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Introduction 
I have joined you in a most unusual time, to say the least. You and I have not been physically 
together at all during this transitional period. Likewise, you have not been with your 
congregations within your church buildings much of this time. We have all been stretched, and 
pulled, and repositioned over and over again as we’ve tried to discern how to be the body of 
Christ connected while separated, focused while scattered. All transitions are disruptive to 
varying degrees, but throw a pandemic in there and now you’re really talking disruption!  

In these unusual four months, my role has been to support you, to encourage you, and to watch 
what God might be doing among you as we’ve built the bridge together to your next chapter. 
This season is more than a change of presbytery leadership. It is certainly that, but also a 
season in which all of us in the Church universal are walking a bridge to a new way of being.  

Many of you are familiar with the late church historian Phyllis Tickle’s reference to this time as 
the “rummage sale” of the Church that seems to happen every 500 years, a time of getting rid 
of that which no longer serves God’s greater purpose in the world. That image has always 
resonated with me, but now in this time of COVID, I’m thinking this feels more like the final 
mark-downs! Maybe we’ve been too reluctant to sort through and let go. Maybe we’ve 
conformed more than transformed. Maybe in this confusing and concerning time God is 
coaxing us to bring on the final markdowns before the truck backs up to our doors to make 
room for the great new thing God is calling us to! 

Do not be conformed to this world, 
 but be transformed by the renewing of your minds,  

so that you may discern what is the will of God— 
what is good and acceptable and perfect. 

Romans 12:2 

This is a time of exhaustive change, and by God’s grace it could be a time of transformation for 
our churches and for us as disciples. It does feel like we are bridging to something new. Bridges 
bring us to something, but also from something. They call us to leave things behind and they 
call us to new opportunities and possibilities; new opportunities and possibilities that give 
meaning to all the losses, but which are unseen without a posture and practice of holy 
discernment and open hearts, minds and wills. In this report, I share with you what I have 
observed in this “Bridge Time” with you, praying that God will give us all eyes to see and ears to 
hear so that we might faithfully discern God’s will for Christ’s Church today. 
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Report Approach 
These bridge times, liminal time as some describe, when we are between what we were and 
what we are to become, can feel directionless and uncertain. Maintaining clarity of vision and 
purpose provides necessary direction in the ambiguity. As an observation guide, I’ve used your 
Vision and Values, developed in 2017, to compare what I see to your Vision. My observations 
are also informed by our shared understanding of the role of the presbytery as outlined in our 
Book of Order and the mission of the Church as I interpret Scripture. I recognize that you may 
not have given much thought to your Vision since 2017, so I offer it again to remind you of your 
shared sense of purpose, a focus which will be helpful in navigating the change ahead. 

This report is far from comprehensive, and admittedly reflects my short time with you and the 
limited scope of my role which was narrowed further by COVID demands. These observations 
and suggestions will be greatly enhanced by your experience and perspective as you sift 
through the report. I humbly pray that the Spirit will facilitate winnowing in your reading, and 
use these findings to further God’s purposes among you. 
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Your Vision and Values 
 

Grounded in the biblical image for human community, as disciples of our Lord Jesus Christ, we 
challenge and support congregations to be thriving faith communities by facilitating 

competent leadership and resourcing to  
energize ministry and mission. 

As Christians, guided by the principles of love, trust, open communication, and genuine 
relationships, we value each other as sisters and brothers in faith in all our varied theological 

understandings. Therefore, we relish respectful discussions of differing opinions as a necessary 
part of discerning the will of God. 

                                                   Statement adopted November, 2017 
www.blackhawkpresbytery.org 

 
 

View From the Bridge: Biblical Community 
 

Biblical images of community portray a connected, interdependency that mirrors the self-giving 
love of the triune God. References to God’s household, the body of Christ, and a family made 
up of new and inclusive sibling relationships paint a picture of a close-knit web of human 
connection for which we were created, and in which we flourish. Love, trust, open 
communication, and respect, noted in your Vision, are some marks of Christian community.  
 

So then you are no longer strangers and aliens,  
but you are citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God,  

built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets,  
with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone.  

In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord;  
in whom you also are built together spiritually into a dwelling-place for God. 

Ephesians 2:19-22 
 
The following observations relate to how the presbytery functions as community.  
 
1. The practice of community within the presbytery changed dramatically in this COVID time, 

with meetings exclusively electronic. The absence of in-person exchanges has been difficult, 
yet in many ways this abrupt shift has facilitated our collective ministry and provided a 
healthy injection of imaginative thinking and possibility. 

o Presbytery Assembly via Zoom resulted in greater participation and very positive 
feedback, plus eliminated travel and hospitality expense as a side benefit. To see the 
body as one on the screen, with faces from far and wide, was a timely reminder, in 
the current cultural climate of division, that we are part of one body. 

o New relationships, and networking and support opportunities were birthed in this 
time via ongoing, hosted Zoom events that gathered folks in similar roles. These 
have provided pastors, Christian educators, and most recently our stated clerks 
convenient ways to gather on a regular basis. These sessions have energized the 
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participants with new ideas and a sense of connection and support which is vital for 
this time in ministry. We can no longer do this work independently of one another. 
We need each other for discernment, strength in faith and creativity. 

 
2. Despite increased opportunities for connection, it’s clear that not all feel connected or are 

motivated to be a part of the community of Blackhawk. 
o For some, distrust exists. While I have not had an opportunity to explore the roots of 

this distrust, I notice that one factor at play could be the theological divisions that 
were a challenge in Blackhawk years ago. As political divisions in our country 
deepen, that wound has reopened. 

o For others, the disconnection reflects a sense of irrelevance of the presbytery. Some 
of my calls to the pastors of these churches, and your Council calls as well, were met 
with genuine surprise and curiosity. It’s as if the idea of presbytery being a partner in 
ministry is foreign to some. 

o Despite the weariness of pastors in this time, there was very little interest in 
partnering with neighboring congregations to share Zoom worship or preaching. I do 
not have enough information to draw conclusions from this, but speculate that the 
lack of sense of connection and community between congregations contributes to 
this reluctance. Churches in relationship with one another might more comfortably 
share worship. Certainly there are other factors involved, but it’s worth exploring 
what you can learn from this. 

 
3. As we think of connection within the body of Christ more broadly, it’s exciting to see 

ecumenical relationships emerging in this time of solidarity. Across denominations and faith 
traditions, I notice an increase in the sharing of ideas, resources, and common message. 
This is something to build on, particularly in our rural communities where not all churches 
will live on, but Christian witness still has room to spread. 
 

4. Part of Christian community is holding one another accountable, to God and to the body. 
Sometimes accountability within the presbytery leadership seems unclear which causes 
issues to linger or fail to be addressed. The unresolved separation of the presbytery and 
camp is one of those examples. I also sense there exists among you a common tendency to 
circle around issues rather than addressing them directly, perhaps because of an 
assumption that someone else is working on this. I expect there is more than one reason for 
this avoidance and I regret that I did not have time to explore this. 

 

And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds,  
not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some,  

but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day approaching.  
Hebrews 10:24-25 
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View From the Bridge: Challenge and Support Congregations 
 

In addition to responsibility for the government of the church, our Book of Order assigns 
presbyteries the responsibility of assisting and supporting  “the witness of congregations to the 
sovereign activity of God in the world, so that all congregations become communities of faith, 
hope, love and witness” (G-3.03). When we question why we would invest our time in the 
collective ministry of “the presbytery,” (often misunderstood as “them” rather than “us”) the 
answer is there. We are to build up and nurture our collective witness. As your Vision points 
out, this requires both challenge and support, competent leadership and resourced 
congregations. The goal is that congregations will thrive in their witness to the faith, hope and 
love we know in Jesus Christ. The following observations relate to building up congregations. 

Encourage one another and build up each other,  
as indeed you are doing. 

1 Thessalonians 5:11 

1. This presbytery is filled with talented and faithful leaders, many of whom share generously 
of their gifts and energy. As is common across the Church, it’s a small group that represents 
the largest percentage of the effort. Disconnection and need for broader relationships 
which facilitate individual invitation contribute to this.  
 

2. The recent dissolution of congregations have highlighted the need to have a plan for the use 
of the proceeds of the sale of properties, that aligns with your Vision and priorities and 
provides for congregational support and resourcing. 
 

3. There is surprisingly little conversation about the financial challenges of this presbytery. The 
formation of the Finance and Property Committee will help bring attention to this issue, 
which requires good stewardship and leadership accountability. 

 
4. Your Commission on Ministry is structured well to serve the most pressing needs of the 

congregations. The layers of support within the structure provide for back-up, spreading of 
the work, and mutual support. Continuity of leadership and a need to build capacity for 
generative ministry are opportunities for improvement. 

 
5. A number of churches are struggling, financially and/or in vitality, with size not being a 

reliable indicator or predictor of vitality. Traditional, baseline support for these 
congregations exists but a coordinated strategy which reflects creativity as well as courage 
and trust is missing.  

  
6. The work of the Presbytery Leadership Options Exploration Team (PLOET) has laid a good 

foundation for innovation and forward-thinking support. Their “matrix” of options for small 
churches points to the abundance of possibilities, and reminds us that there is no one right 
answer to the challenges of struggling congregations. This work is a great start for further 
exploration.  
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7. The twice-weekly “Care and Share” Zoom gatherings for pastors, that began at the start of 
the shelter in place orders and persist today, have done well to provide support for pastors 
as we navigated the abrupt shift to ministry in a pandemic. Over 40 pastors have 
participated. This vehicle has offered new and tenured pastors alike an avenue for peer 
support and creativity. They also shined light on the needs of solo pastors in particular, who 
benefit from clergy-colleague relationships. Continuing these gatherings would further build 
community and provide support. In due time the content, communication and frequency of 
these get-togethers should be revisited to increase participation and ensure they continue 
to meet needs.  
 

8. There is a notable absence of an “onboarding” process for new pastors, which may 
contribute to a sense of disconnection. Such a process would be an important part of a 
congregational vitality strategy. 

 
9. The recent awakening to persistent and systemic racial injustices has also awakened in our 

presbytery for education desire for resources on anti-racism. While the presbytery made an 
earlier commitment to Matthew 25, interest and energy is now building momentum and led 
to a large, presbytery-wide Matthew 25 Zoom gathering, which included both pastors and 
lay leaders, Matthew 25 congregations and those interested. 

 
10. Growing unemployment has already increased needs in our communities for food and 

shelter. Many congregations have expanded their community engagement to address the 
escalating needs. For these churches this has been a time to take advantage of the building 
being closed and leveraging their presence outside their doors.  Some are also turning to 
the systemic poverty Matthew 25 resources in the face of this increasing need.  

 
11. The long-term impact of the pandemic on the Church remains to be seen, but it is safe to 

assume that church vitality will need to be an emphasis if we are to continue our faithful 
witness in the world. Matthew 25 also provides extensive resources for this which have 
proved helpful for leaders getting started to address this issue. 
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Opportunities and Possibilities 
 

Blackhawk may not be rich in financial resources, but the abundance of opportunities and gifts 
among you is significant. This difficult time has unearthed needs, but also possibilities. We trust, 
as followers of Jesus Christ, that nothing is out of reach of God’s redeeming, transformative 
love. Part of that transformation will require a letting go of what is holding you back from 
taking on the new, and part will be an unleashing of creativity. This is a time for experiments! 
We will all be tempted to rebuild what we knew and long to return to. But like Peter on the 
water, now is the time to step boldly into what we can’t yet see, with our eyes on Christ the 
Redeemer.   
 
This section of the report is a flow of ideas. Those ideas are a scattering of seeds, if you will. 
God willing, the conditions will be right for some to take root as you explore what God is calling 
you to in your shared mission of building the Kingdom on earth. For the entire Church of Jesus 
Christ, it’s never been more essential for us as leaders to live into our vow to serve with 
“energy, intelligence, imagination and love.” These times call for our creativity, yet postures of 
anxiety limit our creativity. I find that “stabilizing the core” is essential to moving through the 
instability that comes with ambiguity and change in generative ways. So I begin this myriad of 
suggestions and ideas with the most important questions: How will you nurture your faith? How 
will you stay grounded, yet stretched, by the teachings of Christ? The practice of spiritual 
disciplines, both collective and individual, are essential right now. Each idea below provides 
opportunity to build in these disciplines to ensure that in this time of change you are centered 
in Christ, turning to God in a posture of openness and discernment, and committing your work 
to the Lord.  

The plans of the mind belong to mortals, 
   but the answer of the tongue is from the Lord.  

All one’s ways may be pure in one’s own eyes, 
   but the Lord weighs the spirit.  
Commit your work to the Lord, 

   and your plans will be established.  
The Lord has made everything for its purpose, 

   even the wicked for the day of trouble. 
Proverbs 16:1-4a 

 
 
1. BUILDING COMMUNITY: A strategy for building up community and relationship will facilitate 

ministry throughout the presbytery, and by God’s grace, move you toward your Vision. Like 
the vine and Vinegrower, our connections to God and one another enable flourishing. 
Support and resourcing of congregations in many ways will emerge organically when we are 
in relationship with one another and motivated by a spirit of generosity and love to share 
and partner with one another. 
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You have a chance to build on the connectivity that grew out of our response to COVID. 
A number of opportunities exist to nurture connection. Here is only a sampling: 
 

o The current COM regional structure can be leveraged to build strong regional 
relationships. Significant potential lies in not only connecting pastors, but also 
connecting leaders from within the congregation. There are a number of 
congregations that could be made stronger by partnering relationships.  

o Matthew 25 offers another framework to structure networking and support 
across the presbytery. Periodic Zoom gatherings, Assembly breakouts, and 
shared mission initiatives around each of the three foci likely would sustain the 
current momentum and bring new energy to individual leaders and 
congregations. 

o A presbytery communication strategy that prioritizes support and connection 
would be helpful. A small ad hoc team with gifts and interests in communication 
would be well-suited to developing a simple but impactful strategy. This short-
term commitment would provide opportunity for new voices to be involved by 
allowing those not interested in longer term obligations to participate. The 
strategy should include ways to tell your stories that might generate ideas for 
others.  

o Assembly offers additional opportunity for intentional relationship building, even 
if you must continue on Zoom. Now that you have Zoom Assembly experience 
under your belt, it might be time to consider breakout rooms for small group 
study and discussion around specific topics.  

 
2. LEADERSHIP EQUIPPING: Before COVID you had a plan to equip congregational leaders for 

adaptive leadership through a series of learning opportunities incorporated into Assembly. 
With those plans getting revamped and back on track, a few changes and enhancements 
could increase the impact of that initial plan, as suggested below: 
 

o Take this learning series outside of Assembly and invite all leaders, hosting the 
events over Zoom (this is already underway). 

o Through COM liaisons and other connections, seek out leaders from that training 
who have the energy and interest to partner with a coach/consultant to work 
directly with their congregation. Simultaneously, use this consultant to help you 
build internal wisdom and skill in shepherding congregations through 
discernment and innovation. 

o In additional to using the funding from the Rise Up synod grant, considering 
using a portion of the proceeds from property sales to fund congregational 
vitality initiatives. 

 
3. CONGREGATIONAL SUPPORT AND EQUIPPING: Perhaps the greatest opportunity to have 

impact for future vitality in service to the Gospel may be in those congregations who show 
signs of energy and potential, but need a nudge toward new life. These churches may or 
may not be “struggling” now, but have reached a plateau of some nature. Sometimes it’s a 
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loss of fire for their mission in Christ in their community, or a fearful spirit of scarcity and 
risk-resistance, or maybe a weary lack of creativity and fresh ideas. These churches have 
blossoming potential that sometimes can be nurtured with small interventions.  
 

o From the leadership training mentioned above, identify leaders energized and 
gifted for this work.  

o Build a team that combines COM, PLOET, Council representatives, and new 
faces, that might serve as discernment and conversation partners with these 
congregations.  

o Consider establishing mentor relationships to support leadership and offer 
resourcing to the congregations that are exploring their potential and refreshing 
their outreach. 

 
4. STRUCTURE AND ACOUNTABILITY: Steps to improve clarity of accountability and continuity 

of leadership within the existing structure would strengthen your shared ministry. The 
following sampling of suggestions are offered: 
 

o A COM co-moderator arrangement would greatly enhance the existing 
commission structure. This would provide better leadership continuity but also 
spread responsibilities which would not only make the current moderator role 
less burdensome, but also enable this commission to engage in more proactive 
and generative ministry, as mentioned above.  

 
o Across the board committee and commission term limits and rotations will build 

a broader sense of community and accountability, as well as continue to refresh 
thinking which will be more likely to spur creativity.  

 
o A leadership development plan that begins with an onboarding and mentoring 

process for new pastors would be ideal, but initially a simple onboarding and 
orientation to the presbytery is needed. Partnering pastors new to the 
presbytery with an experienced pastor geographically close will serve the dual 
purposes of both nurturing the leadership of both these pastors, as well as 
building regional connections.  

 
o Now that you have a couple years’ experience with Council governance, it’s a 

good time to step back and review your functioning. You have an opportunity to 
model connection within Council, and an intentional effort to do so you will help 
you avoid silos of disconnection in leadership. 

 
5. CARE AND SUPPORT OF PASTORS: During the pandemic the pressure on pastors in 

particular has been significant. This will continue and needs ongoing attention.  
 

o An avenue for prayer requests and a process of praying for the leaders would be 
faithful and simple ministry for the Council. 
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o Provision for emergency financial assistance may be needed in the near future, 
and does not exist now. Funding for this could be secured from property sales or 
special collections. 

o There is tremendous loss accompanying us through this time of pandemic, loss 
of friends and loved ones, but also of dreams, expectations, and familiar 
routines, among other things. There is grief among us. I suggest attending to that 
grief and loss at each Assembly in some way, for a while. We must name it and 
mourn the losses if we are to fully embrace the new that is being revealed.  

o Your Council calls to pastors, done for the first time, planted seeds of connection 
and are avenues to hear needs that might not otherwise be voiced. I encourage 
you to continue these periodically to inform your own leadership as well as to 
provide care for your pastors.  

 
Closing 

 
I close with gratitude for your service to God and the Church in what has likely been the most 
challenging time of your ministry. May you find rest in God’s grace as you abide in the One who 
is surely bringing forth new life. 
 
Special thanks to Loreen Stravers who has been the most significantly impacted in this Bridge 
Time, transitioning from John to me to now Eric’s full-time leadership, while keeping us on 
course through the stormy waters of COVID. Loreen has consistently demonstrated reliable 
competency, heart-felt caring, personal initiative, and extraordinary patience! 
 
It has been a privilege and joy to serve with you in the name of Christ. My hope is that we have 
been faithful to God’s purposes in this time. I pray now for your shared ministry and witness 
across the Presbytery of Blackhawk. May God’s Kingdom come and will be done.  
 
Rev. Nancy Dolan 
Executive Presbyter Bridge Consultant 
 
 


