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This is a fairly large Synod, larger than our Diocese, encompassing SE Wisconsin. SS Cyril & Methodius Parish in Milwaukee participates in an interfaith collation, to which several ELCA parishes belong, working on social and economic issues in the city.  I got much of my information from Pastor Ken Wheeler of Cross Church, who previously worked as the urban strategist for the Synod.  While we do not share Lutheran theology, ecclesiology, or all of its ethical teaching, we can learn from their practical strategies.  In a sense, they are doing a lot with far less substance.

Firstly, their basic urban goal has been never to close an urban church, epitomized by the theme on their signs: “In the City for Good.”  While they have not succeeded entirely in this, they have maintained 10 out 12 of their urban congregations in Milwaukee’s inner city.
One major part of their strategy has been to form an “urban coalition” of these 10 congregations.  Their pastors and other staff meet monthly

to work together on a common vision and mission, including a vision for the financial aid received from the national ELCA.  The coalition makes collaborative decisions regarding allocation for these funds. (While we don’t have much hope of getting OCA funds anytime soon, we do have diocesan funds, which however are not presently allocated by local groupings.)  The coalition is divided into subgroups that work even more closely – northside, southside, & downtown subgroups of 3 – 4 parishes.
The urban coalition provides for common planning & work, mutual support, & constructive critique.  It has contributed to an élan in which urban pastors, generally seasoned pastors, have remained at their congregations for very long periods of time.  It has aided in bringing in new pastors who understand and fit the requirements of the work.  Footnote: at its high point, the ELCA support of the coalition reached $200,000 or $20,000, obviously beyond our means - not, however, beyond comparison in per capita terms

A second part of the strategy has been partnering of urban & suburban or exurban congregations.  Cross, for example, has several such partners.  Pastor Wheeler, a very thoughtful man, insists that partnering can’t be just provision of a relief check.  Partners must come and spend time at Cross.  Cross is in a zip code with 60% black male unemployment and the highest rate of HIV infection in the city.  Its  “Bread of Life” ministry includes a free clinic, a meal program, various groups for men, women, & kids each week, and close supportive relationships with 2 neighboring public schools. 25 people a day drop in to talk with Wheeler.  Partners come and take part, getting over their prejudices and fears, which in my experience are blown all out of proportion (having been at Cross dozens of times by day and by night).
Partnership is a two-way street, with people from urban & suburban parishes going on foreign mission trips together, and urban congregants helping suburban parishes with their projects as well – “crosspartnering”.
Consideration of financial aid flows from these interpersonal relations.

There’s no good reason why we couldn’t replicate this kind of strategy.

A third strategy involves synod-wide “Outreach for Hope” fund-raising for congregations dealing with poverty.

Commitment to the city’s people and their problems is a given.  This is why all the northside ELCA congregations are active in the group mentioned earlier, “Milwaukee Innercity Congregations Allied for Hope”.

The urban pastors I know are impressive in their dedication and hard work.  They are involved heart & soul with their neighborhoods, and they do draw many low income and disadvantaged neighbors into their membership.  They do hard and gritty work, concerned with the body & material existence as well ass the souls and spiritual life – As the Gospels in fact show Jesus Christ to have been.

Obviously, Lutheran have an advantage because they can address themselves more easily to people of a general Protestant background.  They have a degree of liturgical flexibility we cannot and do not want to emulate, and they have fewer sacramental & catechetical requirements. The ELCA has declined from 5.8 million to 5 million nationally since 1988, but people of color in the ELCA have increased to 150,000.  Urban ministry has been a growth area.  It should be for us as well.   
