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W ith only about 200 
members, the congrega-
tion of First Presbyterian 

Church of Sussex, New Jersey, can’t 
afford highly experienced pastors 
whose resumes could command high 
salaries. But the congregation has 
found a different kind of payoff: by 
serving as an incubator for new 
pastors, the congregation has not 

only nurtured pastoral growth but 
experienced spiritual growth itself 
among its members.

“This congregation values nurtur-
ing the development and education—
and furthering the spirituality—of 
all of its members,” including its 
pastors, says Amy Lawrence, who 
has served as the congregation’s 
pastor since April of last year. 

Like First Presbyterian Church 
of Sussex, other small congrega-
tions in the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.) are proving that the 
spiritual formation of pastors 
doesn’t just happen in seminary. 
And PC(USA) seminaries are 
keen to keep it that way. Seeking 
to connect the classroom and the 
church, many require their students 

Launching pads
for leaders

Small congregations make a big impact 
by nurturing young pastors.
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to do a year of part-time congrega-
tional ministry. Students can even 
opt to postpone their final year of 
academic study and become full-
time student ministers for a year.

The formation doesn’t stop there, 
however. A number of Presbyterian 
congregations offer, some through 
the Lilly Endowment, two-year 
residencies for pastors fresh out of 
seminary. Others are finding new 

pastors through the Presbyterian 
Mission Agency’s Small Church 
Residency Program (formerly 
known as For Such a Time as This). 
And before would-be pastors ever 
reach seminary, many have ben-
efited from congregations that have 
committed—through education, 
mission, and leadership opportu-
nities—to walk alongside young 
people beginning to discern a call to 
ministry.

By nurturing new and yet-to-be 
pastors, congregations comple-
ment the work of seminaries and 
enhance the spiritual formation of 
pastors and congregants alike. And 
as small congregations become the 
norm—both because of shifts in our 
culture and because many young 
adults want intimate communities—
small churches and their pastors 
are increasingly learning to be the 
nimble innovators required for 21st-
century ministry.

Growing together
“The thing is, Sussex is a small 
church, . . . and the reality is [it] 
can’t really pay anyone with much 
experience,” says Rose Kantenwein, 
a longtime member of the church 
who recently transferred her mem-
bership after moving to a retire-
ment community. Because of bud-
getary constraints, Sussex often has 
had young pastors in their first call 
out of seminary. But the financial 
constraints have led to unlimited 
opportunities for the young pastors 
and their congregation to grow 
together.

“They are not going to be able to 
move on if we don’t nurture them,” 
Kantenwein says. “So we work 
together while they are here so that 
we all grow in those years.” 

Matthew Schramm was one of 
those young pastors, arriving at 
Sussex when he was only 24 years 
old. 

“In every way, I was able to be 
pastor to those people because they 
let me be their pastor,” he says. 

“They didn’t need an expert—Lord 
knows they didn’t have one in me. 
They wanted a shepherd to love 
them and to be loved by them as 
they walked together the journey 
of faith.” Schramm’s own journey 
has now taken him to Westminster 
Presbyterian Church in Bay City, 
Michigan, where he serves as pastor. 
And he just recently ended his 
term as the youngest chair of the 
Presbyterian Mission Agency Board.

Pam Fielding, the clerk of session 
at Sussex, says, “We may be smaller 
in numbers, but we tend to raise up 
disciples.” 

Because the congregation has 
become accustomed to the pattern 
of nurturing a young pastor and 
then sending him or her out to the 
next call, it has taken a more active 
role in some tasks typically allotted 
to the pastor, such as overseeing 
committees. But the relationship 
between the congregation and its 
series of pastors has been one of 
cooperation and support.

“Would we love it if they stayed? 
Of course! We always hope for that,” 
Fielding says. “But we are used to 
the ambiguity of it all.”

‘A very interesting marriage’
Ambiguity is part of what CeCe 
Armstrong has learned to navigate 
in her first call as part of the 
PC(USA)’s Small Church Residency 
Program. The program matches 
small, underserved congregations 
in rural, small-town, and urban 
settings with recent seminary 
graduates in a two-year pastoral-
residency relationship. It’s a part-
nership that Armstrong speaks of 
like a marriage. 

“It is a very interesting marriage 
in which both are willing to join in, 
but neither partner really knows 
what he or she is doing,” says 
Armstrong, who is serving as pastor 
of Grace Presbyterian Church in 
Lantana, Florida.

Serving a small congregation 
as a fledgling pastor has been 
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challenging but rewarding, she says. 
“It is such an eye-opener to what 
God can do.” 

For Armstrong, one important 
point to remember is that “growth” 
doesn’t always mean numerical 
growth. 

“We have not numerically grown 
by leaps and bounds,” she says, “but 
we have had three baptisms, we 
have had new members join, we 
have had members move away and 
become active in their new congre-
gations. That’s growth, isn’t it?”

The congregation also has 
experienced spiritual growth as a 
result of getting more involved with 
Grace Presbyterian’s neighbors in 
Lantana. 

After realizing that the church 
sits at the midpoint of two of the 
county’s busiest food pantries, 
the congregation decided to start 
another food pantry, to ease the 
load on the others and to help alle-
viate hunger in the area. 

“We are only 25 members strong,” 
says Armstrong, “but the ‘growth’ in 
the congregation has been by leaps 
and bounds.” 

Challenges and gifts of diversity
Spiritual growth also has been a 
two-way street for Shavon Starling-
Louis and her various congregations 
over the years.

A black woman, Starling-Louis 
grew up as part of the biracial con-
gregation of Lakeview Presbyterian 
Church in St. Petersburg, Florida. 
Starling-Louis says Lakeview 
helped prepare her for her current 
role as pastor of the mostly white 
congregation of First Presbyterian 
Church in Midwest City, Oklahoma.

Sometimes, she admits, she 
wonders why the Midwest City con-
gregation called her to be its pastor, 
and she wonders whether congre-
gants sometimes struggle to “hear” 
her. But she believes that her call 
ultimately has come from God—for 
a reason and for a season. And she 
credits her time in seminary and at 
Lakeview with preparing her for the 
task that lay ahead. 

“I’ve been amazingly grateful for 
how I’ve been formed both in my 
home church and by being con-
nected to the wider church through 
seminary,” she says. “There are 

growing pains in a biracial church, 
in the struggles between two 
cultures, even in the best scenario.” 

Her leadership in the church 
began when she was asked to lead 
worship as a teenager. “It helped me 
begin to think theologically early 
on—before going to seminary—and 
helped me learn what conflicts look 
like and to claim Jesus as this rec-
onciling God,” she says. 

To find out if your congregation 
could take on a seminarian as an 
intern or partner in ministry in 
other ways, contact your nearest 
seminary: pcusa.org/seminaries. 
Click on the “Get involved” tab in 
the left-hand navigation bar to find 
other ways to partner with your 
seminaries.

To learn more about the Small 
Church Residency Program and 
help financially support its ministry: 
pcusa.org/residency

GET INVOLVED

Doug Bunnell, left, pastor of First Presbyterian Church of Bellingham, Washington, performs a baptism in the Pacific Ocean–fed waters of Bellingham Bay, 
alongside one of the church’s young pastors in training.
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Though the diversity could be 
a challenge to navigate, it also 
brought great gifts. “The positive 
side of diversity is that I got to hear 
‘God talk’ from people similar to 
me and people different from me 
demographically—whether that 
be racially or socioeconomically,” 
Starling-Louis says. “From week 
to week, to hear ‘God talk’ from 
folks different from me—it blew my 
mind.”

Other congregations could 
benefit from diversity, she adds, 
emphasizing the importance of 
being able to see God in the “other.” 
That lesson is something she is 
thankful to have learned from her 
home congregation, an incubator for 
“being church together.”

Investing in internships
First Presbyterian Church of 
Bellingham, Washington, also has 
found mutual benefit in serving as 
an incubator for young pastors. The 
small church near the Canadian 
border has been an incubator of 

Matt Schramm at First Presbyterian Church of Sussex, New Jersey, for its 175th anniversary celebration this past May. Sussex had taken a chance on a 24-year-
old Schramm when it called him to be its pastor in 2004. Together, the young pastor and the small congregation of Sussex grew in faith and as leaders. Thanks 
to that mutual formation, Schramm, who now pastors Westminster Presbyterian Church in Bay City, Michigan, went on to become the youngest chair of the 
Presbyterian Mission Agency Board.

theological formation through an 
unofficial internship program now 
in its second decade.

“We don’t go searching for interns, 
but every year for the past 10 years 
someone has come to us and said, 
‘Can I do an internship?’ ” says Doug 
Bunnell, the church’s pastor. 

“The congregation feels like they 
are a part of the student’s experi-
ence—like this is one of their roles; 
this is what we do,” he adds. Some 
members of the congregation house 
the interns; others build other 
relationships with them. When the 
seminarians get ordained, members 
of the congregation often travel to 
be there. 

“We get to be a part of their 
journey and to pray regularly for 
them. And though we don’t get to 
see the fruit as we send them away,” 
Bunnell says, “the joy is that we get 
to be a part of their formation.” 

He admits that some ruling 
elders have gotten a bit nervous 
about bringing on an intern, 
because of the time and energy that 

he and the congregation would have 
to invest in the seminarian. And 
some members of the congregation 
have wondered, “Do we have some-
thing for this person to do?” 

“Even if you don’t think there is 
something to do, there is always 
something to be done,” says Bunnell, 
adding, for example: What church 
doesn’t have people to be ministered 
to? What church doesn’t have some-
thing to be done for the kingdom of 
God? 

For First Bellingham and other 
small congregations, the oppor-
tunity to nurture young pastors 
is fraught with challenges. But in 
the eyes of Grace Presbyterian’s 
CeCe Armstrong, the issue boils 
down to faith and grace. “There is 
always grace, and there is always 
faith,” she says. “But when your 
faith wavers, grace always comes 
through.”

Erin Dunigan is a freelance writer and 
photographer who is also ordained as a 
PC(USA) teaching elder.
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