
 
 

CHURCH OF THE PALMS - PRESBYTERIAN (USA) SARASOTA, FLORIDA 
STATED SESSION MEETING MARCH 23, 2026 
 

 
FELLOWSHIP 

At 6:00 PM in the Campus Center, Dr. Clayton welcomed the Session and the incoming Ruling Elders 
who were invited to observe the meeting. The Session then moved to Room 206 of the Education 
Building for the meeting, which began at 6:50 PM. 
 

MINUTES 
PRESENT: Teaching Elders: Senior Pastor The Rev. Dr. S. Bradley Clayton (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, Dimitrios Vafeas, 
and Sherry Watts. Also present: Clerk to the Session Linda Getzen. 
VISITORS: Incoming Ruling Elders Class of 2029: Ken Asakura, Darla Furst, Mike Good, and Carl Watkins. 
 
QUORUM, CALL TO ORDER, AND OPENING PRAYER: A quorum was present. Dr. Clayton served as 
Moderator. He called the meeting to order and opened with a devotion about “In the Dust of the Rabbi” 
and a prayer. Motion made, seconded, and passed unanimously: To approve the Agenda for the 
Meeting. 
 
STORYTELLER: Andrew McFall shared his family's faith journey through the generations. Pastor Brad 
offered a prayer 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 on March 22, 2026. All prospective members 
answered the required questions affirmatively. The Clerk read the names of the proposed 
members and noted that they will be listed in the Clerk’s Report as revised. Motion made, 
seconded, and passed unanimously: To receive into membership as of 03/23/2026, the 
members as announced and listed in the 03/23/2026 Clerk’s Report. 

• Reminder: A special Session meeting (in the Campus Center) has been called for Saturday, 
April 25, 2025, at 6:00 PM (to begin after dinner) to receive members of the 2026 
Confirmation Class into church membership. 

• For review: Draft Session Elder Roster for 2026-27 – let the Clerk know of any changes -final 
version will be emailed in April. 

• FYI: Minutes of 3/15/2026 Special Congregational Meeting re Dissolution of Call of Rev. 
Laurie Haas are included. 

• Inquirer: Liaison Sandy Snyder reported on her conversations with Inquirer Rachel Mallett, 
who is at Harvard Divinity School. This summer, Rachel will go through the steps to become a 
Candidate for ordination. 

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

• All is well in Congregational Life. 
• 5 new members in March. 
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• Tables for Dinner Fellowship groups continue to grow. 
• Wednesday Night Life has had rotating teachers. Requests received for having one main 

teacher, starting in the fall. 
• Small groups formed in various areas are thriving.  
• Stephen Ministry – there are 36 care receivers. 
• Grief Share averages 18-24 attendees – about ½ are from the community beyond COP. Led by 

Jean Fulton. 
• All had a fun time at the 90+ birthday party hosted by the Deacons, and Pastor Brad was 

introduced. Pastor Norman also attended. 
• Shepherding Deacons are being trained. 
• PW is going well. 
• There are 2 new wedding coordinator volunteers. 
• Senior Well-Being is under the able care of Health & Well-Being Coordinator Barbara Ingram 

Rice. 
• The celebration for Pastor Laurie and her ministry was wonderful. Thank you to the planning 

team! 
 
Family Life Pastor The Rev. Conor Peters: 

• Contemporary Service – new singers – rehearsing after the Sunday service is going well. 
• Men’s Ministry – one final men’s breakfast for the season. Thank you for your leadership, 

Andrew McFall! They had an excellent retreat at DaySpring Conference Center in Parrish. 
• Palms Preschool Director Sandy Shockley reports that the preschool is full for the fall. 40 

summer campers have signed up. 40 preschoolers will “graduate” on May 27 at 9:30 AM in the 
Palms Center. 

• Family Ministry – Confirmation Class dinner on April 25. Baptisms at the beach are planned for 
April 19, 5:30-6:30 PM. 

 
Executive Pastor The Rev. Sarah Soboleski: 

• Facilities - The big move to the Palms Center is in two weeks. Property Director Robert Land and 
his crew have been hard at work with preparations. 

• Palm Sunday is Commitment Sunday for the Sanctuary renovation campaign pledges. 
• Mission – Members of the Mission committee visited Mision Peniel. There is a hands-on work 

group for Habitat for Humanity’s current project. 
• Personnel – Staff is welcoming Victoria Scarfe as a new administrative assistant for Pastor 

Hmingi and Pastor Sarah.  
• Food Pantry Assistant Ingrid Maradiaga is working with Food Pantry customers who might need 

assistance through the Sarasota Community Foundation’s Season of Sharing program. The Food 
Pantry is averaging 200+ customers per day. 

• Pastor Sarah has one more week of CPE (Clinical Pastoral Education). 
• Maundy Thursday Worship Service - Worship & Music Director Kari Hamada and Rev. Kate 

Buckley are planning this service. 
 
Senior Pastor The Rev. Dr. S. Bradley Clayton: See New Business below 
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FINANCIAL UPDATE: Administration and Finance Chair Dimitrios Vafeas reported: 
• See the Session package for additional financial details. Finances are sound and strong. 
• February ended with a cash balance of about $3.5 million. He reviewed the balances in 

donor-restricted funds and board-designated funds. Unrestricted cash is about $747K. 
• Giving in February was below budget and bears watching. Expenses were over budget in 

some areas. Too soon in the year to see any patterns. 
• Will be closing soon on the line of credit that will serve as a bridge loan for the Sanctuary 

renovation project. 
 
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: 02/23/2026 
 2. Special Session Meeting re bridge loan signatories: 02/27/2026 
B. TO APPROVE THE CLERK’S REPORT: 
 1. Assignments and Meetings: 
  a. Sunday Morning Prayers for the Pastors at 8:15 AM: Month of April: John Kennedy 
  b. Deacons’ Exec. Comm. Meeting on Tuesday, April 7 at 7 PM: Marlene Petro will 

substitute for Andrew McFall  
  c. Session Meeting Storyteller: Sherry Watts 
 2. Membership Statistics, Baptisms & Weddings, and Home Communion (see attached 

Clerk’s Report - as revised to include new members and an additional personal request 
for removal) 

C. TO RECEIVE REPORTS FROM: 
 1. Elder attending Deacons’ Exec. Comm. meeting in March: John Kennedy – See minutes of 

Deacons’ meeting in the Session package for details. 
D. TO RECEIVE REPORTS FROM SESSION COMMITTEES: 
 1. Administration & Finance: Ch. Dimitrios Vafeas 
 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. Sanctuary Renew, Rooted & Rising Team Update: Co-chair Linda Getzen reported that the 

congregation's financial pledge goal for the Sanctuary Renewal Campaign has been met. Over 
the last several months, there were 8 remarkably successful “renew” informational gatherings 
with members of the congregation. The remaining goal is to encourage all to participate in the 
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campaign. Palm Sunday is Commitment Sunday. A question was asked about the typical 
percentage of unpaid pledges to anticipate. This will be looked into – the consultant should 
have this projection. 

2. Sanctuary Construction Update: Pastor Sarah reported that the project is on schedule. Staff is 
working with the PR staff at Willis Smith Construction to develop creative ways to keep the 
congregation engaged throughout the renovation process, and to emphasize hospitality so that 
the Palms Center is a warm and inviting worship space. Projections are for an Advent reopening 
of the Sanctuary. 

 
NEW BUSINESS: 
1. Introduction to Pastor Brad: His first day at COP was last Wednesday. He thanked everyone for 

the warm welcome.  
• He anticipates that the “status quo” will remain while he learns how COP lives its life 

and conducts its work. He would like the elders to make appointments to have coffee or 
lunch with him (not on busy Mondays and Wednesdays!). He is doing the same with 
deacons, staff, and others. Pastor Brad plans to take notes and draw up a report for the 
Session on his observations.  

 • He asked that Session members take time to thank the staff for all of the hard work 
they put in during the time of transition. 

 • In his first few days, Pastor Brad attended Jonathan’s Noon-time Concert, the 90+ 
birthday party, and Wednesday Night Life, among other events! 

 • Julianne Clayton is exploring how she would like to be involved in COP life. 
 • The Clayton family has pledged to the Sanctuary campaign and is offering prayers.  
 • Now is the time to drum up excitement for the new experience of worshiping together 

in the Palms Center! 
 
ANNOUNCEMENTS:   

1. Reading for April Session dinner: In the Name of Jesus – Reflections on Christian Leadership by 
Henri Nouwen. Beth Roger in the church office will order the books. 

 
There being no further business to come before the Session, the meeting was adjourned at 8:20 PM to 
a Circle of Prayer and laying on of hands to say farewell to the Class of 2026 Ruling Elders: Al Jeffrey, Fee 
Mercer, and Dimitrios Vafeas. Thank you and bless you, friends! 
 
 
 
By:  By:  
 The Rev. Dr. S. Bradley Clayton  Linda R. Getzen 
 Moderator  Clerk to the Session 
 
 
Attachment to official minutes: 
 Clerk’s Report (statistics) 


