Virginia Synod CaSTLE Grant 2021
Draft 1.3 – October 26, 2026

Category One: Enrichment of SAMs and Lay Leader Training, and Resource Development

Description of Project (see submitted below)

With the support of two CaSTLE grants, the Virginia Synod has gathered together commissioned lay ministers, individuals who have completed our lay ministry academy, for mutual support and ongoing practical support. In addition, the Virginia Synod has created space for mentoring conversations and developed handbooks for all commissioned lay and mentor ministers. Having established a framework for ongoing support, the Virginia Synod has identified the need to develop and curate resources to support these commissioned lay ministers in their ministry in local congregations. Free, trusted resources grounded in Lutheran theology for confirmation, worship, and faith development that are specifically-designed for small congregations in small town and rural settings are difficult to find. In the absence of easily accessible resources, we are discovering that more congregational leaders are turning to AI resources like ChatGPT to produce curriculum and resources. 

The goal of the ‘Resourcing Commissioned Lay Ministers Project’ is to provide free online curricula that can be used to support lay led confirmation in small town and rural settings, to gather commissioned lay ministers for a curriculum development event, and to create a framework to assist commissioned lay ministers in engaging the ministry plan tool developed for the Lay Ministry Academy.  
   
The 3 primary elements of the project in 2026 will be:
1. Provide free online curriculum that can be used to support lay-led confirmation in small town and rural settings - Several congregations in the Virginia Synod already use toolboxforfaith.org for confirmation. The site was developed by four Lutheran pastors as a free site to support confirmation in small congregations with one or two confirmands. The creators of the site, which include the DEM of the Virginia Synod and the DEM of the Arkansas-Oklahoma Synod, would like to work with the Virginia Synod and a curriculum designer to update the site and expand the scope of the site. The site currently has 132 pages and according to the data for the website had about 1188 page visits in the last 30 days. The site has not had a significant update since it was first published in 2014. Once the update is complete, commissioned lay ministers will be trained on the site and the site will continue to be posted as a free resource on the internet. 

2. Gather commissioned lay ministers for a curriculum development event - While the work with toolboxforfaith.org meets an identified need, the Lay Ministry Team plans to gather a group of 5-9 current commissioned lay ministers for a curriculum development event to identify the specific resource needs in their contexts. The goal for the day will be to create a list of needed resources to be developed or curated and to establish a plan for future action. 

3. Create a framework to assist commissioned lay ministers in engaging the ministry plan tool developed for the Lay Ministry Academy - As a part of the 2025 CaSTLe grant, the Lay Ministry Team introduced a tool to help individuals in the lay ministry academy discern how they are called to use their gifts. The tool continues to be refined and the lay ministry team would like to develop an additional framework to help participants on the lay ministry academy use the tool both for themselves and in the context of their ministry settings. 



How does this project support the furthering of baptismal ecclesiology?

In commissioning his disciples (Matthew 28.19-20), Jesus directed them to “Go therefore and make disciples...” Jesus centers the ministry of the gospel in the daily lives of God’s people, in all the roles and relationships in their personal and occupational lives. The Virginia Synod Lay Ministry Academy forms and transforms lay ministers and leaders in the Virginia Synod to witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ wherever, however, and whomever they might be. 
Our work over the last two years has focused on supporting these leaders in their development, specifically in their understanding of five baptismal promises and the importance of Lutheran catechesis. With a framework of support in place, the next logical step in the progression of the project is to produce resources to support individuals as they use their God-given gifts to contribute to the vitality of a congregation’s ministry and to live out their baptismal promises in their congregations and their communities. As we consider what resources need to be created or curated, the team will make use of the baptismal resources being developed by Wartburg Seminary and the other synods in the CASTLE grant project.

How does this project fit with the current priorities of the synod?

The Virginia Synod now has 26 commissioned lay ministers, 16 individuals enrolled in the lay ministry academy, and 13 individuals serving as synod authorized ministers providing ministry in 10 congregations. Given the reality that approximately 100 of our 140 congregations worship 50 or fewer individuals on a Sunday morning, we anticipate that the number of commissioned lay ministers serving as synod authorized ministers will continue to grow. One of the synod’s priorities, therefore, is to provide support and resources for these leaders. During the first year of the ‘Resourcing Commissioned Lay Ministers Project,’ resources will be developed and curated for teaching scripture, the small catechism, and Lutheran worship.  In addition, the groundwork will be laid for the development and curation of additional resources requested by the leaders on the ground in these small and rural congregations.  


What support is already in place to further the success of this project?

For the ‘Resourcing Commissioned Lay Ministers Project,’ the Virginia Synod has a guiding team in place of seven individuals who currently oversee the Lay Ministry Academy, Office of the Bishop staff focused on the project, and partnerships with other synods including the North Carolina Synod and collaborators.

The Virginia Synod will collaborate with a commissioned lay minister with curriculum design experience and the creators of toolboxforfaith.org to modify and update an established resource. By building on an existing resource, the Virginia Synod believes we can achieve our goal of providing an educational resource focused on small and rural congregations in an effective and impactful manner.

In addition, the existing relationships with commissioned lay ministers and the experience from the last two years of CaSTLE grants provide a solid foundation from the curriculum development event and the work creating a framework to assist commissioned lay ministers as they engage the ministry plan tool. The team working on the project will be able to gather leaders who are doing the ministry on the ground and who have used the ministry plan tool to get actionable feedback and guidance for how to move forward with the next steps in the project.      



How will you measure the success of this project?

The Lay Ministry Academy Planning team will measure the success of this project in the following ways:

1. [bookmark: _heading=h.7wls01oe8s2y]Provide free online curriculum that can be used to support lay led confirmation in small town and rural settings
a. An updated version of toolboxforfaith.org will be available online and will be free for any individual or congregation to use.
b. The site has 132 pages that need updating.
c. A pilot cohort of commissioned lay ministers will be trained on toolboxforfaith.org and will provide feedback on potential improvements.
2. Gather commissioned lay ministers for a curriculum development event
a. 5-7 commissioned lay ministers or more will be included in the curriculum development event.
b. A list of resources needed to support commissioned lay ministers will be developed.
c. A plan will be created for what resources should be developed, what resources should be curated, and how the resources will be organized and made available to the Virginia Synod and others.  
3. Create a framework to assist commissioned lay ministers in engaging the ministry plan tool developed for the Lay Ministry Academy
a. Individuals who have developed a ministry plan will be surveyed for feedback on their experience.
b. Based on the feedback, a framework for using the ministry plan tool will be developed and published.



What resources will you develop and share as a part of this project?

The Virginia Synod expects to have two main resources to share initially and to have laid the groundwork for the creation of other resources that will be shared as a part of this project:
1. The website toolboxforfaith.org will be updated and available as a free resource. 
2. The framework for using the ministry plan tool will be available.
3. We will have begun a process to develop, curate, and share resources specifically designed for those serving as commissioned lay ministers and for those commissioned lay ministers appointed as synod authorized ministers. 

How will you carry forward your project/activities once the grant period concludes?

Thankfully, once these resources are developed, the cost to maintain them, especially in the next five years, will be fairly low. Hosting for toolboxforfaith.org is approximately $475 per year.

The framework for using the ministry plan tool will be a completed project that will only need updating in the future.  

The Virginia Synod Office of the Bishop is committed to continuing to develop and curate resources for commissioned lay ministers and to make those resources available. The Lay Ministry Team,  staff, and volunteers will work on developing and curating resources and depending on what is needed, the Virginia Synod may apply for a 2028 CaSTLE grant to assist in the development of additional resources.  


2026 Summary and how this builds on previous work
The last two years of grants from the CaSTLE project have helped the Virginia Synod create a stronger culture of collaboration and support among the 39 commissioned lay ministers currently serving in the Virginia Synod. The retreats have focused on the five baptismal promises and the call to proclaim the good news about Jesus. We have created manuals for commissioned lay ministers and supervisors and provided support through coaching and coach training. The commissioned lay minister pendant created with the support of the 2025 grant and presented in 2026 has exceeded our expectations. Having a visible sign of the completion of the training and the call to live out their baptism has helped affirm these leaders in their sense of call.
Having established this framework for ongoing support that is ingrained as a part of the culture of the program, the Virginia Synod wishes to develop and curate resources to support these commissioned lay ministers in their ministry in local congregations. Given the overwhelming number of resources available online, it can be difficult for individuals, particularly those with limited time, to determine which resources provide faithful and sound theological support for their ministry. The temptation to turn to AI resources when unsure is strong and growing, so the Virginia Synod wants to make sure free resources grounded in Lutheran theology that are specifically designed for small and rural congregations are available to assist these leaders as they prepare for confirmation, worship, and faith development. By adding this component to the elements developed over the last two years of work through the CaSTLE grant, we hope to create a secure, long-term foundation for our commissioned lay ministers and their congregations. 


   


Budget

Amount requested: $20,000

Budget Narrative

The Virginia Synod will invest the CaSTLE grant in the following ways:
1. Provide free online curriculum that can be used to support lay-led confirmation in small town and rural settings - $
a. Website Hosting for 2027 -  $475
b. Stipend for curriculum designer - $14,400 - ($1200 per month in approximately 30 hours of work per month at $40 per hour)

2. Gather commissioned lay ministers for a curriculum development event - $1300
a. Site Usage - $200
b. Lunch for participants - $400 (20 participants including staff and team members at $20 per person)
c. Supplies and Resources - $100
d. Travel reimbursement at non-profit rate - $600

3. Create a framework to assist commissioned lay ministers in engaging the ministry plan tool developed for the Lay Ministry Academy - $2000
a. Stipend for an individual to create the framework to assist commissioned lay ministers in engaging the ministry planning tool. Work will be done in conjunction with the lay ministry team, Virginia Synod Office of the Bishop staff, and current commissioned lay ministers.
b. Estimate is approximately 50 hours of work at $40 per hour

4. Two Individuals to Attend CaSTLE Conference - $1825
a. Airfare and travel from Virginia

Total Grant Request: $20,000



Question 1 response reduced to 500 words or less

With the support of two CaSTLE grants, the Virginia Synod has provided support for commissioned lay ministers, created space for mentoring conversations and developed handbooks for all commissioned lay and mentor ministers. Having established a framework for ongoing support, the Virginia Synod will focus on developing and curating resources to support these commissioned lay ministers in their ministry. Free, trusted resources grounded in Lutheran theology for confirmation, worship, and faith development for small congregations in small town and rural settings are difficult to find. In the absence of easily accessible resources, more congregational leaders are turning to AI programs like ChatGPT to produce resources. 
 
The goal of the ‘Resourcing Commissioned Lay Ministers Project’ is to provide free online resources to support lay-led confirmation in small town and rural settings, to gather commissioned lay ministers for a curriculum development event, and to create a framework to assist commissioned lay ministers in engaging the ministry plan tool developed for the Lay Ministry Academy.  
   
The 3 primary elements of the project in 2026 will be:
1. Provide free online curriculum that can be used to support lay-led confirmation in small town and rural settings - Several congregations in the Virginia Synod already use toolboxforfaith.org for confirmation. The site was developed by four Lutheran pastors as a free site to support confirmation in small congregations. The creators of the site, which include the DEM of the Virginia Synod and the DEM of the Arkansas-Oklahoma Synod, would like to work with the Virginia Synod and a curriculum designer to update and expand the site. The site currently has 132 pages and according to the data for the website had about 1188 page visits in the last 30 days. The site has not had a significant update since it was first published in 2014. Once the update is complete, commissioned lay ministers will be trained on the site and the site will continue to be posted as a free resource on the internet. 

2. Gather commissioned lay ministers for a curriculum development event - While the work with toolboxforfaith.org meets an identified need, the Lay Ministry Team plans to gather a group of 5-9 current commissioned lay ministers for a curriculum development event to identify the specific resource needs in their contexts. The goal for the day will be to create a list of needed resources to be developed or curated and to establish a plan for future action. 

3. Create a framework to assist commissioned lay ministers in engaging the ministry plan tool developed for the Lay Ministry Academy - As a part of the 2025 CaSTLE grant, the Lay Ministry Team introduced a tool to help individuals in the lay ministry academy discern how they are called to use their gifts. The tool continues to be refined and the lay ministry team would like to develop an additional framework to help participants on the lay ministry academy use the tool both for themselves and in the context of their ministry settings. 

