
 
 

CHURCH OF THE PALMS - PRESBYTERIAN (USA) SARASOTA, FLORIDA 
STATED SESSION MEETING DECEMBER 15, 2025 
 

 
FELLOWSHIP 

The Rev. Laurie Haas welcomed the Session at 6:00 PM in the Campus Center for dinner and discussion 
around chapters 6-9 of When the Game is Over, It All Goes Back in the Box, by John Ortberg. After a 
Christmas Communion Service in the Chapel, the Session moved to Room 206 of the Education Building 
for the meeting, which began at about 7:20 PM. 
 

MINUTES 
PRESENT: Teaching Elders: Transitional Senior Pastor The Rev. Laurie Haas (Moderator), Congregational 
Life Pastor The Rev. Dr. Lal Hmingliani Browne, Executive Pastor The Rev. Sarah Soboleski, and Family 
Life Pastor The Rev. Conor Peters. Ruling Elders: Dave Bossman, Lesley Conzelman, Al Jeffrey, John 
Kennedy, John McQueen, Fee Mercer, Sandy Snyder, Dimitrios Vafeas, and Sherry Watts. Also present: 
Clerk to the Session Linda Getzen. 
EXCUSED: Ruling Elders: Andrew McFall and Marlene Petro. 
 
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. 
 
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’s New Member Class will be held on Sunday, December 21, 2025, which is 
later than usual. As has been done in the past and authorized by the Session, a group of 
three Ruling Elders moderated by Pastor Hmingi may be called to meet to receive the new 
members. Three Ruling Elders volunteered to attend; others are welcome to attend. Passed 
by consensus: To call a Special Meeting of the Session for 12/21/2025, consisting of Rev. 
Dr. Browne as moderator, and three Ruling Elders, to receive the 12/21/2025 New 
Member Class. 

• Sadly, the Moderator and the Clerk have received the resignation of Ruling Elder Keith 
Maddox from the Session. He and his wife, Shelly, are withdrawing from church 
membership. 

• The 12/15/2025 Clerk’s Report is revised to reflect the above changes and an additional 
death. 

 
STAFF REPORTS:  
Executive Pastor The Rev. Sarah Soboleski: 

• Obtained long and short-term disability benefits for the staff. 
• Pastor Sarah’s CPE training course starts in January. 
• Welcomed new Communications Coordinator Damon May to the team. 
• Staff Christmas party and office door decorating contest! 
• Global Mission Partners – most local partners were retained. New partners for 2026 are the 

Children’s Guardian Fund and Project 180. 
• Food Pantry Advisory Team recommended adjusting the pantry hours for 2026 to Monday 

through Thursday, 9:30 AM – 1:00 PM, and every other Monday night. 
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• Pastor Sarah continues cross-training with Reny Thomas and Karolina Messias in the Finance 
Department. 

 
Congregational Life Pastor The Rev. Dr. Lal Hmingliani Browne: 

• All is really well in Congregational Life. 
• The January Deacons’ meeting will be at Pastor Hmingi’s house. The Deacons sent 120 greeting 

cards to homebound members. 
• Congregational Life volunteers Christmas party – 98 attended. A particularly good time was had 

by all—catching up, singing carols, exchanging white elephant gifts, and enjoying a good lunch 
by Kathy Robinett. 

• Presbyterian Women's Christmas tea featured stories by Pastor Laurie. 74 attended. Thank you 
to Janet Steenrod for all of her work leading PW. 

• Thank you to Kathy Bannister - 51 Shepherding Deacons in nomination. 
• The December new member class will be held on December 21. 
• Christmas Cookie Sampling on Sunday was a success – 2000+ cookies with leftovers to share 

with the Student Ministry! 
• “Tables of 6” dinner groups continue to meet. 
• It has been a spirit-filled, wonderful, and fulfilling year. Pastor Hmingi achieved her goal of 275 

volunteers in Congregational Life. 
 
Family Life Pastor The Rev. Conor Peters: 

• Lead the staff worship today. 
• Student & Family Ministry: Scavenger hunt last night ended with a worship service. Pastor Conor 

is leading the family and Siesta Beach pre-Christmas services. 
• Contemporary Worship Service – trying new things. 
• Mission: Held a Christmas party for families at neighboring Ridge Manor apartments. Students 

wrapped gifts, had a potluck, and built a nourishing relationship with our neighbors. 
 
Transitional Senior Pastor The Rev. Laurie Haas: 

• Race & The Church Team sponsored a Christmas gift-giving party at the sister church, Light of 
the World. 100 families served, with 300+ kids. 

• Music Ministry – Director Kari Hamada fulfilled a dream and conducted Messiah! 
• Palms Center – The staff is providing loving care to Palms Center Director Barbara Ingram-Rice 

following her husband’s death. 
• Pastor Laurie held numerous individual meetings to follow up with potential capital campaign 

lead gift donors. 
 
FINANCIAL UPDATE: Administration and Finance Chair Dimitrios Vafeas reported: 

• November ending cash balance $2.537M; liabilities $1.838M; leaving a free cash balance of 
$699K. Reported on various restricted funds balances. See details in the A&F minutes in the 
Session package. 

• Palms Preschool finances continue to be managed well. 
• November was a strong month. 2025 giving remains under budget, and net income has a 

$155,300 loss, but year-end giving continues to close the gap. 
• Paperwork has been submitted to the South State Bank to secure a bridge line of credit for 

the sanctuary renewal project. About $3M to be available as needed to cover cash flow. 
 



 
12/15/2025 
Page 3 

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: 11/24/2025 
B. TO APPROVE THE CLERK’S REPORT: 
 1. Assignments and Meetings: 
  a. Sunday Morning Prayers for the Pastors @ 8:15 AM: Month of January: VACANT 
  b. Deacons’ Exec. Comm. Meeting on Monday, January 5 @ 7 PM: Al Jeffrey  
  c. Storyteller for January Session meeting: Lesley Conzelman 
 2. Membership Statistics, Baptisms & Weddings, and Home Communion (see attached 

Clerk’s Report as revised through 12/15/2025 data received) 
C. TO RECEIVE REPORTS FROM: 
 1. Elder attending Deacons’ Exec. Comm. meeting in December: Lesley Conzelman 
D. TO RECEIVE REPORTS FROM SESSION COMMITTEES: 
 1. Administration & Finance: 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: PNC member John McQueen reported. The PNC has 

extended Terms of Call to a candidate to be our next Senior Pastor, and those terms have been 
accepted! The PNC enthusiastically and unanimously approved the candidate. Additional 
information will remain confidential, as the candidate must appear before Peace River 
Presbytery’s Committee on Ministry on January 13 and then notify their current congregation. 
Elder McQueen reviewed the general timeline for the coming weeks. Candidate information will 
be provided to the congregation after the annual meeting on January 25. On February 1, the 
candidate will preach at the 9 and 11 AM Sanctuary services, followed by a special 
congregational meeting. The anticipated start date is March 18/19, followed by leading worship 
on March 22. Pastor Laurie’s last day in the pulpit will be March 8. General Presbyter Melana 
Scruggs will preach on March 15. 
 
Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To call a special meeting of the 
Congregation of Church of the Palms for Sunday, February 1, 2026, at 12:00 PM in the 
Sanctuary, for the purpose of acting upon the Terms of Call for Senior Pastor submitted by the 
Pastor Nominating Committee, and direct that a notice of the meeting be announced from 
the pulpit on two consecutive Sundays and place in church wide communications. 
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Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To call a special meeting of the Session of 
Church of the Palms for Thursday, January 22, at 6:00 PM, for the purpose of receiving a 
report from the Pastor Nominating Committee. 

2. Sanctuary Renew, Rooted & Rising Team Update: Linda Getzen reported that the Team is very 
pleased with the fundraising progress to date. Additional gatherings will be held in January with 
potential lead donors, and in February with influencers (church members who are highly active 
in church life). 

3. Sanctuary Construction Plans Update: Pastor Sarah reported that the PRA architects will 
finalize the plans for presentation to the construction team on January 8. The project is on 
track and within budget. 

4. Background Checks Update: Pastor Sarah reported that nearly all background checks have been 
completed. 

5. Nominating Committee Update: Chair Fee Mercer reported that the slate of Elders, Deacons, 
and other nominated offices is complete. 

6. Review of Strategic Priorities: Tabled in light of PNC report. 
  
NEW BUSINESS: 
1. Annual Meeting of the Congregation/Corporation: Motion made, seconded, and passed 

unanimously: To call the annual combined meeting of the church Corporation and 
Congregation for Sunday, January 25, 2026, at 10 AM, in the Sanctuary, and direct that a 
notice of the meeting be announced from the pulpit on two consecutive Sundays and placed 
in church wide communications 

2. 2026 Budget: Pastor Sarah and Elder Dimitrios Vafeas presented an overview of the 2026 
operating budget. The budget is 6.5% lower than the 2025 budget. They were pleased that the 
2026 budget brings giving estimates into better alignment and provides 3% staff raises and a 3% 
increase in giving to the Global Mission Partners budget. Motion coming from the 
Administration and Finance Committee and passed unanimously: To approve the 2026 
Operating Budget. 

 
ANNOUNCEMENTS:  
1. Reading for January Session dinner: Chapters 10-14 of When the Game is Over, It All Goes Back 

in the Box, by John Ortberg. 
2. Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To accept with regret the resignation of 

Ruling Elder Keith Maddox. 
 
There was no further business to come before the Session. Motion made, seconded, and passed 
unanimously: To adjourn the meeting at approximately 8:50 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) 


