
 
 

CHURCH OF THE PALMS - PRESBYTERIAN (USA) SARASOTA, FLORIDA 
STATED SESSION MEETING JANUARY 26, 2026 
 

 
FELLOWSHIP 

The Rev. Laurie Haas welcomed the Session at 6:00 PM in the Campus Center for dinner and discussion 
around Chapters 10-14 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 6:53 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, Andrew McFall, Fee Mercer, Marlene Petro, Sandy Snyder, and Sherry Watts. 
Also present: Clerk to the Session Linda Getzen. 
EXCUSED: Ruling Elder Dimitrios Vafeas 
 
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: Lesley Conzelman told her story, Family Faith and Bibles. 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 January. All prospective members affirmatively 
answered the required questions. Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To 
receive into membership as of 01/26/2026, the members listed in the 01/26/2026 Clerk’s 
Report. 

• The 01/26/2026 Clerks’ Report will be revised to report the January baptisms accurately – 
thank you for sorting that out, Pastor Conor! 

• Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To approve for filing the PCUSA 2025 
Church Statistical Report. Pastor Conor provided more accurate youth involvement numbers 
that will be incorporated into the report before filing. 

• The Foundation’s annual distribution calculation for 2026 is $351,254. The Foundation’s 
2026 portion of a multi-year grant received for the Sanctuary renewal campaign exceeds that 
amount. It was the consensus of the Session that no grant applications would be submitted 
to the Foundation if payments received that year from the Foundation on the multi-year 
grant exceed the annual distribution calculation in that year, except in an emergency. 

• Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To move February Communion from 
02/01/2026 to 02/08/2026. 

 
STAFF REPORTS:  
Family Life Pastor The Rev. Conor Peters: 

• Family Ministry: There were a whopping 23 kids in the nursery this past Sunday. Carol 
Homeister continues to do an incredible job “upstairs” with the children. 
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• 28 teens have signed up for Confirmation Class (held every other year), which begins shortly. 
The Confirmation dinner for the elders to attend is Saturday, April 25, at 6:00 PM. Motion 
made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To approve a special Session meeting for Saturday, 
April 25, 2025, at 6:00 PM (to begin after dinner) to receive members of the 2026 
Confirmation Class into church membership. 

• The Men’s Ministry continues to grow. They had a great speaker at their last breakfast. A men’s 
retreat is planned for March 7 at Day Springs. 

• In the Campus Center, there will be some minor face-lifting to improve the contemporary 
worship space before major renovations begin in the Sanctuary. 

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

• All is well in Congregational Life. A quiet end to 2025. 
• Membership continues to hold steady through 2025. 
• Presbyterian Women are planning their Valentine’s Day luncheon. 
• The Deacons are covering visitations very well. Pastor Norman has been under the weather, so 

Pastor Hmingi has stepped in to cover his visitation schedule and is enjoying herself. 
• Tables for 6+ continue to flourish. 
• Pastor Stu has sent in his resignation as a Visitation Pastor. 
• Pastor Hmingi’s assistant, Vanessa, has obtained full-time employment closer to home so that 

she will be leaving us soon. Pastor Sarah will be on the hunt to fill that position. 
• New Member Classes have resumed and will be on the second Sunday of the month. 

 
Executive Pastor The Rev. Sarah Soboleski: 

• See also her written Executive Pastor’s Report in the Session packet. 
• Staff bonuses paid from the 2025 surplus go out this week. 
• Hiring additional staff for the Facilities Team to assist Facilities Director Rick Dolega. 
• Operations Assistant Beth Sykes will expand her duties into the Palms Center realm. Health & 

Well-Being Coordinator Barbara Ingram-Rice will focus more on her fortes in Senior Well-Being 
and the Caregivers Pathways. 

• Preparing with staff for the mechanics involved in Pastor Brad’s Candidacy Sunday.  
• On Thursday, March 5, at 6:00 PM in the Palms Center, there will be a farewell dinner for 

Transitional Senior Pastor Laurie Haas. There will also be a special farewell on Sunday, March 8. 
 
Transitional Senior Pastor The Rev. Laurie Haas: 

• Music Director Kari Hamada submitted her written report to Pastor Laure. She will be the co-
director of the annual local choir festival this year. High school singers have been invited to join 
the choir. Kari has a vision for an enhanced musical experience for high schoolers and seasoned 
choir members alike. Kari and her family have now moved to the area – no more commuting! 

 
FINANCIAL UPDATE: Pastor Sarah reported in the absence of Administration and Finance Chair Dimitrios 
Vafeas: 

• Thanks to great December support from the congregation, 2025 ended with a cash flow surplus. 
Contributions received exceeded the budget. Of the $171,754 surplus, the A&F Committee 
allocated $50K to staff bonuses, $50K to mission, and the remainder to capital reserves. 

• COP is in a good financial position for 2026. The budget remains steady. 
• Funds were also received for designated accounts for the Renew, Rooted, and Rising campaign, 

the Food Pantry, and Family Ministry. 
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OMNIBUS MOTION: 
Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To pass the following Omnibus Motion (Items A-
G), as presented. 

A. TO APPROVE THE FOLLOWING MINUTES: 
 1. Stated Session Meeting: 12/15/2025 
 2. Special Session Meeting to Receive New Members: 12/21/2025 
 3. Special Session Meeting re PNC report: 01/22/2026 
B. TO APPROVE THE CLERK’S REPORT: 
 1. Assignments and Meetings: 
  a. Sunday Morning Prayers for the Pastors @ 8:15 AM: Month of February: Sandy 

Snyder 
  b. Deacons’ Exec. Comm. Meeting on Monday 02/02 @ 7 PM: Dimitrios Vafeas  
  c. Storyteller for February Session meeting: Marlene Petro 
 2. Membership Statistics, Baptisms & Weddings, and Home Communion (see attached 

Clerk’s Reports of 12/31/2025 and 01/26/2026, as revised 
 3. Appointment of Elder Commissioners to the Peace River Presbytery stated meeting 

(Thursday 02/19/2026 – Unite PC, Bradenton). To serve until the next appointment of 
elder commissioners. The Clerk is authorized to complete the appointment of elder 
commissioners in the event of a vacancy: 
1. Linda Getzen  2. Marlene Petro  3. John McQueen  4. __________ 

C. TO APPROVE 2026 SPECIAL OFFERINGS FOR: Family Ministry Sponsorship, Day of Hope, and Two 
Cents a Meal 

D. TO RECEIVE REPORTS FROM: 
 1. Elder attending Deacons’ Exec. Comm. meeting in January: Al Jeffrey 
E. 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 
F. 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 
G.. 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. Sanctuary Renew, Rooted, & Rising Team Update:  Linda Getzen reported that team members 

are reaching out to “Influencer” groups within the congregation. As one such group, the Session 
members received letters from Pastor Laurie about the upcoming Influencer meetings in 
February. All Session members were encouraged to attend one of those meetings to learn more 
and prayerfully consider their pledges to the campaign. 

2. Sanctuary Construction Update: Pastor Sarah reported that the PRA architects have presented 
the final drawings. Contractor Willis Smith has filed for the necessary county permits and is 
getting bids. More precise numbers will be reported by March 31. 
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NEW BUSINESS: 
1. Senior Pastor Transition:  PNC member John McQueen reported. At the 01/25/2026 annual 

congregational meeting, the PNC announced that their unanimous choice for Senior Pastor was 
The Rev Dr. Samuel Bradley Clayton. Beautiful informational brochures prepared by church staff 
were provided to the congregation. Pastor Brad will give his Candidating sermons at all three 
services on 02/01/2026, with the special congregational meeting to follow at noon. Prayers for 
Pastor Brad were encouraged! 

2. Dr. Browne’s Sabbatical Leave: Personnel Chair Marlene Petro reported. Pastor Hmingi’s 
sabbatical leave was previously approved to occur this summer 2026. However, Pastor Conor 
expects his second child to be born around the same time, and he will be taking parental leave. 
Rather than leave the new Senior Pastor short-staffed this summer, the Personnel Committee 
asked Pastor Hmingi to consider taking her sabbatical leave in the fall of 2027. She has 
announced her retirement effective 12/31/2027, so her sabbatical leave (plus any accumulated 
vacation time) would result in her last day of work being sometime in August 2027. Pastor 
Hmingi graciously accepted the offer. Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To 
approve moving Sabbatical Leave for The Rev Dr. Lal Hmingilani Browne to the fall of 2027. 

 
ANNOUNCEMENTS:  
1. Reading for February Session dinner: Chapters 15-21 of When the Game is Over, It All Goes 

Back in the Box, by John Ortberg.  
2. Sunday Prayer: Pastor Hmingi reported receiving two inquiries about the wording she used in 

one part of her Sunday prayer regarding recent federal immigration incidents—wording that 
some attendees may have deemed political. She stated that it was never her intention to be 
political and that her choice of wording was regrettable. She has responded to the two inquiries 
and welcomes any others who would like to talk with her. 

 
There was no further business to come before the Session. Motion made, seconded, and passed 
unanimously: To adjourn the meeting at approximately 8:20 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 Reports (statistics) – 12/31/2025 & 01/26/2026 
 PCUSA 2025 Church Statistical Report, as filed 


