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By Beth Foreman, Features Editor

For Barbara Below, Assistant to Rev. Matthew 
C. Harrison, President of The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod, “going overboard” is something 
that happens pretty much every day when she 
shows up for work at her 4th floor office in the 
International Center in St. Louis, Missouri.

Let’s climb aboard her boat for a moment and 
take a ride . . .

What’s it like being the first woman to 
serve on the executive level staff for an 

LCMS president?
It’s a little overwhelming to think about, but 

I’m honored to be able to serve the church in 
this position. Being the first woman at this level 
doesn’t feel so strange, though, because there are so 
many women in leadership positions and at every 
level working together to carry out the business of 
the church.

I thank God for the different experiences that 
brought me to this place and for the different 
skills that I’ve developed that I can now use in 
this position.

Prior to joining the president’s staff, Barbara, a 
licensed clinical social worker, served for six years as 

Director of Social Ministry Organizations for LCMS 
World Relief and Human Care, the disaster relief and 
mercy ministry of the Synod. She also served on the 
LCMS management team of the Dominican Republic 
Lutheran Mission. Before joining the Synod in 2004, 
Barbara held numerous case management and clini-
cal services positions in Wisconsin and Utah.

President Harrison was elected on July 13, 
2010, as the 13th president of The Lutheran 

Church—Missouri Synod. Did you start work 
the next day?

Soon after the election, it was announced that I 
would be serving as the President’s Assistant. Offi-
cially my duties didn’t begin until September 1. 
However, I came back from Houston after the con-
vention and work began right away on the transi-
tion, looking ahead to the scope of the responsibili-
ties, looking at what would be officially transferred 
to us. I immediately closed up much of the work I 
had been doing before the convention.

What is your job description?
Well, I’m one of three assistants who 

work closely with President Harrison and his 
staff. (The other two assistants are Rev. Jon 
Vieker, Senior Assistant to the President, and 
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Dr. Albert Collver, Director of Church Rela-
tions—Assistant to the President.)

My title has a whole lot of different facets. Specifi-
cally, I am to assist the President in conducting plan-
ning and strategic development for the president’s 
office, carrying out different administrative duties, 
and handling various communications. The President 
is responsible for the program activity of the con-
vention, and so it will be my responsibility to lead 
the president’s office through the development and 
implementation of the convention materials.

I focus mostly on the operations side of the 
president’s office, primarily working on restructur-
ing efforts. I also assist with the two new boards 
that were developed: the Board for National Mis-
sions and the Board for International Missions. 
Additionally, I take on special projects such as this 
fall’s national mission conference.

Are there any times you feel like you are 
“going overboard” at work?

I can walk into the office every day and find 
something completely different. Every day is a 
little bit like stepping out of the boat, going over-
board, taking some risks, walking into unchartered 
territory that I didn’t even anticipate when I got 
up that morning.

So is “going overboard” a good thing?
It depends on your perspective. Our sinful 

fear, worry, and self-doubt 
confine us unnecessarily in 
the boat. I think this kills 
our creativity and stifles our 
problem-solving abilities.

I think that “going over-
board,” taking risks, is part 
of doing great work. We 
can’t simply sit back and 
wait for our fear to subside 
— because fear can limit 
us. But if we listen to our 
fear and use it as a compass, it can actually help 
us break the status quo, get out of the rut — as 
long as we frame our fear as an opportunity and 
not a limitation.

How do you handle the challenges that 
come with your job?

Well, when the unexpected happens, I reflect, 
consult with others, and listen to my gut. Then I 

move carefully. If I 
can be clear-headed 
at that moment, and 
try to leave negative 
things in the boat, 
then going over-
board isn’t negative. 
I figure out what’s 
holding me back 
from taking the next 
step. Being stuck 
is really a state of 
mind. Luckily that’s 
curable! So it’s really 
about your perspec-
tive.

Tell us about an on-the-job experience when 
“going overboard” became an opportunity 

for you to do your best work.
I will always remember the first time I pre-

sented to the LCMS Board of Directors. It was 
early November 2010, and I had just a couple of 
months under my belt. I had to attend the Board 
of Directors meeting and, as part of the President’s 
report, talk about restructuring.

For as long as I can remember, I have always 
been very much in awe of the Board of Direc-
tors. I respect them greatly. So, I actually had 
a whole lot of fear when I initially heard of my 

assignment. However, once 
I understood that my fear 
could be my fuel rather than 
my limitation, then I used 
my fear to prepare for the 
Board of Directors meeting. 
I went into that meeting 
prepared, confident, and 
comfortable talking to the 
group. And I think I did a 
pretty good job.

That was a big hurdle. Does it get easier the 
next time you “go overboard”?

Yes, it does. I can look back and say, wow, this 
really does work. Let’s do that again! I started to 
challenge myself more and identified opportunities 
where I might be able to take a risk and step out.

For example, one of my professional goals has 
been to be a good public speaker, and that was a 
pretty big goal for me because I never was very 
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comfortable speaking in public. One day I saw the 
calendar, and I was scheduled to give fourteen pre-
sentations about restructuring over a month and 
a half. I thought, Seriously? Really? All right, I’m 
doing this because it’s going to take me to a place 
that is better ... It’ll be worth it!

That’s where I started to believe in this principle 
— that if you can take your fears and your hesita-
tions and focus that energy toward your goal, you 
will actually end up doing the best work you’ve 
ever done.

If I would have let my fear hold me back, I 
would’ve done nothing and certainly wouldn’t have 
been able to successfully — or at least comfortably 
— make those fourteen presentations. The Spirit 
you received does not make you slaves, so that you live 
in fear again; rather, the Spirit you received brought 
about your adoption to sonship. And by him we cry, 
“Abba, Father” (Romans 8:15).

So this whole concept of “going overboard” is 
really how you frame the situation and whether 
you’ll see it as an opportunity or a limitation.

What’s it really like having the Synod Presi-
dent as your boss?

I have been working for President Harrison 
since about 2004 when he was the Executive 
Director of World Relief and Human Care. From 

the beginning, I saw him as an inspirational leader 
who demonstrates a wonderful pastoral heart in 
the way he carries out his responsibilities and the 
way he works with people. He has given me great 
opportunities to stretch myself, and he respects my 
strengths. He’s a great theologian, incredibly wise 
just at the right moment. He brings clarity to situ-
ations. Honestly, most of all, he’s really fun to have 
around the office. He’s a hoot.

Share a little about your typical day working 
at the International Center.

Every morning, I get up about five o’clock and 
have coffee with my husband. It’s my favorite part 
of the day. We’ll talk, play with the dogs, read. 
Between my husband’s work schedule and mine, 
our evenings are pretty full. That’s why we like to 
spend our mornings together. Nobody generally 
schedules meetings at 5:30 in the morning, so I 
can count on us both being there! I also call my 
mom and dad every day to catch up.

My short drive to work brings me to the Inter-
national Center between 8 and 8:30. I usually 
have several meetings throughout the day, but 
every day is different. I try to block some quiet 
time during my day so I have an opportunity to 
think or write or catch up on emails or research or 
do some planning, but I don’t always have time!

I can’t make it through the day 
without … morning coffee. I drink it 
with cream because my husband (Rev. 
Mark Below) makes it too strong! I 
can’t do anything until I have coffee 

in the morning.

Most people would be surprised if they knew 
… My husband and I fly 2- or 4-line kites. I 
don’t know the names of the kites because I 
can’t keep track of that. We grew up in Milwau-
kee, Wisconsin, and they have a beautiful lake-
front. One day we went down to the lakefront 
and there was a kite festival. We stood there 
and watched the kites, and then we bought one 
right away. We’ve been flying them ever since! 
It’s a really peaceful activity. We fly them any-

where there is some open air space. You don’t 
need a whole lot of wind to get a kite up — it 
just requires some good wind to keep the kite 
up! My husband is much better at flying them 
than I am. I just enjoy it for fun.

The last book I read was … far too long ago! I 
can’t even remember the last book I completely 
finished.

My dessert of choice … pecan pie. I’ll eat it 
anywhere, anytime, from anyone. I’m even okay 
with the frozen kind.

In my free time, I enjoy … playing with my 
dogs, taking them to the park, playing Frisbee 
with them, working out on my elliptical.

Getting to 
know Barbara 
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I work on the fourth floor where the president’s 
office and executive offices are located. I like to 
keep my office simple and peaceful. One way I’ve 
done that is by hanging nature photographs — 
mountains and lakes — that my brother shot. I 
had those blown up into huge 3 x 5-foot photos 
and have them on my office wall. It creates for me 
a peaceful atmosphere. I enjoy having them, espe-
cially since they came from my brother.

We have chapel every morning led by a pastor 
either from here on staff, a local pastor, or maybe 
even a pastor who is visiting St. Louis. I would 
encourage everyone to visit the International 
Center if they’ve never been here. We have such 
a beautiful chapel, with great organ and piano 
music. It’s a nice break in my day to be able to go 
down to the chapel and worship. For a short time, 
I can leave behind the work at my desk and focus 
on God’s Word. It’s good.

Sounds like you love your job. Any other 
challenges, though?

One challenge is the constant balancing between 
my job as the president’s assistant and my voca-
tion as a wife and a daughter and a member of 
a church. It’s pretty easy to get caught up and 
energized by all the exciting things in this job. 
We all have to be mindful to keep a good balance 

between work, family, friends, and making time 
for ourselves, honestly. I don’t know the good 
answer for how to do that, but it’s certainly some-
thing I try to be intentional about.

What’s the best part of your job?
Hands down, it’s the people that I work 

with. Totally. This job has given me the opportu-
nity to work closely with many people and to get 
to know them. I am privileged to see their talents 
in action and to be amazed at what they do. I’m 
impressed with the people who work here. Work-
ing here at the International Center is also a lot of 
fun. The people make me laugh! I can’t imagine 
doing this job if it just wasn’t fun!

Tell us about your involvement with LWML.
I have been involved in our church’s LWML 

societies over the years and supported the local mis-
sion efforts of our groups. The church we are at 
right now, Lord of Life Lutheran Church in Ches-
terfield, does not have an LWML society that is 
active, and I’m interested in seeing one get started.

I serve now as the President’s Representative to 
LWML and will be as fully engaged with LWML 
as my schedule allows. At the minimum, I will 
attend LWML Executive Committee meetings 
and continue to act as a liaison for the LWML 

If I could only watch one TV show, it would be … Well, right now I’m 
really into “America’s Got Talent.” I’m not much of a TV watcher except 
for that one!

Technologically, I check in … I read emails constantly throughout the 
day. And I text all the time, primarily work-related texting. We text a 
lot on the president’s team, just as a means of quick communications.

My family photo includes … my husband of 26 years, Mark, who is the 
senior pastor at Lord of Life in Chesterfield. We don’t have any chil-
dren, but we have 11 nieces and nephews that we love and care for. And 
we have two big labs that we spoil like children: Champ and Jake.

The Bible verse I repeat over and over ... I’m simple. I’m a simple 
person, so hands down, it’s got to be Psalm 46:10: Be still and know that 
I am God. Sometimes all I can concentrate on is “Be still,” or sometimes 
“Know that I am God.” It’s what keeps me centered.
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with the LCMS national office in St. 
Louis. I will help obtain and coordinate informa-
tion and planning that can assist LWML. I was 
with the Executive Committee in August and was 
so impressed with President Kreklau and the other 
committee members and am looking forward to 
working more with them in the future.

Share a little about your work with the 
Dominican Republic Lutheran Mission.

I have been very involved in the establishment 
and management of the Dominican Republic 
Lutheran Mission of which LWML has been a 
great supporter. The mission has expanded so 
much in the last several years, in part, because of 
the LWML grant dollars awarded to the mission. 
In October, we will be celebrating the dedica-
tion of the Iglesia Evangelica Luterana in Santo 
Domingo. This will be the first Lutheran church 
in Santo Domingo and will be under the pastoral 
care and leadership of Rev. Willy Gaspar, the first 
national who has completed theological education 
and become ordained.

I have been involved in the DR mission since 
2004 when the very first partners came together 
to see what might be possible in the country. St. 
Michael’s Lutheran Church (Fort Myers, Florida) 
had been conducting outreach efforts in the DR 

for several years, and thank God for their efforts 
and willingness to meet the overwhelming needs 
they identified in the Dominican Republic. Over 
the last eight years, we have seen the blessings of 
God through the many supporters of the mission, 
the missionaries, and the many nationals that have 
heard the Word of God, become baptized, con-
firmed, and who now are a part of the spread of 
confessional Lutheranism in the country.

The most personally rewarding part of the mis-
sion for me has been involvement in the establish-
ment of the first group home for children with 
developmental disabilities. Last year, six children 
were removed from the government institution 
that housed the children and given a new life in 
the group home located in Palmar Arriba. These 
children were taught and baptized on Easter 2011 
and enjoy their new life, new home, new church, 
and new friends and family. All of the effort of 
eight years is so worth it to see the smiles of the 
children who have such good lives now — and not 
just hope for a future here on earth but eternally 
in the family of God.
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