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New Jersey District–LCMS 
District Convention 2025 

June 12-14, 2025 
Crowne Plaza Hotel, Edison, NJ 

 
“Grace from Grace: Loving our Neighbor”  

(Luke 10:27b) 
 
 

Session 1 (6/13, 8:30 AM–10:30 AM) 
 

Opening Devotion 
The Rev. Robert Mueller led the convention in the opening devotion at 8:30, 

beginning with the question, “What is your view of neighborhood and what is your view of 
church?” Mueller than went on to describe common perceptions of “neighborhood” and 
“Church.” Mueller then brought in words from Ezekiel 47 of Ezekiel’s vision of a purifying 
river flowing out of the temple as a blessing into the world. Likewise, the love that flows out 
of Jesus Christ, flows through us and into the community bringing new life. That is the 
mission of the Church: to be a river of mercy and blessing flowing into the low spots. The 
Church is not a well of immobile water. The blessings of Jesus flow out and into people, 
making them his own. Jesus Christ flows to us and through us to others. 
 
Call to Order 

The 20th Regular Tri-Annual Meeting of the New Jersey District of The Lutheran 
Church–Missouri Synod was called to order on Friday, June 13 at 8:47 AM by District 
President Stephen Gewecke.  
 
Introductions 

Gewecke introduced the convention dais, Rev. Brand Hildebrandt, Convention 
Chair; Rev. Rick Vossler, Parliamentarian; and Rev. Tim Drawbaugh, Recording Secretary. 
 

Introduced guests included: Rev. Chris Esget, the LCMS regional Vice President 
(East–Southeast Region). Rev. Dr. Joshua Hollman, the convention Bible study leader. 
 
Report on Registration 

At 8:30  initial registration for 20th Convention: 32 Congregations, 26 Pastoral, 44 
Lay, and 3 advisory delegates. Larry Schuman moved. A question on the number of Lay 
exceeding number of congregations. Report withdrawn pending review. 
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Announcements 
Rev. Hildebrand made announcements, particularly noting that the time frame 

allotted in the agenda will be enforced. Electronic voting controllers will be distributed at 
the beginning of Session 2, with practice on controller use. 

Rev. Gewecke noted that Today’s Business would be published as well as a special 
edition of The Grapevine. Gewecke next explained the process for making a floor 
nomination for elections and the necessary procedure to follow prior to nominating from 
the floor. Gewecke noted location of exhibitors and vendors present. 
 
Adoption of Parliamentary Guidelines 

Recording Secretary Drawbaugh read the Proposed Standing Rules for 
Parliamentary procedure. Drawbaugh motioned. Seconded. Motion carried. 

Rev. Gewecke then moved for the adoption of the Revised Agenda. Seconded. 
Gewecke noted the use of unanimous acceptance clause by the Chair. Motion carried. 

 
Introduction of New Workers 
 Rev. Gewecke introduced new commissioned and ordained workers that entered 
the NJD during the past four years. 
 
Convention Bible Study: Part 1 
 Rev. Gewecke invited Rev. Dr. Hollmann of True Light, Manhattan, forward to lead 
Part 1 of the Convention Bible Study: Loving Your Neighbor. Hollmann began with 
greetings. 

 “Grace from Grace, Loving our Neighbor through Multi-ethnic Ministries”  

Outline of Bible Study: 
Session 1: God’s Mighty Multi-ethnic Ministry.  
Session 2: Loving Our Multi-ethnic neighbor.  
Session 3: Multi-ethnic and Christo-centric. 

 
 Session 1 based on: Daniel 2:47; Acts 11:1-18; Revelation 7:9-12 as well as 
Lutheran distinctives. Theme moving from “Me Grace” to multi-ethnic “We Grace.” Grace 
knows no distinctions and no partiality. Pentecost and Revelation both show that we are all 
part of a multi-ethnic movement in Jesus Christ. Luther also moves from “me” grace to 
“we” grace in his Explanation of the Third Article of the Apostles’ Creed. 
 Hollmann then considered the challenges and opportunities for multi-ethnic 
ministry. What are some of the barriers and ways to address those barriers? Finally, what 
are ways to show the big picture of God’s mighty multi-ethnic ministry in our 
congregations? Small group discussion ensued, followed by volunteers who shared from 
their group. 
 God keeps us moving from grace to grace through multi-ethnic ministry: particularly 
noted the Great Commission of Matthew 28. 
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District Reports–Pastor Wives Ministry, Youth Ministry 
 Rev. Gewecke next introduced Hope Dunbar to report on Pastor Wives’ Ministry and 
Youth Ministry. Dunbar noted the Pastor Wives’ Retreat was highly successful and Harvey 
Ceders has been booked for next year. She thanked the district and congregations for their 
support of the wives’ conference.  

Regarding Youth Ministry, Dunbar noted there are nearly 80 youth registered to 
attend the 2025 National Youth Gathering in New Orleans compared to the 60 or so to the 
previous NYG. Also, Dunbar noted the nearly 40 youth who attended the March Mayhem 
youth event. 

 
Lutheran Church Extension Fund 
 Rev. Gewecke introduced A.J. Sinisgalli from LCEF. Sinisgalli noted the importance 
of participating in the investments of LCEF: When people invest with LCEF, they can be 
confident they know the funds go to support the Church at large. 
 
Recognition of Those Who Have Served 
 Rev. Gewecke noted with appreciation those who have served the district during the 
past four years, including the NJD Vice Presidents, Board of Directors Members, Circuit 
Visitors, and those who served on the CHEF Board. 
 
[Convention Ahead of Schedule – Gewecke brought forward items from Session 2 of the 
Convention Agenda.] 
 
Treasurer’s Report 
 Elaine Schleifer was invited forward to present the Treasurer’s Report on behalf of 
Chris Koerner. Comments included: 

• NJD is audited every year 
• Contributions since 2021 and their sources, what was paid out, and what district 

owns.  
• Congregational support remained the same percentage, even given COVID 

pandemic 
• Expenditures have decreased over past four years 

In closing, Gewecke noted that the finances of district are in very good shape. 
 
Communications Report 
 Communications Director George Mikula presented the Communications Report. 
Noted items which are maintained: NJD homepage, social media, and electronic 
newsletters. 
 
Parish Nursing 
 Colleen Bottcher came forward to present the role of parish nursing within the 
district. A written report is found in Section 6 of the Convention Workbook. 

• Every district within the LCMS has a parish nurse representative 
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• Bottcher noted the importance of having a parish nurse within each congregation 
and the prayerful support a parish nurse can provide for members 

• Bottcher noted qualifications for becoming a parish nurse and what is necessary to 
start a health ministry program 

Morning Pre-Break Announcements 
• Circuit 6 will caucus during the break to elect a circuit visitor 
• Importance of the opportunity to visit with the vendors at convention. 
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Session 2 (6/13, 11:00 AM–12:15 PM) 
 
Session 2 was called to order at 11:03 AM by Convention Chair Brad Hildebrandt.  

• Reminder to mute cell phones 
• Appreciation acknowledged for Mark Thomas Printing of worship service folders 

 
Credentials Report 
 Assistant Convention Manager Larry Shuman presented the revised Credentials 
Report amending the number of lay voting delegates to 34, not the 44 presented this 
morning. As of 11:00 AM, the Revised Credentials report is as follows: 39 congregations, 24 
pastoral voting delegates, 34 lay delegates, 4 advisor delegates. 
 
Nominations Committee Report 

Nominations Chair Matt Hass provided the Nominations Committee Report, 
beginning by recognizing members of the committee and thanking Bishop Gewecke, and 
recognizing Elaine.  

Hass began by reviewing the Bylaws that define the Nominations Committee, then 
went on to report the activities of the Committee. Hass presented the slate. Report 
accepted. 

Convention Chair Hildebrandt called for any nominations from the floor. No 
nominations were put forward.  

 
Electronic Voting Presentation 
 Interactive Church Resources distributed remote voting keypads and use explained. 
Four practice votes followed. 
 
Pre-Election Prayer 
 Rev. Bob Mueller offered the Pre-Election Prayer 
 
Elections Committee 
 Elections Chair Andrew Wolfgram reviewed Bylaws outlining elections during the 
District Convention. 
 
District President 
 Rev. Stephen Gewecke: re-elected President with 55 votes. 
 
Region One Vice President 
 Rev. Deric Taylor was re-elected with 57 votes. 
 
Region Two Vice President 
 Rev. Jonathan Hodges was elected with 55 votes. 
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Region Three Vice President 
 Rev. Andrew Wolfgram withdrew his name from the slate. 
 Rev. Jon Dunbar was elected with 56 votes. 
 
Ranking of Vice Presidents 
 Rev. Wolfgram read the Bylaws regarding ranking order of Vice Presidents. 

• Rev. Deric Taylor re-elected as First Vice President with 37 votes (Hodges 12 
votes, Dunbar 5 votes). 

• Rev. Jon Dunbar elected as Second Vice President with 27 (Hodges 25 votes) 
• Rev. Hodges became Third Vice President. 
 

District Secretary 
 Rev. Jonathan Hodges removed his name from the slate. 
 Rev. Anthony Iovine elected as Secretary with 54 votes. 
 
District Treasurer 
 Mr. Christian Koener elected with 53 votes. 
 
Circuit Visitors 
 Recording Secretary Drawbaugh read Section 5.2 of the Synodical Bylaws that 
specify Circuit Visitor, their election by circuit forum, and ratification by the District 
Convention. Drawbaugh then announced the slate, including the results of the break-time 
caucus of Circuit 6. 
 
 Circuit 1: Rev. Robert Holsten Circuit 2: Rev. Anthony Giordano  
 Circuit 3: Rev. Steven Vera  Circuit 4: Rev. Gregory Jans 
 Circuit 5: Rev. David Small  Circuit 6: Rev. Anthony Wolfgram 
 
 Drawbaugh then called motioned for Convention ratification of slate. Slate 
approved by voice acclamation. 
  

Board of Directors 

Minister at large  
 Ms. Mackenzie Koehler was elected with 29 votes. 
 
BOD Ordained Clergy at Large 
 Rev. Daniel Fenco was elected with 28 votes on the first ballot. 
 Rev. Peter De Mik was elected on the second vote with 56 votes. 
 
BOD Lay Member Circuit 1 
 Mr. Larry Shumann was elected with 31 votes. 
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BOD Lay Member Circuit 3 
 Mr. Larry Chenault was elected with 52 votes. 
 
BOD Lay Member Circuit 5 
 Mr. Julius Mallepalle was elected with 55 votes. 
 
Christian Heritage Endowment Fund (CHEF) 

Region 1: Rev. Anthony Giordano was elected on the third ballot with 32 votes. 
Region 2: Rev. John Babbitts was elected with 37 votes. 
Region 3: Mrs. Charlotte Visbeck was elected with 29 votes. 

 
Lay Person at Large (3 Persons)  
 On the fourth ballot Mrs. Carol Pry was elected with 31 votes.  
 On the sixth ballot Mr. Larry Shumann was elected with 33 votes 
 On the eighth ballot Mr. Tom Jennings was elected with 31 votes. 
 
2026 Synodical Convention (Ordained) 
 Rev. Gregory Jans was elected with 32 votes. 
 
2028 NJ District Convention Nominations Committee (Ordained) 
 On the second ballot Rev. Steve Vera was elected with 29 votes. 
 On the fifth ballot Rev. Gregory Jans was elected with 29 votes. 
 
2028 NJ District Convention Nominations Committee (Commissioned) 
 On the second ballot Mrs. Carol Johnson was elected with 34 votes. 
 On the third ballot Mrs. Mackenzie Koehler was elected with 37 votes. 
  
2028 NJ District Convention Nominations Committee (Lay) 
 Hank Bitten and Deborah Cerda were elected in a combined slate with 52 votes. 
 
 
[Session 2 Recessed at 12:35 PM] 
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Session 3  (6/13, 1:47 PM–3:30 PM) 
 
Session 3 was called to order at 1:47 PM by Convention Chair Brad Hildebrandt.  
 
Report of the Synodical President, Part 1 

Rev Christopher Esget East-Southeast Regional Vice President brought a 15-minute 
video greeting from LCMS Matt Harrison, highlighting Synod-wide activities in the common 
mission of the Gospel. 

Esget noted LCMS is a traditional synod; traditional in the sense of what has been 
handed down, particularly the gifts of Jesus. Esget then examined the use of the word 
“tradition” in the New Testament, noting that it means “hand over.” Jesus “handed over” 
his Sprit, the Holy Spirit, for the forgiveness of sins and to make disciples of all nations. 
Lord’s Supper and the resurrection are the focus of a “traditional” synod, taken from St. 
Paul. Tradition is not customs of music, food, etc. within a congregation. Traditions are to 
be evaluated with the “tradition” of the Gospel. 

Esget then played a second video from LCMS President Harrison regarding the Book 
of Concord and its importance for being “confessional Lutherans.” 
 
Resolutions Committee 
 Rev. Jason Kiefer explained the activity of the Resolutions Committee and 
recognized its members. Resolutions will be presented along with reports to Convention. 
 
Campus Ministry Report and Resolution 25-1 
 Rev. Gregory Jans of Holy Trinity, Sommerset, presented a report on the activities of 
Rutgers campus ministry along with slides. Written report included in the Convention 
Workbook. There is much to rejoice over what has taken place in the first year, and much 
more to come as campus ministry expands. 
 
Resolution 25-1 “To Support the Lutheran Campus Ministry at Rutgers University” 
 Jason Kiefer introduced the resolution and made a motion for adoption, moved and 
seconded by the Resolutions Committee. No discussion. Vote tally: Yes–48; No–0. 
Resolution adopted. 
 
Operation Barnabas Report and Resolution 25-2 
 Rev. Gregory Jans gave a report on activities of Operation Barnabas under LCMS 
Ministry to the Armed Forces. Jans noted the high suicide rate of veterans in the US and the 
impact each death has. Operation Barnabas serves those who have served in uniform. 
 
Resolution 25-2 “To Expand the Use of our LCMS Ministry to the Armed Forces (MAF’s) 
OPERATION Barnabas in Congregations for Support to Our Nation’s Veterans” 
 Jason Kiefer introduced the resolution and made a motion for adoption, moved and 
seconded by the Resolutions Committee. No discussion. Vote tally: Yes–49; No–1. 
Resolution adopted. 
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Convention Bible Study: Part 2 
Rev. Gewecke invited Rev. Dr. Josh Hollmann forward to lead Part 2 of the 

Convention Bible Study: Loving Your (multi-ethnic) Neighbor. Theme: from “got” grace 
(passive) to “give” grace (active) noting James 2:1-17 (showing no partiality in loving one’s 
neighbor, faith without words is dead) and Luke 10:25-37 (the Good Samaritan parable). 
Also to be considered: Luther’s “Freedom of the Christian.” 

Small group discussion ensued concerning James 2:1-17. Guidelines: God has 
chosen the poor. Love your neighbor as yourself. Faith without works is dead.  

Hollmann continued with Luke 10:25-37 – Jesus the Good Samaritan. Small group 
discussion ensued with the following guidance: Who are our multi-ethnic neighbors? How 
do we pass by those different from us? Who was the neighbor in the parable? How do we 
go and do likewise for our multi-ethnic neighbors? A few representatives shared their 
thoughts. 

Hollmann noted Luther’s paradox of Christian freedom. A Christian is a perfectly 
free lord of all, subject to none. A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to 
all. Hollmann noted the vertical and horizontal dimensions. For Luther the Christian life is 
relational, in the shape of a cross, “cruciform.” We “got” the grace, now we “give” the 
grace. 

 

[Session 3 Recessed at 3:32 PM] 
 
During the break: caucus of advisory delegates and retirees gathered to select a delegate 
and alternate for the 2026 LCMS national convention. 
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Session 4  (6/13, 4:00 PM–6:00 PM) 
 
Session 4 was called to order at 4:01 PM by Convention Chair Brad Hildebrandt.  
 

Report of the District President 
Rev. Gewecke expressed his appreciation for his re-election and the support of the 

district. Part 1 of the President’s Report is found in the Convention Workbook and has as 
its focus the past four years. Part 2 is forward focused. Comments included: 

• Gewecke noted with deep appreciation the manifold contributions of Elaine 
Schleifer in the District Olice. 

• Gewecke pledged his continued support of pastors and congregations within the 
district, especially during times of congregational vacancy. 

• Pastoral care is essential, personally as President and through district Vice 
Presidents and Circuit Visitors, as well as during spring and fall conferences. 

• Will participate in as many congregational celebrations as possible 
• Will represent NJD at the Synodical level as a member of the Council of 

Presidents, giving counsel to the LCMS President and receiving counsel from 
him.  

• Will continue Ministry Development Initiative, something critical to the health of 
congregations. 

• Desires that through Word and Sacrament, district congregations will grow. 
Asked for a commitment to grow: to end the year without a numerical loss, and 
then to set a goal for growth in following years. After setting future growth goal, 
how will that be accomplished? The NJ District pledges to walk with 
congregations together, encouraging each other in the mission of the Gospel. 

District Strategic Plan 
 Rev. Gewecke welcomed the Rev. Billy Brath. Brath introduced the Ministry Plan 
and Strategic Plan as found in the newly issued Master Plan folder. The Ministry Plan has 
two facets: Worker Support and Congregation Support. The Strategic Plan has three pillars: 
Healthy Workers, Healthy Congregations, and Mutli-ethnic Ministry. Brath began first with 
comments on the Financial plan. 
 
 Robbie Blume presented on behalf of the Healthy Worker Task Force. The goal is 
to have each congregation have a Pastoral Care Committee. 
 
Resolution 25-3 “To Encourage Congregations to Seek Wellness for Their Church 
Workers” 
 Jason Kiefer introduced the resolution and made a motion for adoption, moved and 
seconded by the Resolutions Committee. No discussion. Vote tally: Yes–44; No–2. 
Resolution adopted. 
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 Rev. Jonathan Dunbar presented  on behalf of the Healthy Congregations Task 
Force, acknowledging its members and purpose. Four goals were introduced. The first 
goal, “Preparing a Master Guide” has been the focus of the Task Force, referencing book, 
“The Gospel DNA: Five Markers of a Healthy Church.” 
 
Resolution 25-4 “To Encourage Healthy Congregations” 
 Jason Kiefer introduced the resolution and made a motion for adoption. No 
discussion. Vote tally: Yes–40; No–6. Resolution adopted. 
 
 Rev. Craig Lutz presented on behalf of the Multi-ethnic Task Force, 
acknowledging its members and purpose. God has brought the nations to us, here, in New 
Jersey –one of the most ethnically diverse states within the United States. Concerning 
multi-ethnic outreach, Lutz referenced page 12 of the Strategic Plan. Each circuit will start 
two ethnic ministries within three years. Lutz noted the support of other districts in sharing 
their ethnic outreach experience. A survey was distributed to identify multi-ethnic 
resources within the NJ District. Additionally, Lutz noted that  the NJ District has pledged 
future financial assistance for multi-ethnic ministries. 
 
Resolution 25-5 “To Encourage the Expansion of Multi-ethnic Ministry” 
 Jason Kiefer introduced the resolution and made a motion for adoption. No 
discussion. Vote tally: Yes–41; No–4 . Resolution adopted. 
 

Rev. Billy Brath returned to the podium to continue explanation of the Strategic Plan, first 
noting progress of the Vacancy – Call Process Program. Brath also noted future emphasis 
on Lay Leadership Development. 

• A NJDU reunion is scheduled for July 1, 2025 at Mountain Lakes. 
• On July 8, 2025, an online informational session will be held for those congregations 

that have not yet participated in SCC or NJDU 
• Coaching is available for congregations who have participated, noting Mr. Larry 

Shumann is a trained coach available to congregations. 
• Brath said the NJ District has been blessed with District Admin Elaine Schleiler and 

President Gewecke. Also, the NJ District has been a blessing to other districts within 
the LCMS as the programs developed for the NJ District are being shared with other 
districts. 

President Gewecke returned to the podium, offering encouraging comments on the Master 
Plan and Strategic Plan. That the resolutions were adopted, show congregational support 
of district initiatives. Gewecke expressed his appreciation to Rev. Billy Brath for his 
expertise and partnership in the gospel as an answer to prayer. 

Gewecke then commented on the recent emphasis of FOROs – Spanish word for “forum.” 
Within the Synod it is a focus for mission work in a particular country by connecting 
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churches within the United States with mission work abroad. Gewecke extended an 
invitation to district congregations to participate in a FORO. It would include financial 
support, development of a strategic plan, and short-term mission trips. 
 
District Reports: Life Ministry 

Rev. Martin Erhardt of the English District presented, noting the partnership of NJD 
congregations in Life Ministry. Erhardt reported on the March for Life and noted the 
importance of the upcoming September 25 event in Trenton, particularly given the lack of 
laws protecting human life in New Jersey. Erhardt encouraged congregational 
participation. 

 
District Reports: Lutheran Disaster Response 

Rev. Chris Schonberg the district disaster coordinator called attention to the written 
report in the Convention Workbook and then presented on available printed resources as 
well as flood buckets. No one is immune from disaster. Schonberg expressed appreciation 
for the NJD aid response for aid during the recent wildfires. No matter how big a disaster 
may be, it always affects locally, the people closest to us. The Church brings the mercy of 
Christ to disaster, both tangible and intangible, as it expresses compassion and prayer. 
Currently, coordinating the formation of a disaster relief team. Those interested should 
contact Chris Schonberg. 

 
District Reports: Lutheran Social Ministries of NJ 

Allison Lauck’s written report is on file. Lauck related examples of the work of LSM–
NJ. Most of the work done currently is with the elderly. She also expressed appreciation for 
the NJD’s support of LSM–NJ. 

 
District Reports: Stewardship 

Rev. David Small noted ‘stewardship’ is receiving the gifts of God and managing 
those gifts for kingdom work. Trust in God’s abundance is a necessity. Small then shared 
his experience and things learned at various nation-wide stewardship conferences, noting 
that he is available for consultation and has resources available. Small plans on attending 
circuit meetings of the NJD to provide assistance and support. 

 
District Reports: Ministry of the Armed Forces 

Rev. Gregory Jans began by asking who has or had family members in the military. 
Jans cited the number of LCMS chaplains currently serving. Jans then related his own 
experience in over 30 years of military chaplaincy. Jans concluded by noting the Armed 
Forces Ministry by Mail and appealed for names of those currently serving in the military. 

 
Announcements and Adjournment 

• Choir practice is at 6:30, please let the choir members eat dinner first. 
• Worship at 7:30 and President’s reception at 9:00 PM. 
• Tomorrow’s opening devotion is at 8:00. 
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• President Gewecke introduced special guest, Bishop Dien Ashley Taylor, District 
President of the Atlantic District. 

Rev. Bob Mueller closed the day’s business in prayer.  
 
 
[Session 4 recessed at 3:32 PM.] 
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Session 6 (6/14, 8:00 AM–12:00 PM) 
 
Session 6 was called to order at 8:06 AM by Convention Chair Brad Hildebrandt.  

• Announcements: Evening worship olerings  totaled $1001. Those olerings will go to 
assist multi-ethnic ministry. 

 

Opening Devotion 
 Rev. Peter DeMik led the assembly in opening devotion based on Luke 5:17–26: “the 
power of Jesus.” 

• Amazing what friends of the beggar paralytic were willing to do for their friend to 
bring them to Jesus, love in action. When the crowd prevented them from getting to 
Jesus, they are persistent, going up onto the roof, digging through it, let the man 
down. 

• Jesus’ power display begins with forgiveness. Then again, with his healing word. 
• We need Jesus, his forgiveness, his body and blood, water welling up to eternal life. 

Like beggars we receive, then share. 
 

Honoring the Faithful who have Gone Before Us 
 Closing the devotion, a slide presentation was shown honoring the faithful servants 
of the NJ District who have gone before us in the last four years. 
 
Credentials Report 
 Assistant Convention Manager Larry Shuman presented the revised Credentials 
Report. As of 8:00 AM, the Revised Credentials report is as follows: 39 congregations, 25 
pastoral voting delegates, 34 lay delegates, and 4 advisory delegates. 
 
District Reports: Anchor of Hope 

Mr. Gerry Cleves and his wife gave an update report on the activities for opioid 
addiction. Mission is to save one person, one family, from a life of addiction. Cleves 
provided statistics for opioid addiction. He also noted the adverse effects of legalized 
marijuana. Ms. Cleves commented on efforts to assist with mental health issues and 
homelessness., noting grants received from NJ District churches and the LWML. 
Resources and referrals for mental health care are available. Printed booklets and 
materials are available at the exhibition table. “We have this hope, an anchor for our souls 
(Hebrews) Next Anchor of Hope sponsored event is September 6. Event information also 
available. Mr. Cleves added that Anchor of Hope has now added incarceration to their 
activities. Nearly 2/3 of those released from incarceration are arrested again.  

District Reports: NJD Congregational Lay Deacon Program 
Rev. Dr. Joshua Hollmann of the Atlantic District presented information on the lay 

deacon program.  The NJ District has partnered with the Atlantic District to certify 
congregational lay deacons. Courses are online and students are supervised by the pastor. 
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The program is 10 classes in length, offered September through May. Additional time of 
practical hours is required beyond classwork. 

 
District Reports: Hispanic Ministry 

Rev. Dan Fenco of Camino de Fe began by asking, “Who is our neighbor?” Written 
report online. Fenco raised the issue of fear, how many people are living in fear because of 
recent government activities. Jesus, however, calls his Church to love. While an individual 
may have entered the country illegally, they are here and they are our neighbor. How does 
Rev. Fenco approach individuals? 

1) Misinformation: First, Fenco notes there is a lot of misinformation in the current 
climate. 

2) Confess your sin: If a migrant has entered the country illegally, Rev. Fenco urges 
them to confess their sin and receive peace with God. It may take years before an 
individual is able to confess their sin. Confessing sin does not exempt one from 
consequences. 

3) Continue to do the right thing: obey the laws, pay taxes, etc. 
4) Finally, Rev. Fenco encourages individuals to turn to God and join his church. 

Fenco asked, “What if the entire political climate is God’s way of bringing people back 
to him?” It is important to speak the truth with love and compassion. Fenco expressed 
appreciation for congregational support as well as support from the NJD. 
 
Convention Bible Study: Part 2 
 
Hildebrandt invited Rev. Dr. Josh Hollmann forward to lead Part 3 of the Convention Bible 
Study. 

[Rev. Hollman began by giving brief publicity for Concordia University–St. Paul and 
its church worker program that offers additional tuition coverage for those pursuing career 
church work.] 

Bible Study Session 3: Multi-ethnic and Christocentric. Texts for consideration 
include: 1 Corinthians 1:18-32; Ephesians 2; Revelation 7:9-12. Lutheran distinctives to 
consider: Christ alone and the theology of the cross. “From ethnocentric to Christocentric 
through Christ who brings us together.” 

The cross is our theology: 1 Corinthians 1:18-32. The cross is how God works in 
showing how his grace is perfected in weakness. How is preaching the cross a challenge 
for mutli-ethnic ministry today? Luther: “The cross puts everything to the test. Blessed is 
he who understands.” How does the cross of Christ put everything to the test? (Reflect on 
this statement for multi-ethnic ministry.) How might you create and sustain multi-ethnic 
ministry? Small group discussion ensued. Hollmann asked for comments on group 
discussion. Comments ranged from the exclusivity to the particularity of the cross. The 
cross cannot be defeated because the cross is a symbol of defeat. 
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Ephesians 2 – one in Christ. Theology of the cross: breaking down the wall of 
hostility with his body. No one is born a Christian. We are made Christian, born again. Then 
we are called to share that message with others, far off and near. Reflection: Where do we 
see the nexus of multi-ethnic ministry and Christocentric in Ephesians? We are saved by 
grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone (Ephesians 2:8-9). Why and how is this 
teaching central for multi-ethnic ministry? We are no longer strangers and aliens but fellow 
citizen with the saints and members of the household of God being joined together 
(Ephesians 2:19, 21): Why and how does this matter for our endeavors in multi-ethnic 
ministry? How does this passage move us from being ethnocentric to Christocentric? 
Group discussion ensued. Hollmann asked for comments on group discussion.  
Key: multi-ethnic is Christocentric. 

Revelation 7:9-12 – Telos together in Christ, God’s mighty multi-ethnic ministry. 
Challenge for us to consider: What keeps us from moving forward in loving our multi-ethnic 
neighbors? From grace to grace: what are ways we can move forward together in multi-
ethnic ministry? 

 
Guest Presentation: LCMS Foundation 

Video greetings from LCMS Foundation and information on the services they offer 
for individuals and congregations. Report: NJD has received $47,000 from investments in 
the LCMS Foundation. 
 
Guest Presentation: Concordia University System 

Rev. Doug Spitel, Vice President of CUS provided information on CUS’ five 
campuses. Information on all five campuses can be found online at CUS.edu. Spitel 
announced special scholarship opportunities in addition to whatever individual 
universities offer. Texas and Ann Arbor campuses currently have issues which Spitel 
addressed. He followed up with current CUS initiatives, especially oriented toward 
preparing church workers. 
 
Guest Presentation: LWML 

Mrs. Arlene Price, President of the NJ District LWML began by acknowledging Rev. 
Brian Handrich and Rev. Steve Vera for being the LWML’s pastoral counselors. Price then 
reviewed the mission of the LWML as the official auxiliary of the LCMS. One of the current 
priorities of the NJ District LWML is starting and reactivating LWML charters within district 
congregations. Price asked that congregations participate in Mites for Missions to support 
mission work opportunities within New Jersey and nationwide. Price presented current 
projects being funded and mentioned the opportunity for congregations to apply for 
mission grants at the next LWML convention in 2026. Mission grant applications as well as 
mite boxes are available at the exhibition table. Additional resources are available on 
LWML.org.  
 
  



New Jersey District Convention 2025 
Minutes (6/13-14) 

 17 

Report of the Synodical President, Part 2 with Q&A. 
Rev. Chris Esget, the LCMS regional Vice President took time for Q & A. 

 
1) Rev. David Small asked about a February 6, 2025, letter issued by LCMS President 

Harrison on olicial Synod letterhead that made political and pejorative statements. 
Small noted how the letter has adversely alected church workers. Esget said he 
understood and would present the concerns in detail as expressed before LCMS 
President Harrison. 
 

2) Mr. Robbie Blume asked about the issue targeting Roman Catholic Priests in 
Washington State because of what was divulged in confession. Esget replied that 
the LCMS has not issued any public statement but should as confession of sin is 
private matter, God forgives and forgets. A follow-up question asked by the 
Livingston representative, asking what the consequences were for a pastor who 
refuses to divulge confession. Esget replied, “prison.” 

 
3) St. John’s Clifton, Lay Delegate, asked what is being done to help vacant churches 

find a pastor and whether financial support is available. Esget referenced the Set 
Apart to Serve initiative. He also noted that any desire for shared parish ministry 
must come from the congregations themselves and not from the “above” level. 

 
4) Rev. Giordano commented on the CUS presentation mentioning “micro campuses” 

but that no mention was made of online education opportunities or distant learning 
which could help alleviate shortage of church workers. Esget noted that CUS was 
out of his sphere, but will share the concerns with CUS. Esget went on to address 
the current issue with LCMS seminaries concerning residential education. 

 
5) Rev. Drawbaugh asked that while he was aware of the February 2025 guidelines the 

Synod had published for schools on the occasion of a visit of law enforcement, he 
was not aware of similar guidelines for houses of worship. Parliamentarian Rev. 
Vossler indicated there were two separate guidelines issued, one for schools and 
another for houses of worship. Esget replied that this issue is similar to the 
Washington State issue. While the LCMS seeks to abide by governing authorities, 
our ultimate loyalty is to God and not to man. 

 
6) Follow-up statement by lay delegate regarding February 6, Harrison letter. There 

needs to be a balance in understanding its presentation. 
 

7) Carol Johnson, Commissioned Minister commented on online education 
opportunities that are available, particularly through Concordia University Chicago. 
Ms. Johnson then asked why there are no term limits for the LCMS President. Esget 
replied that it is an issue for the LCMS to address in convention. 
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8) A question was raised regarding voting rights for shared ministry parishes as only 
one of the two congregations is able to vote in convention. Esget understands, 
commenting that this is an issue to raise at the LCMS convention. 
 

9) Rev. Matt Hass commented on the importance of online, local learning. He noted 
the importance of encouraging local church workers to remain in their area. Esget 
agreed. 
 

10) Rev. Hildebrandt noted the unfairness not only of voting restrictions on shared 
ministry parishes but also restrictions placed on SMP pastors. Esget again 
suggested these are issues for the Synod to address in convention through 
resolutions. 

 
District Report: CHEF (Christian Heritage Education Foundation) 

An audio greeting from CHEF representative was played, reporting on activities 
during the past four years, noting tuition grants given and available for pastoral formation. 
Members serving on the CHEF Board were noted. 
 
Resolution 25-6 “To Build a culture of Church Work Formation and Recruitment” 

Rev. Brian Handrich presented the resolution following an introductory video for 
“Set Apart to Serve.” Video noted the that results of the initiative in its first five years has 
exceeded expectations and has reinforced the continued need to encourage youth to 
pursue church worker careers. No discussion. Yes–36; No–2. Motion carried. 
 
Guest Presentation: Concordia Seminary–St. Louis and Concordia Theological 
Seminary–Ft. Wayne 

The representative presented on behalf of both seminaries. He began with his own 
conversion experience and subsequent desire to attend CTSFW but never did due to 
financial limitations. He ended up going to Papua New Guinea as a missionary where he 
worked for the native Lutheran seminary. Upon return to the US, he became a 
representative for the LCMS seminaries. He noted the formation process of seminary in 
educating and preparing future pastors and deaconesses for the Church. A promotional 
video was played featuring both seminaries and their residential programs. The 
representative closed by noting the camaraderie between the seminaries and thanked the 
convention for the opportunity to present. 
 
Resolution 25-7 “To Teach the Heritage of the Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod 
Rev. Brian Handrich presented the resolution and motioned its acceptance. Discussion 
ensued. One speaker commented that our unity is bound not in any shared heritage, but in 
Christ. Yes–26; No–10. Resolution adopted. 
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Closing and Adjournment 
President Gewecke took the podium to offer closing comments, beginning with 

expressing his appreciation for the time and commitment of those in attendance. He looks 
forward to the upcoming three years. Other comments: 

• Encouragement olered for the Congregational Lay Deacon Program and the quality 
education available 

• The Q & A – had wonderful questions, respectful, and well-intentioned and 
considered. It underscores the relationship we have with Synod. 

• Noted the continuing struggle with shortage of church workers, but announced two 
pastors have recently accepted calls to the NJD: Good Shepherd, Old Bridge and 
Christ Memorial, East Brunswick. 

• Appreciation expressed for Elaine Schleiler and her invaluable work. 

 
Convention Adjourned at 11:20 AM. 
 
Closing Devotion 
Rev. Peter DeMik led the assembly in closing devotion with a reading from Acts 8:26-40, 
Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch. While we’re going, on our way, God is always using us, 
opening our eyes to opportunities that the Lord has placed in our path to share the love of 
Jesus as we go. The blessing of sharing: we share and God also shares back with us.  
 
 
Minutes submitted by Rev. Timothy Drawbaugh, Recording Secretary. 
 


