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Why Boundaries within Ministerial Ethics? 

Inspired by the multiple synods using a three-year education cycle, the Boundaries 
Education Working Group (comprised of synod and churchwide leaders) proposes the 
same model, which encompasses basic boundaries, gender justice, and racial justice.  
Attached are content guidelines, which include content recommendations, pedagogical 
guidance, and possible agendas. These particular education and formation commitments 
on basic boundaries, gender justice, and racial justice flow from this church’s explicit 
teachings on justice and statements and practices to advocate for victims and protect 
persons who are marginalized. 

The formation of the Boundaries Education Working Group was initiated by Rev. Dr. Phil 
Hirsch, Executive for Christian Community and Leadership (CCL). Rev. Hirsch convened 
the group as a result of encouragement from across the church (expressed by bishops, 
mission developers, synod staff, and rostered ministers) to reimagine boundaries 
education with a special emphasis on rooting both content and pedagogy in the Lutheran 
theological tradition and ELCA social teaching. The intention of the group was to offer 
consistent content guidelines that could be contextualized by educational practitioners 

across the church. 

Working group members included Rev. Emily Carson (A2B and DEM in SE MN Synod), Tom 
Cunniff (ELCA General Counsel), Deacon Darcy Mittelstaedt (A2B in SW TX Synod), Bishop 
Joy Mortensen-Wiebe (Bishop in South-Central Synod of Wisconsin), Rev. Sunitha Mortha 
(A2B in Metro Chicago Synod), and Dr. Mary Streufert (Director for Gender Justice and 
Women’s Empowerment & Director, Quality of Call initiative for Women in Ministry).  

I. The Call for Basic Boundaries Education 

The core purpose of this church is to give the gospel free course in the world. Abuse, 
misconduct, and other poor behavior interfere with the free course of the gospel. People 
cannot hear the gospel from a church body that permits abuse or from ministers whose 
conduct does not reflect God’s love, known through Jesus Christ by the power of the Holy 
Spirit. Similarly, the church’s obligation to seek justice calls us to prevent misconduct and 
victimization in all its forms. 

Accordingly, in 1989, the first churchwide assembly called the ELCA to make this church a 
safe place for all persons. Implementing that resolution, the ELCA Church Council in 1992 
adopted a strategy for addressing clergy sexual misconduct that called for a 
comprehensive education program to prevent abuse. That strategy includes training for 
synod staff members, ministers, seminarians, and lay people. 
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Having good boundaries is part of our call as baptized Christians. “Definitions and 
Guidelines for Discipline” (2021) begins, “Rooted in God’s grace and steadfast love, we are 
called as followers of Jesus to live a life ‘of bold trust in God and joyful, generous service to 
everyone we know and meet in daily life.’ Affirming God’s gracious covenant made with us 
in baptism, we commit to live in right relationship with God and our neighbors” 
(“Definitions and Guidelines for Discipline,” 3). Boundaries and right relationships are part 
of God’s covenant with us. 

Likewise, healthy boundaries are part of the calling of rostered ministers. Upon ordination, 
ministers make the following promises: 

● “Will you give faithful witness in the world through word and deed, that God’s 
love may be known in all that you do?” “I will, and I ask God to help me.”   

● “Will you pray for God’s people, nourish them with the word and sacraments, 

and lead them by your own example in faithful service and holy living?” “I will, 

and I ask God to help me” (Ordination to the Ministry of Word & Sacrament & 

Ordination to the Ministry of Word & Service).  

Maintaining healthy boundaries is also the responsibility of lay church members. Just as 
we need boundaries education to equip those ordained to serve congregations, we also 
need boundaries education to equip those who participate as lay people in congregational 
life. (For a fuller exploration of this topic, see “The Integrity of the Body of Christ: Boundary 
Keeping as Shared Responsibility” by Arden F. Mahlberg and Craig Nessan.)  

Put simply, “the Gospel does not allow the Church to accommodate to the ways of the 
world. The presence and promise of God’s reign makes the church restless and 
discontented with the world’s brokenness and violence. Acting for the sake of God’s world 
requires resisting and struggling against the evils of the world” (The Church in Society: A 
Lutheran Perspective, 3). 

II. The Call for Gender Justice Education 

This church has repeatedly declared its commitment to gender justice and its 
condemnation of patriarchy. In 2019, the ELCA adopted a social statement on Faith, 
Sexism, and Justice: A Call to Action, which states that “though God desires fullness of life 
and equity for everyone, as a church we recognize that women and girls in particular suffer 
a range of harm and injustice due to sex (biological), gender, or both” (3; 25). This “far-
reaching harm experienced by women and girls is rooted in a pattern of power, privilege, 
and prejudice, the key elements in any social system of oppression, which is what 
patriarchy is” (4; 31). Gender justice education is designed to help reduce, remediate, and 
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prevent such continuing harm by empowering people to resist patriarchy and its outcomes 
of sexism and homophobia. 

Likewise, Faith, Sexism, and Justice “recognizes that the body of Christ is called to honor 
and support women and girls from a variety of backgrounds, identities, and personal 
experiences in ways more consistent with life-giving theology and faith practices. As a 
church, we commit ourselves to celebrating and affirming the gifts and insights that 
women and girls bring to every expression and dimension of this church” (7-8; 51). Gender 
justice education is a means of living out our commitment to honor, support, celebrate, 
and affirm women and girls and persons who are LGBTQIA+ (Implementing Resolutions  
#1, 2, 3, and 15, 81 & 83). 

In Faith, Sexism, and Justice, the church made clear that the call for gender justice extends 
to the LGBTQIA+ community. “ELCA social teaching supports human rights for all people, 
regardless of their sex (biological), gender, or sexuality. This stance is rooted in respect and 
welcome for all people as created in the image of God and evident in the ELCA’s 
longstanding commitment to protecting civil and human rights. While members may hold 
differing views on matters related to sexual orientation or gender identity, this church is 
nevertheless united in opposing discrimination, objectification, abuse, or control of the 
bodies of women, girls, or individuals who identify as genderqueer.” (60-61). Similarly, the 
ELCA has repeatedly called for legislation protecting civil rights and barring discrimination 
based on sexual orientation and gender identity (Human Sexuality: Gift and Trust, 19; 
“Gender Identity Discrimination” CA13.03.07a). 

It has long been the church’s obligation to “join with others to remove obstacles of 
discrimination and indifference that prevent people from living out their callings (The 
Church in Society, 7). This requires us to “develop and support more extensive policies and 
practices within the ELCA that promote equitable authority and leadership within this 
church in all its expressions. In many instances this requires promoting the leadership of 
women, with special concern for women of color. In other cases, this means promoting the 
participation of men in more varied roles, including those traditionally seen as ‘women’s 
work’ (Faith, Sexism and Justice, 55). Gender justice education is one of the many ways in 
which members of the ELCA promote equitable authority and leadership for all. 

Finally, our documents specifically call for education on gender justice. Through the ELCA 
social message on “Gender-Based Violence,” this church commits itself to work 
systemically, collaboratively, and holistically both within and outside the church to prevent 
and address all forms of gender-based violence against all persons, regardless of their sex, 
gender, or sexuality. The social message states, “Although specific actions will take shape 
differently among individuals, congregations, church leaders, social ministry 
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organizations, and church-related institutions or other agencies of this church, there are 
common aims. 

1. Recognize, name and root out the violence and its sources wherever it is 
happening. 

2. Ensure care and create safe communities that foster healing. 
3. Provide education. 
4. Create accountability” (“Gender-Based Violence,” 13). 

The 2019 ELCA Churchwide Assembly called on “the church in all its expressions and 
related agencies, organizations, and institutions to embed and incorporate anti-sexism, 
training and protocols in their ongoing work, including appropriate adaptations to 
boundaries training for rostered ministers, and to create institutional resources to support 
rostered ministers who experience sexual misconduct or gender-based harassment, as 
well as pastoral care resources for all affected by sexism” (Implementing Resolution #16, 
83). 

 

III. The Call for Racial Justice Education 

This church declares its commitment to racial justice and its condemnation of white 
supremacy. Our baptismal covenant reminds us that we will live among God’s faithful 
people, serve all people, and strive for justice and peace in all the earth. Similarly, this 
church calls ordained ministers to “speak publicly to the world in solidarity with the poor 
and oppressed, advocating dignity, justice, and equity for all people, working for peace and 
reconciliation among the nations, caring for the marginalized, and embracing and 
welcoming racially and ethnically diverse populations” (“Model Constitution for 
Congregations,” commitment #8 of Ministers of Word and Sacrament). However, “racism 
exists within the ELCA, boldly and outwardly as well as subtly and inwardly” (How Strategic 
and Authentic is our Diversity, 2). We recognize that this church has failed to meet the 
previous constitutional goal of membership that is at least 10 percent people of color 
and/or primary language other than English. We are committed to working on rectifying this 
reality. 

To address our ongoing struggles with racism, this church has repeatedly called for 
education and training. In 2019, the Churchwide Assembly adopted “How Strategic and 
Authentic is our Diversity,” which calls “ELCA synods, seminaries, colleges, and 
universities to require their staff and rostered ministers to participate in antiracism training 
every two to three years, and that training should be reported in the Ministry Leader Profile 
and annual reporting” (7). In addition, it calls synods to provide “resources and training for 
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their congregational members on white privilege, internalized racial oppression, and 
cultural humility” (7).   

This church has also made commitments to specific communities.   

● Declaration of the ELCA to the Jewish Community (1994) 

● Renewed Action Towards Racism Toward Lutherans of African Descent (2016) 

● Explanation of the Declaration of the ELCA to People of African Descent (2019) 

● Condemnation of White Supremacy and Racist Rhetoric (2019) 

● Strategy Toward Authentic Diversity (2019) 

● Statement on Anti-Asian Racism (2021) 

● Declaration of the ELCA to American Indian and Alaska Native People (2021) 

● Declaration of the ELCA to the Muslim Community (2022)  

In summary, racial justice education is one step in living into the commitments we as a 
church have already made. 
 

 

 


