
2020 Annual Report 
Conference Minister, Reverend Shari Prestemon 
 
The previous twelve months have been marked by a series of highs and lows for all of us in the 
Minnesota Conference United Church of Christ.  A review of the year provides a stunning picture of the 
diverse ways the Conference and all its parts has been called upon to lead, respond, and faithfully 
discern God’s call to us amid extraordinary demands and circumstances. 
 
These are just a few key moments and highlights of our ministry together over the last year. 
 
v At the end of June, our Minnesota Conference delegates and staff joined thousands of others from 

across the United Church of Christ at the biennial General Synod held in Milwaukee, WI.  
Participants had an opportunity to vote on a wide array of business matters ranging from the UCC’s 
national budget to resolutions of witness, meet UCC siblings from across the country and partners 
from around the globe,  learn about important issues, experience inspiring worship, and catch an 
unparalleled glimpse of the United Church of Christ at work. 
 

v 2019-2020 signaled the third and final year of our “2020 Vision” strategic plan in the Conference.  
With very few exceptions, all elements of the plan were fulfilled during the three-year period, 
resulting in deepened and expanded ministry in every facet of our life together: faith formation for 
all ages, leadership development, congregational renewal, prophetic witness, and more.   

 
v We began the difficult process of saying farewell to Pilgrim Point Camp in Alexandria.  We held two 

events at the camp for Conference members to return, enjoy the grounds, and worship together at 
the Point, with time at each for participants to share memories and offer thanksgiving.  Our partners 
at Luther Crest aided us in cleaning out all the buildings and making the property ready for sale.  
Many items throughout the camp were made available for online purchase by Conference members.  
A small team was appointed by the Board of Directors to manage a sales process and receive 
proposals for purchase.  That process was progressing well until the pandemic halted conversations 
with one particularly promising buyer. The camp has not been sold as of this writing. 

 
v I was honored to lead an initiative of the Council of Conference Ministers in September to 

collectively advocate for immigration rights in Washington, DC.  Nearly 30 Conference Ministers 
spent two days canvassing Capitol Hill, meeting with legislators to discuss our concerns and rallying 
in front of the Capitol building.  Minnesota Conference members and children participated by 
writing hundreds of letters to our Minnesota Senators and Representatives, which I gladly delivered 
personally to each one. 

 
v The Congregational UCC church in Glyndon dissolved in early January.  We give thanks for this 

congregation’s faithful service over so many years in our Conference, and pray blessings on new 
ministries that will now flow from its former church building. 

 
v Our staff team saw some changes over the last year.  We thanked Rev. Vicki Wunsch for her service 

with us as she departed for another ministry.  Rev. Abby Henderson joined us to serve in that 
Director of Leadership Development role, continuing to form our Damascus Project work.  Renae 
Shields was brought into a larger role as our Director of Finance.  Rev. Rick Wagner retired after 
eleven years as Associate Conference Minister; we celebrated Rick’s ministry with stories and 



laughter at an event on February 13. Rev. Sheresa Simpson-Rice joined our staff on April 6 as Interim 
Associate Conference Minister. 

 
v The Board of Directors worked diligently throughout the 2019-2020 year to complete a new 

strategic plan for the Conference and voted final approval of that plan on March 7.  That plan 
positions us beautifully for the next three years.  (Plan is attached on following pages.) 

 
v One aspect of my responsibilities as your Conference Minister is to engage deeply in the wider life of 

the United Church of Christ and ecumenical community.  In addition to my participation in the 
Council of Conference Ministers, I serve on the United Church of Christ Board and as Vice Chair of 
the Board of Directors of the UCC’s Cornerstone Fund.  I also serve on the Board of the Minnesota 
Council of Churches.  

 
v I am honored to serve as Chair of the Board of Trustees of United Theological Seminary of the Twin 

Cities. Other UCC members also serving on that Board of Trustees are: Karen Sellers, Clyde Steckel, 
and Lynne Kriehbel-Brenneman. President Lew Zeidner provides steady, insightful, and visionary 
leadership to the seminary.  

 
v In March, the COVID-19 pandemic fully impacted our state and our Conference.  Conference staff 

began working remotely from their homes on March 16.  Since then, our ministry with churches and 
clergy has largely been in a crisis response mode as we’ve collectively tackled countless technical 
and adaptive changes.  The Conference is providing spaces to authorized ministers and faith 
formation leaders for mutual support and retreat, has guided local churches in regards to 
suspension of in-person worship, provided countless resources to local churches specific to this 
moment, rolled out a grant program and a loan program to aid churches and clergy, and is providing 
a number of other programs and supports through virtual means.  While doing all of this, our work 
to support search and call, Member in Discernment, and ordination processes has continued 
unabated. 

 
All of us in the Minnesota Conference UCC are facing challenges we never have before, and times are 
uncertain at best.  Nonetheless, I remain inspired by the faithfulness I see in evidence all across our 
Conference.  We are meeting these days with creativity, courage, and a stubborn hope that is serving us 
well. I feel privileged to witness it all from my vantage point as your Conference Minister, and to lock 
arms with you as we travel this unprecedented journey together. 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

Reverend Shari Prestemon, Conference Minister 

 

 

 

 



Strategic Discernment: Draft Calling, Priorities and Goals 

MN Conference UCC Board of Directors 

 

Our Calling 

God calls the Minnesota Conference United Church of Christ to equip a courageous Church alive with 
Christ’s transforming love. 

 

Our Strategic Priorities and Goals  

 

Deepening Connections 

The Minnesota Conference responds to God’s covenantal call by facilitating relationships within and 
beyond the Church. Resisting isolation, we serve as connective tissue for deep listening, healing justice 
and spiritual transformation. The Conference fosters mutual, loving and creative collaboration among 
our congregations, the United Church of Christ, multifaith partners, and community organizations. 

 

Goals: 

1. Share resources, programming and best practices. 
2. Connect Conference members to one another in order to faithfully build one another up in love. 
3. Develop and deepen relationships with organizations with whom we share common goals. 

 

Developing Leaders 

We equip disciples in all ages, stages and settings of the Minnesota Conference to lead an emerging 
Church with passion and excellence. We cultivate the leadership skills needed for a changing landscape 
of Church and culture, including adaptability, faithful risk-taking, collaboration, and the ability to assess 
ministry contexts. Our efforts result in deepened spirituality, revitalized congregations, and purposeful 
ministry among leaders of all ages.  

 

Goals: 

1. Address the growing challenge of providing trained pastoral leadership to congregations of all 
sizes and settings, and provide for multiple paths to authorized ministry. 



2. Develop and strengthen faith in youth and young adults, especially through the means of 
outdoor ministry, immersion experiences, and the practice of their own leadership as they move 
out into the world. 

3. Encourage adult leaders with spiritual enrichment and resources relevant to multiple contexts. 
 

Doing Justice and Mercy 

The Minnesota Conference joins God’s mission to transform the world, extending a prophetic call for 
mercy, justice and humility in the name of Christ. We exercise leadership as a Conference, using our 
collective voice and resources to further the work of justice. We invite and equip our members of all 
ages, stages, and settings to engage in acts of compassion and witness. 

 

Goals: 

1. Evaluate the resolution-driven process of prophetic witness, and discern a new approach to 
prioritizing issues or committing resources. 

2. Evaluate the current practice of prophetic witness teams in the Conference, developing a 
different structure for greater collaboration and flexibility. 

3. Engage Conference members in immersion experiences designed to educate, transform, and 
mobilize faithful action. 

4. Identify likely partners within justice movements across the state working to enact change. 
 

Communicating Our Story 

The Minnesota Conference uses diverse communication tools to lift our distinctive voice. We share 
stories of our faith, service and extravagant welcome, celebrating the ministries of our local 
congregations and covenantal partners. We invite dialogue, and engagement in our shared ministry. Our 
communications connect us with one another, the United Church of Christ, and God’s wider world. 

 

Goals: 

1. Develop a comprehensive communications plan. 
2. Utilize stories of our wider UCC and Minnesota Conference members to inspire, connect, and 

inform. 
3. Position staff to better attend to communications needs. 

 

Stewarding Resources 



As an inheritor of historic resources and a donor to the church that succeeds us, the Minnesota 
Conference is a responsible steward of God’s gifts. We exercise prudent financial practices, develop new 
sources of revenue, and inspire current donors to greater generosity. We leverage our resources to 
accomplish our collective mission in the world. We seek sustainability of our vital ministries through 
wise investment and careful planning. 

  

Goals: 

1. Assess operating costs, including the current staffing model. Within three years, create a 
financially sustainable model that is aligned with our calling and priorities. 

2. Evaluate our current fundraising infrastructure, addressing gaps in its effectiveness. 
3. Develop a plan for how we will steward proceeds from the sale of Pilgrim Point Camp. 
4. Identify ways our resources can contribute to healing, justice and reparations in our 

relationships with indigenous people, people of color, and with the earth. 
 

 



ANNUAL REPORT 
REV. DR. ANITA L. BRADSHAW, ASSOCIATE CONFERENCE MINISTER 

 
Work with Congregations in the Southern Area of the Conference 
I have several areas of major responsibilities. The first is supporting congregations and pastors 
in the southern part of the Conference. The visits, consultations (phone or in person), and 
attending clergy clusters are critical components of supporting the covenantal relationship 
between the Conference and our congregations and authorized ministers. I also serve, in 
working with the Committee on Ministry, in being part of ecclesiastical councils, ordinations, 
installations, and services of farewell in congregations mainly in the southern area of the 
Conference. With the pandemic, this work continues in being present online with our 
congregations.  
 
Work with the Committee on Ministry 
I staff the Subcommittee on Authorized Ministries (SAM) of the Committee on Ministry (COM). 
SAM is responsible for licensing ministers, dual standing of pastors from other denominations, 
transfer of standing for UCC authorized ministers coming from another association or 
conference, ecclesiastical endorsement of chaplains, and power and boundary training for 
authorized ministers. This year saw continued work in bringing all authorized ministers up-to-
date on their training and to take action when an authorized minister has not met with this part 
of our covenant between our ministers and the Conference. With the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, we are experimenting with doing power and boundary training online. Our 
authorized ministers due for training are asked to take a course on boundaries and social media 
through the Lewis Center at Wesley Theological Seminary. Following completion of the course, 
the ministers meet with me in a Zoom call to process what they learned and how it applies to 
their ministry. In addition to my work with SAM, I sit with the Executive Committee of COM and 
support their work overall. 
 
Church Vitality 
The Crossroads program concluded with the 2019 cohort. That cohort consisted of Falcon 
Heights UCC, St. Mark’s UCC in Bloomington, and a combined team from Robbinsdale UCC and 
Parkway UCC, Minneapolis. The combined team reflects the now-completed merger between 
these two congregations. 
 
Prophetic Witness 
My position serves as staff support for each of the prophetic witness teams of the Conference. 
These teams in 2020 are: Creation Justice, Immigration, Racial Justice, and Open and Affirming. 
The work is done primarily by each team and I assist, as needed. 
 
Primary in this work has been the implementation of the two resolutions passed at the 2019 
Annual Meeting. The Racial Justice Team is working on the implementation of the reparations 
resolution and the Immigration Team is working on the implementation of the sanctuary state 
resolution. In the latter, we have been instrumental in the formation of a new interfaith 
Sanctuary State Coalition.  



2020 Annual Report 
Associate Conference Minister of Faith Formation for Children & Youth (ACMFF) 
 
The 2019-2020 program year has been a time of significant transition, wonderful new opportunities, and 
wildly shifting contexts. I continue to be grateful for the opportunity to serve on staff of the Minnesota 
Conference and for the passionate, competent, and dedicated staff and volunteer colleagues in ministry 
I am privileged to work alongside each day. 
 
Like so many of our local congregations and their leaders, the last few months have brought radical 
changes to our short-term ministry priorities and the faith formation programs we are offering. Just as 
local congregations have shifted worship, meetings, and other gatherings into various online spaces, we 
have made the decision to postpone several in-person programs and retreats and have modified and 
moved other programs into online spaces:  

• The March and April 4th Thursday resource gatherings for faith formation leaders we moved 
online using Zoom, and we will continue to meet bi-weekly throughout the ongoing pandemic.  

• The second offering of our Courage to Lead cohort-based retreats has been postponed, but we 
have worked with the facilitators to develop and host three online mini-retreats; the first of 
these retreats brought together 13 clergy and lay leaders for a rich time of reflection and 
reconnection. 

• We are working with ministry partners – The Theater of Public Policy, Doing Good Together, 
Minnesota Interfaith Power & Light, the Ministry Lab – and others to develop online worship, 
faith formation, and family resources and support for our local congregations, their leaders and 
families. 

 
The Minnesota Conference is a place of abundant resources to equip individuals and congregations to 
engage the vitally important work of nurturing faith for all ages. During this challenging season, we are 
leveraging the abundant resources we have through the Ashley Endowment and the time and creative 
energy freely shared by many folk from around Minnesota and beyond, to continue to be a national 
leader in the area of progressive faith formation. 
 
I want to offer my gratitude to the following folk for their commitment and dedicated work supporting 
the faith formation ministries of the Conference: 

• Rev. Sheri Nelson, Outdoor Ministry Program Director, for her creative collaboration, boundless 
enthusiasm, unfailing sense of humor, and the near limitless capacity to flex amid shifting 
circumstances 

• The Conference Faith Formation Team – Rev. Clare Gromoll, Nathan Holst, Leah Springer, Rev. 
Amy Wick Moore, and Mike Willoughby – for their commitment and wisdom in providing advice 
and counsel to help shape our programmatic ministry, explore new directions and priorities, and 
appropriately allocate resources 

• Leslie Amundson, Roger and Ingrid Apodoca, Dave Holtz, Rev. Scott Keehn, Hans Peterson, and 
Rev. Amy Wick Moore, who helped plan, coordinate, and host our two farewell services at 
Pilgrim Point Camp in June and July 2019. 

• Sandy Kellen for strong administrative and communication support for all our outdoor ministry 
and faith formation programs and for her consummate professionalism and good humor 
bringing order to chaos. 

 



Following are some of the highlights of the ministry the Conference has engaged during the past year to 
support faith formation ministries: 
 
Faith formation programs for children and youth (and young adults) 

• Youth service-learning trip to Chicago and participation in the Youth@Synod program in June 
2019; 21 youth/7 adults from 6 congregations participated in this 8-day immersive experience 

• Launched an Instagram channel to build greater engagement between with youth and young 
adults in the life of the Conference outdoor ministry and broader faith formation work 

• Developed young adult internship opportunities for the summer of 2020; three young adults will 
work to help implement social media strategy, develop and facilitate online gatherings for youth 
and young adults, and build greater engagement with young adult peers 

 
Local church support and leadership development 

• Hosted five in-person “Fourth Thursday” gatherings and two Zoom gatherings  
• Curated resources for shifting youth ministry online and developed tip sheet for maintaining 

health boundaries for online ministry 
• Allocated $6,000 in Ashley micro-grant funding to congregations 
• Sponsored facilitator trainings for Our Whole Lives in which 35 facilitators were trained 

 
Wider church activities  

• The Conference approved Ashley grant funding of $12,000 for 2020 National Youth Event; due 
to the pandemic, NYE is postponed until summer 2022. 

• ACMFF serves as vice-president of the board for the Ministry Lab at United Theological Seminary 
(formerly the Resource Center for Churches) 

• The Conference co-sponsored the fifth biannual ConNext Summit, an ecumenical gathering for 
progressive faith formation leaders; fifteen participants from Conference-related congregations 
participated with forty other leaders from five other Christian traditions 

• ACMFF serves as co-moderator of Network of Wider Church Youth Ministries (NOWCYM)  
• ACMFF serves as the UCC representative to the board of the Alliance of Baptists  

 
The programs and ministries listed above provide only a snapshot of the past year.  As we move into the 
coming year, we will continue to support many of these existing program initiatives and will explore new 
collaborative partnerships.  
 
In looking back at previous annual reports I submitted, I was reminded that I closed my first annual 
report as Associate Conference Minister with an excerpt from my favorite benediction by William Sloane 
Coffin: 

“May God give you the grace never to sell yourself short; 
The grace to risk something big for something good.” 

This was my prayer as I began my ministry with you and these words seem even more relevant and 
timely today. To walk faithfully the unfolding path through this time of glimmering possibility and 
blinding uncertainty will require us to be together a courageous Church. As we move into the unknown 
future to which the Spirit is leading us, may God indeed give us the grace and courage to become the 
Church that is emerging beyond our current understanding and wildest imagining. 
  
Grace and peace for the journey ahead. 
 



Rev. Kevin Brown 



 

 

Damascus Project Report 
Annual Report 2020 

 
Since I came on The Damascus Project in October 2019, it has been a real gift to join the 
Minnesota Conference staff under Shari’s leadership; I have also greatly enjoyed working with 
my co-director, the Rev. Tisha Brown of the Wisconsin Conference. We were able to maintain 
some great momentum despite staff turnover and Tisha’s sabbatical in late 2019.  However, like 
virtually all programs, The Damascus Project has been called to change tacks and adapt quickly 
in the face of the Coronavirus pandemic. This report is a summary of where we were before this 
pivot, and where we are headed now.  
 
As of March 2020, we had launched a new website, conducted needs assessments through 
surveys and one-on-one conversations, and made major strides in clarifying our curriculum 
design and program infrastructure. In consultation with the Conference Ministers, we decided 
to create a Damascus Project fund, separate from the MN/WI Conference budgets, through 
which all programmatic expenses will flow. The fund’s fiscal agent will be the Wisconsin Fund of 
the UCC. We feel this system will create a cleaner, more transparent budgeting process for The 
Damascus Project.  
 
We were also planning on launching two classes in spring 2020 and rolling out a full year of 
offerings for fall 2020/spring 2021. All these courses were intended to be hybrid in-
person/online, based on feedback from needs assessment. When the severity of the pandemic 
became clear, we realized we had to change our plans. In light of the overall uncertainty of the 
situation, we’ve decided to postpone those spring classes to fall and move all our learning 
experiences online. This way, regardless of public health recommendations around social 
distancing and the needs/comfort level of individual learners, courses can go forward without 
losing momentum. When possible, we hope to incorporate some optional  in-person gatherings 
into our programming, but we won’t plan those experiences until we have more information. 
 
While this time certainly presents many challenges, we believe it is also an opportunity for The 
Damascus Project. We are well-poised to be a tool for leaders and learners to reflect on their 
current experiences, providing space for building the capacities we all need to respond to this 
strange and unexpected season. Our action-reflection model of learning is suited not for the 
immediate crisis, when everyone is scrambling for quick resources and “how-to’s,” but more for 
the subsequent phases, as we settle into the new normal and try to determine what is 
sustainable, meaningful, and life-giving for leaders and communities.  
 



 

 

To foster learning and especially community-building, we purchased a new online platform 
(Mighty Networks) that we are excited to put to use. We have also been collaborating with 
other Conference staff to pull together shorter, free/low-cost programming for the spring and 
summer that will give folks a taste of The Damascus Project, keep our brand out there, and in 
some cases preview our fall offerings. Please keep an eye out for these opportunities, and 
consider participating!  
 
Throughout these adaptations, a key part of our mission remains the same: turning The 
Damascus Project into a valuable and relevant resource particularly for MIDs, licensed pastors, 
and clergy at all stages of their career. So in addition to focusing on program design and course 
development (and re-development for 100% online learning), we continue to work with the 
Committees on Ministry in both Conferences, considering how we might work together to build 
up a culture of continuing education, lifelong faith formation, and collaborative leadership for 
the whole Body of Christ. I feel privileged to work on The Damascus Project and excited about 
the possibilities for where we could go next.  
 
Respectfully submitted, 
Rev. Abigail Henderson  



Outdoor Ministry of the MN Conference United Church of Christ 

Annual Meeting Report 

Rev. Sheri Nelson- Program Director 

 

This past year has been busy as the Conference reimagined Outdoor Ministry without a camp of our 
own. Even though we grieve the decision to sell Pilgrim Point, there has been a spirit of excitement and 
wonder for the future of outdoor ministry in the Minnesota Conference. 

Here are some of the highlights of this last season 

• Closing Ceremonies at Pilgrim Point in June and July 
• Youth Camp at Carleton College in July 
• August Family Camp and New Brighton Family Camp at Camp Onomia in August 
• Men’s Retreat at Camp Onomia in August 
• Women’s Retreat at Luther Crest in September 
• Fall CYE at Luther Crest in October 
• Young Adult Retreat at Camp Onomia in January 
• Outdoor Ministry Vision Planning met in February, March, and May 
• Launched a Youth and Young Adult Instagram channel in late April to foster stronger 

engagement with Conference’s Outdoor Ministry and faith formation programs. 

Due to the Covid-19 stay-at-home and physical distancing orders, the following scheduled events were 
canceled or postponed until 2021: 

• Meditation Retreat (April)- Luther Crest Camp and Retreat Center 
• Spring CYE (May)- Camp Onomia 
• Young Adult Retreat (May)- Clearwater Forest Camp and Retreats 

We expect more cancelation and postponements of scheduled events for the summer as the virus 
continues to keep us physically distancing. However, this has created space for many new opportunities 
and reflections. We are collaborating with our ecumenical partners to build more online presence and 
generate mini-retreats as soon as it is safe enough for in-person group activities. 

A great deal of time and effort was made to create ecumenical relationships throughout the state of 
Minnesota, as part of our new initiative. Here is a list of those partners: 

• Camp Onomia- ELCA 
• Theater of Public Policy 
• MN Interfaith Light and Power 
• Clearwater Forest Camp and Retreats- PCUSA 
• Osprey Wilds Environmental Learning Center 
• Camp Amnicon- ELCA 
• Ministry Lab 
• Doing Good Together 



We have also been inspired by amazing musicians: 

• Richard Bruxvoort Colligan- ELCA 
• Hans Peterson-ELCA 
• Andra Moran- Disciples of Christ 
• Claire Klein- UCC 
• And our awesome "Fly by the Seat of Your Pants Band" created by our youth 

 
While it would be easy to think negatively about where our Outdoor Ministry is going since many of our 
events for 2020 have been canceled, due to a tiny virus, I am more excited than ever for what the future 
holds.  
 
We are already working diligently on our 2020-2021 season with our partners to create online curricula 
for children, families, and youth that will enhance our UCC identity, building in Creation Spirituality and 
Justice and offering at-home practices.  
We are also looking into offering shorter retreats (1-2 day events) using the long and wide expanse of 
the state of Minnesota, along with experiencing Creation in our local "backyards." 
 
With the efforts and guidance of the Visioning Work Group, our Outdoor Ministry looks to be innovative 
in design, while rooted in our faith. We continue the discussion of creating a ministry that is respectful 
of the Earth and the human connection to our Creator and creation. Our core values will reflect our 
commitments to Creation Spirituality and Justice, while walking with our participants to learn ways to be 
good stewards, nurture faith for all ages, and strengthen connections to the wider Church.  
We hope to meet these goals by interrupting the regular rhythms of daily life and offering spaces to 
engage in a variety of spiritual and ritual practices in the natural world, while living in temporary 
sanctuaries of radical hospitality and intentional community. 
 
I want to thank all the churches of the MN Conference for their continued support and appreciation for 
the Outdoor Ministry. The Spirit is truly with us. 
 
Rev. Sheri Nelson 
Program Director 
Outdoor Ministry of the MN Conference United Church of Christ  
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