Christianity; And urgent inter-religious developments.  Rolling membership on the ‘advisory team’ will include the ELCA chair of the liaison committee of the Conference of Bishops to ER, assigned seminary faculty with expertise in specific areas, and specific ecumenical partners where appropriate.  Results from annual meetings will be reflected in focus and precision of communicating the narrative of this church in ecumenical and inter-religious relations.
2. Capacity and Ministry:  

a. Only a few years ago the ELCA Department for Ecumenical Affairs had three associates and no full communion relationships.  Today, the office for Ecumenical and Inter-Religious Relations has five full communion relationships, multiple dialogues, and is in charge of administrating the inter-religious relations of this church with one associate executive, and an executive director.  In short, the ER portfolio has doubled whereas staffing has diminished by 2/3.  This situation is not sustainable for the mission and ministry of the ELCA.
b. The question of capacity, in the long-term mapping of the responsibilities of this section, require that portfolios be viewed as three main pods that, like Venn diagrams, overlap sufficiently even though principle accountability remains with one staff position.  The main point in the mapping below is, overall, consistency.  Without consistency due to appropriate staffing, the efforts below will be frustrated.  The following staff positions are required in order for ER to enact this current strategic plan.  These are: 
1. One full-time executive director to lead ER.  Responsibilities include directing the portfolios of ER with associate executive staff.  The principle pod of the executive director is to represent the ELCA’s ecumenical and inter-religious commitments in Conciliar, bilateral, and multi-lateral conversation.

2. One full-time associate executive to assist in constructing and implementing the pod of work for ecumenical and inter-religious relations.  This position will enhance the inter-religious relationships of this church, encourage and sustain ecumenical bilateral discourses and coordinating committees, and some Conciliar relationships.  This position requires representation of the ELCA at particular venues and developing and implementing strategies for integrating the ecumenical and inter-religious relationships of this church more substantially and structurally into the life of the ELCA.

3. One full-time assistant executive to construct and implement one pod of the ER portfolio, which includes grass-roots ecumenism, reception and formation.  Time is required to develop strategic relationships for network-building across the life of the church, strategize the portfolio, represent the ELCA beyond incremental steps, and create long-term resources with other ER staff that further the mission and ministry of this church.  This individual would preferably be an emerging leader in the ELCA, recently having completed a degree in rostered ministry at one of the ELCA seminaries.  
4. Alternative to #3: Two part-time (50% by 50%) employees to assist with task-specific projects, from occasional two-day meetings to other specific responsibilities in reception, grass-roots and formation.  

5. ER Interns:  Semester and summer seminary interns to provide assistance throughout the year.  ER has had eight interns in the past four years, and this program continues to be a success.  Many of these interns pursue a vocation in ecumenism, evident in their participation at the Bossey Ecumenical Institute to serving on the Slovakian Council of Churches.  ER has consistently encouraged full inclusivity of women and persons of color for intern representation.
c. Restricted budgets are a difficult and unfortunate reality for any non-profit organization.  As a church that, as a priority, is formally committed to ecumenical and inter-religious relations in the country and the world, staffing restrictions far below what is reasonable even from committed staff, is already a compounding source of short and long-term concern.  Interpretive materials that should have wide distribution across the church and to ecumenical partners currently have a two month printing run of 3000 copies or less.  None of the new steps in ecumenical or inter-religious relations outlined above are funded at this time.  Furthermore, adequate financial support for ELCA representatives to participate in council, committee, and dialogue meetings (i.e., WCC Central Committee et. al.) is of necessity.  These funds also assist in forming, nurturing, and supporting the next generation of leadership for this service.  
If creative new efforts in ecumenical and inter-religious relations are to be imagined, constructed and maintained or even enhanced, then a timely reappraisal and action for increasing the ER budget is of necessity.  Efforts without adequate financial resources will unfortunately in the short-term be incremental, marginal, and increasingly administrative.  Both experience and mapping of the ecumenical and inter-religious field have proven these conclusions to already be the case.  In ministry, imagination will lead creative impulse or be led by the perceived limits of capacity.
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