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Introduction  
  
A Mission Study Team was formed in February 2021 in anticipation of calling a Pastor/Head of 
Staff. The goal set before the team was to prepare for the transition and for the future. Using 
the 2018 Mission Study Report, which was created as part of the call process for an Associate 
Pastor, as our foundation and continuing to use the church"s well-loved mission statement (see 
following) as a framework, we began the work of discerning God"s purpose for the congregation 
in the years ahead. On a more concrete level, we sought to identify the key characteristics of 
the next Pastor/Head of Staff. The prior Associate Pastor Nominating Committee (APNC) had 
set desirable characteristics for our newly called Associate Pastor, the Reverend Nikki Perrine 
Passante. Those findings will be foundational for the Pastor Nominating Committee (PNC) in 
identifying possible candidates for the Pastor/Head of Staff position.  
 
The team used a variety of methods to collect as much quality information as possible 
regarding the hopes, dreams, strengths, and weaknesses of the congregation. In early meetings, 
we reviewed the financial status of the church as well as demographic information of current 
membership. We considered the gifts and experiences of the previous pastors. The 2018 
Mission Study Team retained the services of a consulting firm (Holy Cow) as well as a company 
to conduct a demographic study of the area (Missioninsite). The consulting firm"s in-depth 
survey of approximately 100 questions measured the energy of our congregation and helped 
bring focus to the kind of pastor who would be the best fit. In addition, the survey provided a 
Transition Plan and Vital Leadership Profile with tailored guidance that has proved invaluable 
for the transition period between pastors.  
 
The survey was administered to the congregation in February-March of 2018, and 239 
members (80% of average attendees at worship) completed the survey, deeming it 99% 
reliable. The interpretation of these results was also benchmarked against 1,650 mainline 
churches and provided valuable insight as to how First Presbyterian measures up nationally, as 
well as providing a rich trove of information about the heart and soul of our church members.  
The information from the survey was supplemented and greatly enriched by substantive 
conversations that took place in five separate small group meetings attended by a total of 80 
people during April 2018. These discussions, which were guided by 10 questions prepared in 
advance to provide structure, generated many creative ideas and revealed a vitality ready to be 
activated.   
 
At the time of the survey, there was trepidation about the changes facing the church, as 
confirmed by the survey results. With the hiring of our Associate Pastor, Nikki Passante, the 
worries of change were somewhat mitigated. Based on the supportive feedback from church 
members and the positive results in the hiring of our Associate Pastor, there is good reason to 
believe that the search for, and hiring of, a Pastor/Head of Staff who fits our requirements, will 
be successful. 
 
!  
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Mission Statement 
First Presbyterian Church is a home for your heart. We honor and care for all people, acting as 
family in Christ. We are open and welcoming, supporting all people wherever they are in their 
faith journey. We provide opportunities for spiritual growth and fellowship through worship, 
study, and prayer. We reach out beyond our walls to share the good news of Christ"s redeeming 
power and to help those in need in our community and our world. 
 
Vision Statement 
#Hearts Open to Christ – Doors Opening to His World” 
  
 
 
!  
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Background Information 
 
The Census 
 
The church"s statistical report from year-end 2019 provided illustrative details about our 
church, and the Missioninsite study offered useful demographic information: 
 

• There are 820 members, with an average attendance at worship of 197 (As part of the 
interim process, 97 inactive members were removed from the roles in 2020). 

• 97% are Caucasian, with Hispanic, African American, and Asian each comprising less 
than 1% 

• Age distribution of members: 
25 and under 173 
26-40  143 
41-55  187 
56-70  171 
0ver 71  146 

• The greater community of Haddonfield has had a relatively stable population over the 
past three years 

• Income levels of area residents have grown at the same rate as the larger community 
over the past three years 

 
The Financial Status of the Church 
 
While we have been challenged in recent years to achieve our pledge goals, we have been able 
to sustain and grow our programs while retaining competitive salaries for our pastors, primarily 
through other sources of income, such as building rentals and recurring gifts. Notably, we have 
been able to budget for both a senior and associate pastor for the past 21 years and have 
sustained a substantial music program that is highly valued and a priority for the congregation.  
 
In 2021, a task force charged with resolving a chronic budget shortfall was formed. Their task is 
to discern ways to increase revenue to the church and to decrease expenses. That work is 
underway at this writing. 
 
Recent History: Church Leadership 
 
The church"s former Pastor/Head of Staff, Bill Getman, recently retired after an 18-year tenure 
that was marked by growth in mission, membership, and spirituality. Those years provided the 
foundation for continued expansion of the congregation"s witness to the Gospel in Haddonfield 
and the surrounding region. 
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In addition, Pastor Nikki, called in the spring of 2020, has become a much-valued member of 
the community due to her many gifts; chief among them are her pastoral care, teaching, 
preaching, and leadership. 
 
Current State of the Church 
 
Much of the #hard data” about the current state of the church is based on our congregation"s 
responses to the Holy Cow survey and subsequent focus group discussions that were 
completed in April 2018. The consultant who assisted us declared that we are a #healthy” 
church with 70% of the respondents expressing satisfaction with current conditions. Energy was 
high at the time of the survey and remains high three years later. 
 
Much has changed in the world since that time and should be noted as we embark on the 
search for a Pastor/Head of Staff. 

• At the time of the survey, our former Associate Pastor moved to a pastoral role in an 
urban ministry in downtown Philadelphia. She was well-liked for her intelligence, 
energy, and Bible expertise. It took longer than expected to find a replacement and 
during the Associate Pastor search, the Pastor/Head of Staff, Bill Getman, gave a one-
year notice of his intention to retire. Pastor Bill was well-respected and loved by the 
congregation for his pastoral care, his connection with kids of the church, the quality of 
worship services, and for bringing a level of calm and normalcy to a congregation that 
had been missing it for some time. 

• Pastor Nikki started her call with us in April 2020 as Pastor Bill was leaving. Our 
Executive Presbyter referred to Pastor Nikki as a “unique professional Associate Pastor.” 
Pastor Nikki has been an AP for 9 years and loves to be deeply involved in pastoral care 
and Christian formation for both youth and adults. She is a talented preacher who does 
not seek to be a Pastor/Head of Staff in the future. The congregation is very pleased 
with Pastor Nikki and is thrilled that she has shown commitment to the congregation by 
choosing to move into the church’s manse. 

• We called a well-qualified and very experienced Transitional Pastor, the Rev. Dr. Douglas 
Gerdts, in June 2020 and he has played a strong role in preparing the congregation for 
the next Head of Staff. Pastor Doug is a strong preacher, excellent Bible teacher, 
possesses strong “business sense,” and has a great sense of humor. The congregation is 
very happy to have Pastor Doug lead us during this challenging time. 

• We leveraged and fully incorporated the First Presbyterian Church Preschool into the 
life and vitality of the church.  We also leveraged opportunities for community visibility 
and for gaining new members. 

In the middle of all of this, the pandemic caused the following: 
• Live worship ended in March 2020 and re-opened on May 30, 2021. We have a very 

active Covid Response Team (CRT) which created the Pandemic Response Plan for the 
church and our Preschool. Session unanimously approved the CRT proposal. 
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• Having had live-streamed services for many years, the church transitioned smoothly to 
an “online only” community. 

• Music during worship was a challenge. As the pandemic raged on, we featured talented 
instrumental and vocal soloists to add dimension to a service that did not include a 
choir. Our Minister of Music, Peter Leibensperger, pursued creative ways, using 
technology, to bring the various church choirs together remotely. It was quite a success. 

• Christian Ed programs were impacted in the early days of the pandemic; however, our 
pastors, both excellent teachers, loved hosting several weekly Zoom Bible studies, which 
they initiated. We have five to six different Adult Education Zoom programs going on 
during the week, and this has proved to be a highly effective way of reaching more 
people than in-person instruction as we have more people involved in these programs 
now than we had before the pandemic. Some of these Zoom programs will continue 
after the pandemic ends.  

• We found reaching youth through remote means was more challenging. They were 
more engaged when in a face-to-face environment. 

 
With all that in the background, the rest of this section will blend the past survey results with 
the current feelings of the congregation to describe the #Current State of the Church.” 
 
According to the Vital Signs report, the key drivers of satisfaction in our congregation are: 
 
Our pastors, particularly the way they communicate, keeping the congregation informed and 
connected. This feeling has risen to even higher levels due to the efforts of Pastors Doug and 
Nikki. Though they have different communication styles, it is in their nature to speak clearly and 
directly, even with the news we might not want to hear at times. It"s interesting that 
communications have improved at a time when we are rarely in each other"s personal 
presence. 
 
The quality of the worship services, especially the relevance of the sermons. When asked to 
rank the effectiveness of our major ministries, the music ministry and worship were ranked #1 
and #2 in effectiveness with an approval of around 90% of respondents. As mentioned earlier, 
both current pastors are seen as strong preachers.  
 
As you may read elsewhere in this study, we have been a #pastor-centered” congregation and 
there is a desire to move us towards being #mission-centered.” This may cause some 
consternation for those deeply rooted in having a pastor-centered orientation.  
 
Other key drivers of satisfaction involved the quality of lay leadership, including the degree to 
which the leadership represents the congregation and the way different approaches are 
considered in decision making.  
 
!  
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As noted earlier, First Presbyterian Church of Haddonfield possesses many of the characteristics 
of a healthy church:  
 
1) We offer a vital worship experience  
On the Worship and Music Performance Index, First Presbyterian scored higher than 90% of 
other churches surveyed. Music is deemed to be a particular strength as is the quality of the 
sermons. Here"s one of the representative comments regarding worship: #The pastors!"sermons 
draw the congregation together and challenge us all to consider ways to understand our faith 
better and carry it into the community. They provide thoughtful spiritual sustenance.” 
  
There has been recent discussion about how we could make worship and music more relevant 
to a larger group of people by bringing in features or elements of worship from various Black, 
Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC) communities without upsetting the foundation of worship 
and music that has been attractive to many.   
 
2) The church has representative governance  
There"s consensus that when important decisions are to be made, there"s adequate 
consideration of different approaches and that the leadership is representative of the 
membership. More than 70% of the respondents felt the leadership shows genuine concern 
about how members are thinking when important decisions need to be made. However, some 
expressed concern that a small group of members make all the decisions. Before retiring, Pastor 
Bill worked hard to form a session that was engaged and representative of various sentiments 
throughout the congregation. He empowered the committee chairs, and they have proven to 
be strong at communicating the decisions that session has supported. There are an increasing 
number of comments that are laudatory about the elevated level of transparency in the 
governance of the church. Our session is large (30 strong) and while at times its size can be 
unwieldy, the session gets things done through group and individual efforts.  
 
3) We"re a hospitable church, offering meaningful connections within the congregation (with 
an internal focus)  
The survey reflected the shared belief that we are an inviting and supportive community. More 
than 90% of the survey respondents think a friendly atmosphere prevails and that there is an 
attitude of genuine care and concern among members in times of personal need. More than 
80% feel that being part of the church has brought new meaning to their lives. While we 
acknowledge that we are a caring community, it"s clear from the survey results and the small 
group discussions, that we need to do more to connect church members to ministries, 
leadership activities, and small groups in order to promote greater involvement. Here"s a 
representative comment on this topic: #It"s hard to break in here. I am willing to be involved but 
it"s hard to figure out which activities fit my schedule and what gifts I could contribute during 
my free time.”!  
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4) Creation of lay leadership.  
More than 90% of the survey respondents believe our church provides opportunities for 
members to engage in active ministry, in the church and beyond. The assessment was slightly 
less positive when it comes to how well the church prepares members for ministry by 
discerning their gifts. The opportunity clearly exists to #create our own ministries” with the 
support of the session and the pastoral staff. The #Feed My Starving Children” initiative, the 
Women"s Prison Ministry (also known affectionately as #The Good Ladies”), the Open Door 
Clinic at St. Wilfrid"s, and the Wellness Center at UrbanPromise are all great examples of times 
when church members brought forth a need and pledged to shepherd the cause once session 
approved of the outreach proposed. A broader effort to help church members discern their 
gifts could be useful. There has not been a new outreach mission initiated in several years. 
Given that Haddonfield and surrounding towns possess a strong sense of community 
involvement, the key to the church"s future stability and growth might lie in providing a 
springboard for action. 
 
5) Spiritual Vitality  
The Spiritual Vitality Index measures the degree to which members believe their faith is central 
to their lives. Our membership scored lower on this dimension compared to other churches in 
Holy Cow"s database. One-third of the congregation agreed with the statement #Although my 
faith is important to me, I feel there are other things more pressing in my life right now.”  
 
The church serves Haddonfield and several other adjacent communities and those even further 
away. The region is generally an affluent, family-oriented, progressive-leaning community. 
Many of those residing in and around Haddonfield have the resources to provide themselves 
and/or their families with several experiences beyond church, many of which can be viewed in 
a spiritual way, for example hiking, sailing, or traveling.  
 
The survey results also bear out the theological diversity of our congregation and our more 
progressive theological orientation. Answers to questions regarding the nature of scripture and 
other theological questions spanned the spectrum from strong agreement to strong 
disagreement. One of the things our members value about our pastors is their acceptance of 
this theological diversity. In fact, one of the most important and valued tenets of our Mission 
Statement is #We...support all people wherever they are in their faith journey.”  
 
6) Lifelong Learning Orientation  
There is a strong sense that our church provides high quality education that is appropriate for 
every age and stage of life. Yet continuing learning experiences for groups interested in focused 
learning is not being addressed. For example, we do not provide focused learning experiences 
for those interested in faith education surrounding LGBTQ+ or BIPOC issues.  
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Priorities for the Future: Where should we put our energy?   
 
The most recent Vital Signs report from 2018 identified three key areas that, according to our 
members, warrant the most energy in the years to come. One of those areas, the need to 
develop ministries that work toward healing those broken by life circumstances, has been 
addressed with the hiring of Pastor Nikki. Two areas remain in need of attention along with the 
additional focus of a third priority: 

1) Develop and implement a comprehensive strategy to reach new people and 
incorporate them into the life of the church. 

2) Develop ministries that provide opportunities to apply faith to actual life situations, 
in alignment with our commitment to being a Matthew 25 church (please see 
below). 

3) Develop the spiritual generosity of the members to financially support the ministry 
of the church. 

 
Priority 1 
While our members acknowledge that we are a caring church community, there"s a general 
sense that even more can be done to promote connectivity; more small groups, more 
communication about individual needs such as illness, financial needs, and death; more 
information about church programs and opportunities to serve. Continued efforts to reach new 
people and incorporate them into the life of the church was a top priority across all segments of 
the congregation, spanning all age groups, frequent attendees, as well as infrequent attendees. 
And it was a desire most often mentioned by those attending the small group discussions. It 
seems this desire extends not only to those who are new to the congregation, but those who 
may have been members for a while but feel they have not yet found their place within the life 
of the church.  
 
Priority 2 
Developing our church into an integral part of the community by serving the needs of 
marginalized people through programs and the use of our buildings is a primary focus that 
will lead to improved church vitality, growth, and relevance in the 21st century.   
While church members agreed they appreciate the quality and relevance of sermons, the 
church falls short of providing opportunities for application of faith to life. The Holy Cow report 
revealed that our members are concerned with the rational integrity of faith and the 
application of faith to life in an ever-changing society. The recent commitment to be a Matthew 
25 church is evidence that members desire to be more engaged in social advocacy and 
community service. While our church is comfortable learning about faith and spirituality, our 
focus must move to the sometimes-uncomfortable practice of applying faith outwardly. Our 
new Pastor/Head of Staff must be able to lead us in this direction. 
 
Priority 3 
Another major priority was to develop the spiritual generosity of our members to provide 
financial support. The church has struggled to adequately finance its ministries through 
envelope giving for many years. According to the survey, our church members contribute, on 
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average, only 1% of disposable income to the church (versus an average of 3% for the churches 
in the Holy Cow database). Historically, the shortfalls in the operating budget have been made 
up by the withdrawal of funds from investment accounts and the receipt of several large 
recurring gifts in recent years. This has helped stabilize the budget and allows for overdue 
salary increases for the staff. Our Stewardship Committee has set a goal for members to work 
toward a 5% contribution level, and last year, more than half of those who pledged increased 
their giving. Even an overall increase to a 2% contribution level would double our funding base. 
In addition to the need for a growing and balanced operating budget, we are constantly 
challenged by our aging church properties, which include the Church building and two 
residential properties. Therefore, an entrepreneurial approach to the ways we use our buildings 
will be necessary to find new sources of capital funding in order to avoid the possibility of 
divesting of one or more of the residential buildings.  
 
First Presbyterian is a Matthew 25 church 
During the late spring of 2020, as the pandemic worsened and its disproportionate impact on 
those living in poverty became evident, our church"s Justice and Advocacy Committee (JAC) 
began discussing becoming a Matthew 25 church. We became aware of this initiative from the 
PCUSA Lenten Devotional available that year, and it intrigued us, as we felt called to participate 
in the broader denomination. In the wake of George Floyd"s death and the ensuing national 
racial reckoning, our committee unanimously agreed that we wanted to commit to dismantling 
structural racism. This was presented to session in June of 2020, and the board voted 
unanimously in July, affirming this endeavor.  
 
Members of JAC attended training offered by our denomination through Johnson Theological 
Seminary in August of 2020. JAC planned a gradual introduction and ramping up through the 
fall of 2020, beginning with published information on our website and in the newsletter. In 
October, we held our first virtual #Conversation on Race,” during which we discussed antiracist 
language. We have continued these conversations every week on Sunday mornings prior to 
worship and have consistently had an average of 25 participants exploring racism and its 
intersection with social determinants of health. Prior to Easter 2021, we conducted an 8-week 
series on facets of structural racism. We are now in the process of discerning action by speaking 
with local leaders of color to hear their ideas on how we could support a structural antiracist 
initiative. 
 
We believe the Matthew 25 church motto, #We are saved to serve,” aligns with our 
congregation"s desire to apply faith to life in the form of social advocacy. We believe that an 
entrepreneurial solution to maintaining our church mission and building have the potential to 
be synergistic with our commitment to dismantle structural racism.  Our new Pastor/Head of 
Staff will play an integral role. 
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Role(s) and Characteristics of the Pastor(s) 
 
The Vital Signs report revealed that our congregation is basically happy with the way things are 
and is somewhat apprehensive about change. There are attributes of both pastors that have 
been positive and affirming for our congregation, and we feel it will be important to seek those 
characteristics in the new Head of Staff. Specifically, we will need to continue to be guided by 
pastors who are: 
 

• grounded in reformed theology, are theologically progressive and accept theological 
diversity while articulating a clear and consistent theology; 

• effective preachers and worship leaders who are able to inspire from the pulpit; 
• comfortable when speaking in a variety of settings and effective at addressing a variety 

of topics; 
• knowledgeable about policy, practice, and procedure and know how to get things done 

through formal and informal channels; 
• entrepreneurial, creative in using resources, and willing to take risks to initiate actions; 
• able to anchor the change in the congregation’s vision and mission; 
• able to offer solutions, suggestions, and make decisions that are effective; 
• gifted administrators, able to help congregational members discern their gifts and then 

delegate responsibilities effectively; 
• motivating and able to influence others toward a spirit of service and meaningful 

contributions to mission; 
• of strong moral character and able to demonstrate strong and appropriate personal 

boundaries; 
• able to display personal warmth, compassion, and acceptance. 

 
It was also strongly recommended that we seek leaders who will value and collaborate with the 
music ministry and the Preschool as important programs within the church. 
 
We tend to be a #clergy-focused” church and expect our clergy to take primary responsibility for 
most aspects of church life. Typically, a church our size would fall into the #mission-centered” 
category where the laity takes on more responsibility for things such as caring ministries and 
program development. It will be important for us to recognize that #We are the Church!” and 
take on more responsibilities as lay leaders under the direction and encouragement of the new 
Pastor/Head of Staff. 
 
The Head of Staff will have primary responsibility for: 
 

• worship leadership 
• pastoral care 
• visioning and strategic planning  
• administration, including oversight of church finances and property management 
• giving and spirituality  
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Pastor Nikki has been a stabilizing force and is responsible for: 

• Stephen ministries 
• congregational care 
• Christian education  
• worship leadership (shared) 

 
A more detailed summary of the professional interests, abilities, leadership style, and core 
motivations of potential pastoral candidates, given the context within which they"ll be serving, 
can be found in the #Leadership Competencies” report.  
!  
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Programmatic Recommendations   
 
In addition to the specific recommendations that need to be undertaken through the transition 
noted above, there are other recommendations that came out of the small group discussions 
with the consultant and within the mission study team. These are summarized below. 
 

1. Reshape the new member program to ensure new members have a smooth transition 
into the life of the church, helping them feel welcomed and engaged. Pairing new 
members with an existing member in a “buddy” system has proven to be successful in 
years past but has been recently dormant. It is believed such a system could be revived 
to better nurture new members and help them navigate the path to early engagement 
and foster their sense of belonging. 

 
2. Continued focus on communication both external as well as internal. The pandemic 

highlighted the importance of the dissemination of concise and useful information to 
compensate for the significantly diminished in-person interaction due to the closing of 
the church. The weekly email communication, “News from First Presbyterian 
Haddonfield,” includes relevant thoughts and lessons from the pastors and covers the 
many programs, activities, and opportunities for study and mission. Data suggests that 
this weekly information has been successful in reaching a significant share of the 
membership throughout the pandemic with a clickthrough rate of 306 opens. Areas 
noted for improvement include transparency when it comes to session decisions and 
actions and incorporating greater use of technology/social media to enhance 
communication with younger members, including college-age members. 

 
3. Implementation of a bolstered caring ministry program, like Stephen Ministries, to equip 

our members to support the pastoral care effort. This initiative is currently being led by 
Pastor Nikki. 

 
4. Expand and promote the small group ministry including book studies, Bible studies, and 

groups organized around different segments of the congregation. Our members like the 
connectivity and fellowship afforded by small groups as demonstrated by the strong 
participation in the multiple weekly studies that have been running since the arrival of 
Pastor Nikki and Pastor Doug. 

 
5. Seek creative ways to encourage our members to expand their spiritual practices 

beyond worship through study, prayer, and reflection, recognizing that our members 
have variety of needs based on their life experiences. Provide avenues (like small 
groups) for members to unite and grow their faith around shared experiences such as 
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simultaneously caring for aging parents and raising a family.  Connecting members with 
shared concerns or life experiences would be a blessing that would increase the spiritual 
vitality of the church. 

 
6. Formalize a strategy for taking care of the physical plant including conducting a physical 

inventory of what needs exist, prioritizing projects, and formulating a plan for funding 
that would likely include a dedicated capital campaign. Creative ideas related to funding 
should continue to be pursued. 

 

Members of the Mission Study Task Force: 
Rebecca Bryan 
Kathryn Dark 
Rachel Davis 
Bud Miller 
Gene Spinelli 
Paul Urian 
Doug Gerdts, Transitional Pastor (ex officio) 
 

 
 
 


