
 
 

CHURCH OF THE PALMS - PRESBYTERIAN (USA) SARASOTA, FLORIDA 
STATED SESSION MEETING November 24, 2025 
 

 
FELLOWSHIP 

The Rev. Laurie Haas welcomed the Session at 6:00 PM in the Campus Center for dinner and discussion 
around the first five chapters of When the Game Is Over It All Goes Back In The Box by John Ortberg. The 
Session then moved to Room 206 of the Education Building for the meeting, which began at 
approximately 7:00 PM. 
 

MINUTES 
PRESENT: Teaching Elders: Transitional Senior Pastor The Rev. Laurie Haas (Moderator), Executive Pastor 
The Rev. Sarah Soboleski, and Family Life Pastor The Rev. Conor Peters. Ruling Elders: Lesley Conzelman, 
Al Jeffrey, John McQueen, Andrew McFall, Marlene Petro, Sandy Snyder, Dimitrios Vafeas, and Sherry 
Watts. Also present: Clerk to the Session Linda Getzen. 
EXCUSED: Congregational Life Pastor The Rev. Dr. Lal Hmingliani Browne; and Ruling Elders, Dave 
Bossman, John Kennedy, Keith Maddox, and Fee Mercer.  
 
QUORUM, CALL TO ORDER, AND OPENING PRAYER: A quorum was present. Rev. Haas served as 
Moderator. She called the meeting to order and opened with prayer. Motion made, seconded, and 
passed unanimously: To approve the Agenda for the Meeting. 
 
STORYTELLER: John McQueen told his story about life on the PNC. Prayers were given for the storyteller.  
 
CORRESPONDENCE AND CLERK’S ANNOUNCEMENTS: The Clerk to the Session emails to Staff and Elders 
pertinent correspondence received between Session Meetings. The Clerk reported: 

• Pastor Hmingi held a New Member Class in November. All prospective members answered 
the required questions affirmatively. Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To 
receive into membership as of 11/24/2025, the members listed in the 11/24/2025 Clerk’s 
Report. The Clerk noted there was a math error in the total of members received, and it will 
be corrected. 

• The December Session meeting is a week early on Monday, December 15. Instead of a 
storyteller, there will be a special Christmas moment. Dinner will be in the Chapel Reception 
Room. 

• Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To approve the serving of Communion 
at the 12/15/2025 Session meeting. 

 
STAFF REPORTS:  
Congregational Life Pastor The Rev. Dr. Lal Hmingliani Browne: In her absence, the Clerk presented her 
written report: 

• All is well in Congregational Life Ministries. 
• This month, we have eight new members. Many thanks to Linda Calvert and Ellen Schaller, the 

New Members Teaching team. 
• The Wednesday Night Life program is going well under Pastor Laurie’s Leadership. Nineteen 

small groups, including three staff groups, continue to meet weekly to discuss The Acts of the 
Apostles. Thank you to Pastor Laurie and her teaching team, Kathy Robinett and her kitchen 
team, Matt in the media booth, and all who attend Wednesday Night Life in person and online.  
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• Kathy Banister and Pastor Hmingi are still working to find Shepherding Deacons, Class of 2029. 
There are 47, and they hope to find three more. 

• 18 Executive Committee members of the Board of Deacons continue to take turns visiting the 
hospitalized members on Sunday afternoons. 

• The Stephen Ministry Thanksgiving Event was a success, just like before the pandemic.  
• Tables of Dinner Fellowship Groups are going well.  
• Pastor Hmingi gives thanks to God for the Congregational Life Ministry Team (Dr. Norman 

Prichard, Vanessa de Rover, and all the 200+ Volunteers). Vanessa has been here for a year on 
November 21st. She is still giggling, doing her parts of the ministry well, and is a wonderful asset 
to the team. They are doing well together. 

 
Executive Pastor The Rev. Sarah Soboleski: 

• Kathy Robinett and the Food Pantry Advisory Team are working well together. 
• The congregation has been asked to complete a survey about mission projects. 
• Personnel – new hire Damon May will start on December 1 as the Communications Coordinator. 
• Kudos to Property Director Robert Land for instituting various safety initiatives and his 

invaluable assistance with the Sanctuary Renewal Campaign efforts. 
• Pastor Sarah will start Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) courses in the spring 
• Pastor Sarah is cross-training various functions with Reny Thomas and Karolina Messias in the 

Finance Department. They are readying the financial accounting side of the Sanctuary Renewal 
Campaign. 

• The staff had a wonderful pre-Thanksgiving get-together. 
 
Family Life Pastor The Rev. Conor Peters: 

• Planning in the contemporary worship service is going well. 
• Impact Kids had their “compassion camping” event last weekend (formerly known as the 

homeless sleepover). Thank you to Carol Homeister for leading a more elevated experience. 
• Pastor Conor and Student Ministry Coordinator Olivia Collins are planning the middle school 

mission trip for the end of June next year. It will be local and involve meaningful service 
projects. 

• 15 college students are coming to Pastor Conor and Meghan’s house for Friendsgiving. 
• Men’s Ministry breakfast was well attended, and a spring retreat is in the works. 

 
Transitional Senior Pastor The Rev. Laurie Haas: 

• Pastor Laurie is thankful to be here in this place. 
• Pastor Laurie will preach at the joint Thanksgiving Service at Temple Sinai on Wednesday. 
• Music Ministry – Director of Worship & Music Kari Hamada continues to amaze! 

 
FINANCIAL UPDATE: Administration and Finance Chair Dimitrios Vafeas reported: 

• See Session package for financial details. 
• The balance sheet at the end of October shows $2.4 million in cash. He reported on the 

balances in the various restricted accounts. Unrestricted cash is about $546K. 
• There is a higher-than-average need to increase giving by FYE. Projecting a loss. 
• Pastor Sarah reported that work continues on the 2026 operating budget. Adjustments are 

being made to reflect more conservative giving goals. Various staff leaders are encouraged 
to use funds from designated accounts in their areas. The capital reserve is budgeted at a 
lower amount, and Robert Land will be prudent with it. The Sanctuary Renewal will be the 
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main capital project in 2026 and will have its own account. Discussion about the possible 
impact of pastoral changes in 2026/27. 

• 2024 Audit: There was an unqualified audit opinion by the independent auditors. They will 
be re-engaged for the 2025 audit. 

• Suggestion made that it would be helpful if Session members could refresh themselves on 
the current Strategic Priorities. That list will be included in the December Session package. 
Additional discussion on analytics, as well as the contemporary service. 

 
OMNIBUS MOTION: 
Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To pass the following Omnibus Motion (Items A-F), 
as presented. 

A. TO APPROVE THE FOLLOWING MINUTES: 
 1. Stated Session Meeting: 10/7/2025 
B. TO APPROVE THE CLERK’S REPORT: 
 1. Assignments and Meetings: 
  a. Sunday Morning Prayers for the Pastors @ 8:15 AM: Month of December: John 

McQueen 
  b. Deacons’ Exec. Comm. Meeting on Monday 12/1 @ 7 PM: Lesley Conzelman  
  c. No Storyteller for December: Special Christmas moment 
 2. Membership Statistics, Baptisms & Weddings, and Home Communion (see attached 

Clerk’s Report) 
C. TO RECEIVE REPORTS FROM: 
 1. Elder attending Deacons’ Exec. Comm. meeting in November: Dave Bossman 
D. TO RECEIVE REPORTS FROM SESSION COMMITTEES: 
 1. Administration & Finance INCLUDES RECEIPT OF THE 2024 FINANCIAL AUDIT FROM THE 

INDEPENDENT AUDITOR AT SUPLEE, SHEA, CRAMER & MILLER, CPAs: Ch. Dimitrios 
Vafeas (includes Building & Grounds Team) 

 2. Global Mission Partners: Ch. John Kennedy 
 3. Personnel: Ch. Marlene Petro 
E. TO RECEIVE REPORTS FROM MINISTRY TEAMS: 
 1. Family & Student Ministries (includes Palms Preschool) See staff reports above 
 2. Contemporary Worship Service Leadership See staff reports above 
 3. Presbyterian Women 
 4. Stephen Ministry Leadership 
F. TO RECEIVE REPORTS FROM CONGREGATION COMMITTEES: 
 1. Deacons’ Executive Committee: Ch. Elizabeth Dexter 
 2. Memorial Garden Board: Ch. Judy Armitage 
 3. Nominating: Ch. Fee Mercer No written report this month 

 
OLD BUSINESS: 
1. Pastor Nominating Committee Update: John McQueen gave his report through his storytelling 

moment. The PNC continues its work. 
2. Sanctuary Renewal Campaign Team Update: Linda Getzen reported that two Renewal small-

group gatherings with potential key partners were held in November, and two more will take 
place in January. Then the campaign will transition to larger circles in February. The Team is 
pleased with the progress being made. 

3. Sanctuary Construction Plans Update: Pastor Sarah reports that PRA (the architects) will meet 
with the team to present the final plans. Sound and lighting determinations will be added. Yes, 
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the pews will have padded seats AND backs! The team is working to whittle the budget. 
4. Background Check Update: Pastor Sarah reported that the process has begun and should be 

completed by year-end. 
5. It was noted that our local mission partner, Wilkinson School, will not be closed by the school 

board but will transition to a K-8 school. Beloved principal Susan Nations is retiring. 
 
NEW BUSINESS: 
1. Food Pantry Update: Pastor Sarah provided a written report on the Food Pantry's status and 

the significant increase in need. Government SNAP restarted, but slowly. There has been an 
influx of food and volunteers since an appeal to the congregation was made. Operating hours 
will shift in January – closed on Fridays but open longer on other days. 

2. Election of Foundation Director: Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To re-
elect Dimitrios Vafeas to a second term as a director (Class of 2029) and elect Ken Asakura to 
a term as a director (Class of 2029) of The Foundation for the Church of the Palms – 
Presbyterian (USA), Inc. 

3. Annual Compensation Matters for Pastors: The pastors, who were present voluntarily, excused 
themselves from the meeting at this point. The Clerk to the Session chaired the remainder of 
the meeting. Personnel Committee Chair Marlene Petro presented the Personnel Committee 
recommendations for the 2026 Terms of Call for the called pastors Laurie Haas, Lal Hmingliani 
Browne, Sarah Soboleski, and Conor Peters, as they pertain to the 2026 operating budget, 
including their vacation and annual study leave weeks. 

a. 2026 Terms of Call: The Personnel Committee recommended that each pastor receive a 
$3000 salary increase. Motion coming from the Personnel Committee and passed 
unanimously: To approve for the 2026 operating budget the Terms of Call for the 
installed pastors as submitted. 
 

b. 2026 Housing Allowance Allocations: Housing allowance figures provided by the 
pastors to the Personnel Committee Chair are as follows: Rev. Haas $74,000, Dr. 
Browne $50,000, Rev. Soboleski $42,000, Rev. Peters $38,435. Motion coming from the 
Personnel Committee and passed unanimously: To accept the 2026 housing allowance 
allocations made by each pastor. 

 
ANNOUNCEMENTS:  

1. Reading for December Session dinner: Chapters 6-9 of When the Game Is Over It All Goes Back In 
The Box by John Ortberg. 

 
There was no further business to come before the Session. Motion made, seconded, and passed 
unanimously: To adjourn the meeting at approximately 8:55 PM to a Circle of Prayer. 
 
 
By:  By:  
 The Rev. Laurie Haas  Linda R. Getzen 
 Moderator  Clerk to the Session 
 
Attachment to official minutes: 
 Clerk’s Report (statistics) 
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