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MISSION STUDY TEAM REPORT 
Rockfish Presbyterian Church 

May 18, 2021  
 

Participants: Mike Chambers, Jim Wright, Amelia McCulley, Jeri Engebretson, Mary 
Dudley Eggleston, Bill Heard, Marianne Lampert, John Savides, Judy Smythers, 
Dave Lawson, and moderator Jewell-Ann Parton. 
 
Meeting Times:  Due to COVID-19, our meetings were through email and Zoom.  The 
committee met as a whole through Zoom on March 6, April 10th, and May 1.  Each 
Zoom meeting lasted approximately 2 hours. 
 
INTRODUCTION:  Before I (Jewell-Ann Parton, interim pastor) assembled the 
Mission Study Team (MST), I spoke with Sue Fulton (Clerk of Session), Jamie Heard 
(church administrator) and Sue Nichols (Treasurer) to ask for names of those who 
might be willing to serve on the MST.  In mid -January, I also asked Session members 
to submit names.  From those recommendations, Jamie put together a compilation 
of names of MST candidates and noted the number of times each person had been 
recommended.  From this list, ten individuals were chosen to serve, based on number 
of recommendations, diversity of age, gender, and gender preference.   By the end 
of January each member of the MST was assigned a list of about ten individuals to 
contact by phone or email or Zoom with a series of questions geared for an honest 
self-assessment of Rockfish Presbyterian Church.  At each meeting, we asked for 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit to move among us and through us to provide as much 
information as possible for the substance of the report.   
 
Each person contacted was told that the interviews were held in strictest confidence, 
and the MST meetings were also in confidence. 
 
The questions included, but were not limited to:  What are the strengths of Rockfish?  
Weaknesses?  Any unresolved grief in the congregation?  Do you have a preference 
for the early service?  The later service?  What about the music program?  What do 
you see as areas of conflict within the church?  Is there a moment in the history of 
the church that is significant for you in terms of your own spiritual growth?  What 
would you like to see in the new pastor?  What do you see in Rockfish’s future?  What 
programs/mission opportunities are important to you? 
 
Over several weeks, the members of the MST contacted most of the members and 
friends of the congregation.  Although this was an abbreviated study which could not 
include congregational gatherings and presentations by the MST team, the team felt 
that they obtained transparent and complete answers to their questions.   
 
On April 10, we divided the responses into what we felt were the most important areas 
of interest for RPC and individuals and teams compiled the responses from the 
congregations into a report.  These areas include: history, strengths and weaknesses 
of RPC, diversity, mission and outreach, worship services and music program, and 
qualities of a new pastor.  
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A Brief History of Rockfish Presbyterian Church 
 (with excerpts taken from the Heritage page of the new, and soon-to-be launched, RPC website) 

 
Rockfish Presbyterian Church is nestled in the rustic splendor of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains. It lies on Route 151, south of Afton, Virginia, near Wintergreen Resort 
and is one of the oldest churches in Central Virginia. It was founded in 1746 by fifty-
seven men who fled from Ireland to Scotland to North America.  From Pennsylvania, 
they migrated south into Virginia, crossed the Blue Ridge Mountains and settled in 
what later became Albemarle and Nelson Counties.   
 
The people of Rockfish Valley worshipped in the Rockfish Meeting House for 
approximately 25 years, after which a church was built. The present sanctuary 
construction was completed about the same time B.H. Wailes became pastor in 1854.  
He served for 29 years and so endeared himself to the congregation that, by his own 
request, he was buried as close to the pulpit as possible – right behind the church. 
Expansions, renovations and additions to the present building were completed in 
1967, 1995, and 2016.   
 
The church struggled to survive. In 1849, its membership diminished to only ten active 
members. In order to continue, the church relied on loans and financial aid from 
Presbytery and on yoking with area churches, sharing supply preachers. There was 
a period of revitalization from 1916 to 1925, when church membership rose to 108. 
However, RPC moved back into survival mode from the Depression Years to the mid-
1980’s.  
 
In the mid-1980s, with the development of Wintergreen Resort, RPC grew in size and 
was able to call its first full-time pastor in over 50 years, Dinah Ansley. RPC no longer 
needed to be in a “yoked field” and no longer needed financial assistance from 
Presbytery.  
 
The 1990s began with the arrival of co-pastors Tandy and David Taylor. RPC had 
grown to 75 members with a regular worship attendance of 55 to 60 people each 
Sunday.  In 1991, a full-time music director was hired. During this time, the vibrant 
No Limits Youth Group was formed, along with a children’s choir.  
 
The year 1996 was a milestone in the church’s history. We celebrated its 250th 
anniversary – all year long.  We celebrated the courage and steadfastness of the 
Scots-Irish pioneers and their vision for a Presbyterian church in the Rockfish Valley, 
and we celebrated those faithful members who kept RPC alive during lean times. The 
festivities included a Homecoming with a group photograph, a dinner theater, a spring 
festival, a new chalice set made by a member/artist (with each congregant’s 
thumbprint on the plate), a cookbook, creative quilts, and a banner hung in the 
narthex proclaiming the anniversary motto “Honoring the Past, Building for the 
Future.” In 1998, the Taylors accepted a call to establish a new church in Greenville, 
South Carolina.  
 
David and Kathryn Cameron were called to serve RPC as co-pastors in 2000. RPC 
continued to grow and expand its community outreach under their ministry. In 2010, 
David accepted a call in Albuquerque, New Mexico. 
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Louie Andrews came to RPC in 2012. Under his leadership, we now have a growing 
membership of 175 folks, and our community outreach programs are thriving. 
Throughout the fall, winter, and early spring, our wood ministers (average age 72) 
split wood, load trucks, deliver and unload wood to many folks in Nelson County. Our 
school mentors expanded into the elementary schools and provide food to students 
and their families. We grew a community garden and deliver food to those in the area. 
Louie was honorably retired from the ministry in 2020.  
 
Our current interim pastor is Jewell-Ann Parton, and she is no stranger to RPC.  She 
joined RPC in 1994, and we were her home-church mentor and sponsor while she 
completed her studies at Union Presbyterian Seminary in Richmond, Virginia.  
 
RPC is a community blessed with people from every part of the political spectrum. 
Without retreating from individual political allegiances, we strive to continue to love 
each other and work together. With Christ’s love as our guide, we learn to control 
rhetoric and to respect our differences. Diversity and tolerance are vital aspects of 
our worship. 
 
During the pandemic, we have learned how to communicate, worship, and care for 
each other from a distance. We have learned to Zoom and YouTube. We have 
bundled up and worshipped outdoors. Nothing has been the same, except the love 
we have for each other.  
 
RPC has been blessed with faithful pastors and members who have kept the flame 
of Christ’s love alive through many lean times. The tenacious spirit of those first 
Scots-Irish settlers lives on –RPC has become a light in our valley and a place where 
people of all backgrounds are welcomed and affirmed. 
 

Strengths of RPC 
 
“Rockfish Presbyterian Church welcomes you as you are, where you are. Christ’s 
love does not discriminate. Neither do we.” These words of one congregant sum up 
what almost everyone said was a strength of our church. The most often used words 
were “warm,” “caring,” and “welcoming.” We are open and respectful to all, regardless 
of who they are.  A couple of people reported that the warm and welcoming nature of 
the church was responsible for them returning to the church after years of absence.   
 
The second most frequently mentioned strength was the outreach and mission work 
done by the church and the willingness of congregants to serve and financially 
support such things as the wood ministry, garden, knitters, children’s food pantry, etc. 
Through these ministries, the church reaches out to serve the larger Nelson County 
community.  
 
The generosity of the congregation in time, labor, and monetary support of the church 
and its outreach programs was viewed by many as a major strength. Some 
commented on the many different talents possessed by our congregants and their 
willingness to volunteer to use those talents to support the work of the church. 
 
The music program was also viewed as a major strength by many. Some expressed 
appreciation for two services that offer different styles of music.  
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RPC has a vibrant ministry that has been an inspiration for many. We have had 
pastors who deliver messages that connect with the congregation. Pastoral work in 
hospitals, nursing homes, jails, and congregants’ homes has been strong. 
 
While noting that RPC is regrettably not ethnically diverse, we are diverse in many 
other ways. Some are lifelong residents of Nelson County, some come from other 
countries and every part of this country. We have a highly diverse spectrum of 
professions, life experiences and political views. All are accepted without question. 
 
Our recently expanded building has opened up opportunities for RPC to make space 
available to support a wide range of groups in service to the church and “outside” 
groups. Of course, the pandemic has necessarily reduced the use of the building, but 
there is hope that as we slowly return to some form of “normalcy”. The building will 
once again be a huge asset to the church and other groups in need of a place to 
meet. A couple of congregants commented that the church is located in a beautiful 
and inspiring setting. 
 

Perceived RPC Weaknesses 
 

Overwhelmingly, the primary weakness noted in our poll is our status as an elderly 
congregation, which is also losing membership due to aging and mortality.  
Associated with this is the lack of young worshippers and young families in the 
congregation.  Also frequently mentioned is the lack of demographic diversity, 
especially regarding race and ethnicity.  Some suggest that we need more 
engagement with the Black and Hispanic communities. 
 
Also mentioned by some respondents are the following: problems with the music 
program (e.g. leadership, variety of music,), political conflicts, lack of fellowship 
opportunities, internally and with the community, and underuse of the post-expansion 
building space.  
 

Congregational Homogeneity and Diversity 
 
The congregation at RPC is homogeneous and diverse at the same time.  The 
homogeneous nature relates to age, race, economic status, educational level, and 
residence.  
 
This homogeneity contrasts with the congregational diversity in terms of theology or 
past religious background, past or present work experiences, worldview or political 
position, skills and talents, personal preferences for worship and music, and life style 
and personal interests. The church is inclusive of multiple gay families and welcomes 
this diversity.  In recent time, the political differences, and discussions of them have 
led to some discord especially in the context of the worship services and other 
gatherings of the church (e.g., small discussion groups, adult Sunday School).  The 
recent survey of the congregation revealed discussion of politics is unwanted at 
church by a considerable number of respondents.  Still others welcomed 
opportunities to discuss differences of this sort.  Given the diversity in other areas of 
life, these responses are not unexpected.  Resolution of such discord rests with a 
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Christian approach to life and a greater understanding of the Bible and of the life and 
teachings of Jesus. 
  

Mission and Outreach Program  
 

This is an account of RPC Outreach organized by 1. Line budget items, 2. Non-line 
budget items, 3. Un-budgeted items, and 4. Suggested future items. 
 
1. Line budget items or projects are called out by name in the annual church budget. 

These projects are typically managed by external recipients of funds sent by the 
church. There are global, regional (within Virginia) and, local projects. Examples 
of each are Presbytery of the James Mission works (global), Presbyterian Home 
and Family Services (regional), Children’s Food Pantry (local), and habitat for 
humanity (local). The proposed budget for 2021 is approximately $24,000. 

2. Non-line budget projects are somewhat discretionary and fluctuate from year to 
year. They are items such as Goodness Grows Garden, and light in the valley 
scholarships. The proposed budget for 2021 is approximately $13,000.  
 

The budget for mission programs is approximately 15% of the annual operating 
budget. 

 
3. Un-budgeted projects have little or no church funding but are conducted by church 

congregants or community groups. For the purpose of this characterization, they 
include active projects involving a congregant and passive projects which are 
defined here as simply providing use of church facilities to the community. 

 
Examples of active projects are Christmas Care Bear and Backpacks for Head 
Start. Passive projects are facility use projects such as Osher Life Long Learning 
classes, COVID-19 testing, ski club housing, AA meetings, and Master Gardener 
meetings. These uses of church facilities most likely exceed their use by church 
congregants (using time as the metric). 

 
Following are some of the findings and suggestions resulting from the Mission Survey 
Team work.  
 
4. Our outreach is a major strength of the church. It is varied.   Some suggestions 

for more outreach include green outreach (supporting the natural environment), 
outreach to younger and local people, outreach to and with other churches, music 
programs for children, non-Sunday programs, and welcoming programs. We can 
use our facilities more, including the pavilion. We can improve our sound and wifi 
systems to better accommodate outside groups. We should think beyond the 
traditional outreach and look at what is relevant today to provide what is needed 
vs. what we have always done or think we can afford. We can join in outside the 
facility endeavors that simply expose participants to our caring and welcoming.
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Worship Service and Music Program 
 
Regarding live services - 
History of live services (last 20 years or so): 
 
The traditional 11:00 a.m. service has almost always been held in the Sanctuary.  
One notable exception was a once-a-year, combined outdoor service held in early 
June at Lake Monacan in Stoney Creek.  This outdoor service marked the beginning 
of the summer schedule during which only one service was held, at 10:00 a.m., in the 
Sanctuary.  The last Lake Monacan service was held in 2004; for another few years 
after that these special services moved to the outdoor Pavilion at RPC, and then 
since 2009 (until COVID-19) all services have been held indoors.  Since COVID-19, 
some services have been held in the Pavilion if weather permitted, with social 
distancing and mask mandates. 
 
The early service, featuring a less formal liturgy and contemporary acoustic music, 
was begun in the mid to late 90’s in an effort to attract more people to RPC.  It was 
originally held in the Fellowship Hall but after several years was moved to the 
Sanctuary because the Hall (much smaller at that time) could not accommodate the 
size of the congregation this service was attracting.  The early service has stayed in 
the Sanctuary except for a brief period in late 2018 to early 2019.  It is important to 
note that although some of the people who attended this early service at its inception 
were new to RPC, many of the people who came to the early service migrated to it 
from the later traditional service because they preferred the early time, the relaxed 
format and, most particularly, the eclectic mix of music.   
 
In the decade that followed the beginning of the early service, membership at RPC 
nearly doubled, quite at odds with national trends at that time.  The overwhelming 
majority of these new members chose to attend the early service.  Eventually, 
attendance at this early service far outstripped that at the later traditional service and 
that fact has at times been a source of tension among the musicians of both groups, 
some of whom saw themselves as “competing” for attendees.  
 
Sometimes, e.g., around Christmas, or for some other special reason, such as a 
congregational meeting, or a fifth Sunday of the month, one combined service was 
held instead of two separate services.  When a Sunday had two services, Sunday 
School was typically held in between the two services; when there was only one 
service, it would be held before the only service.  Except in times of COVID-19, there 
has always been fellowship after the late service.  For some years in the heyday of 
the early service, a brief fellowship was also held after that service and before Sunday 
School. 
 
By mid-2018, when summer ended, instead of returning to the two-service format, 
the church continued having just one service at 10:00 a.m. in the sanctuary.  In a 
formal survey conducted in February 2019, enough of the congregation voiced a 
desire for the resumption of an earlier, less formal service.  This lasted from spring 
2019 until spring of 2020 (when COVID-19 eliminated in-person services). 
 
In a response to the survey, John Savides hosted a meeting inviting anyone who 
wanted to give input on the worship situation. Two things were concluded: (1) some 
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folks simply liked to worship early and didn’t care what kind of format was used and 
(2) some folks wanted a format that was less formal than the service in the Sanctuary. 
So, an informal service, more dialogue than sermon, was created. Marianne Lampert 
stepped in to lead group singing. Occasionally there would be special music. As the 
service grew, a majority of the folks wanted to return to the sanctuary. Kathleen 
Connelly was most helpful by giving up 15 minutes of rehearsal time to help 
accommodate the early service. 
 
Responses from the congregation regarding live services: 

• Two services each Sunday, starting 8:00 - 8:30 am and 10:00 - 10:30 am 
approximately, are more strongly supported than a single service; 

• It is most often suggested that the early service be less formal, and the later 
service be more traditional; 

• Adult Sunday School each Sunday is supported in about half the responses, 
but no responses were against it; 

• Services outdoors in the Pavilion received many favorable responses when 
the weather is appropriate; 

• Services in the Sanctuary were very strongly supported. 
 

Regarding the music program - 
 
History of the music program: 
Kathleen Connelly, the current music director at RPC, was hired in 2004 to replace 
Shirley Zielske, who retired that year after leading the late service choir since 1991.  
Every summer when the church transitioned to its summer schedule of one service 
at 10:00 a.m., music duties were shared either by assigning particular musical slots 
in the service, or by assigning entire Sundays, to either the choir or the early service 
musicians.  These arrangements were worked out in advance by Kathleen and early 
service leaders. 
 
The early service, for the most part, has had no paid music director but relied instead 
on musicians and singers among the congregation to provide music leadership on a 
volunteer basis.  At the very beginning an electronic keyboard was used occasionally 
for accompaniment, but stringed instruments (guitar, mandolin) predominated.  This 
group produced a small songbook that contained lyrics of the songs used so that the 
congregation could sing along.  For not quite three years (October 2001 – July 2004), 
Marianne Lampert was paid by RPC to lead the early service music and attempt to 
institute a children’s music program.  Her paid position was terminated at her request 
and leadership became shared principally among her, Sarah Armstrong and, later, 
Dwight McCall.  This arrangement worked well until Sarah’s untimely death in August 
2016. 
 
During the twelve years that Marianne, Sarah and Dwight led the early service, the 
music gradually moved away from the earlier “folksy/acoustic strings” style to a mix 
of folksy and more formal choral music.  This shift was principally a response to two 
developments: (1) the growth in the number of people who wished to sing at the early 
service and their reliance, for the most part, on written music, and (2) the availability 
of two fantastic keyboard accompanists, Mary Lee MacIntosh and Pat Humphrey.  
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During this time a few musicians who did not read music very well or who were not 
interested in choral music dropped out. 
 
After Sarah’s death, the early service continued to be led by Marianne and Dwight.  
By mid 2018 both wished to step back.  When summer ended, instead of returning to 
the two-service format, the church continued having just one service at 10:00 a.m. 
and the two choirs were combined under Kathleen’s leadership.  Although the “folksy” 
music is still used occasionally, the combined service is now dominated by more 
traditional choral music.  This shift in leadership caused a few singers to drop out of 
the music program. 
 
In a formal survey conducted in February 2019, enough of the congregation voiced 
desire for resumption of an earlier, less formal service that from spring of 2019 until 
spring of 2020 (when COVID-19 eliminated in-person services), Louie Andrews held 
brief services either in the Fellowship Hall or the Sanctuary with no accompanied 
music to begin with, but eventually with some music provided by those who used to 
participate in the early service.  Once COVID-19 eliminated in-person worship, 
services have either been recorded or held outside in the Pavilion.  Several musical 
strategies have been employed: small groups or solos (with Kathleen making the 
arrangements and inviting musicians to participate), or prerecorded music chosen by 
Louie. 
 
Responses regarding the music program: 
Responses appear strongly supportive of music at two services. 

• It is most often suggested that the early service music be relaxed, 
contemporary, with modern instruments, and may even be pre-recorded 
songs; 

• It is most often suggested that the later service music be more traditional with 
hymns sung by a choir accompanied by the organ, especially played by Pat 
Humphrey; 

• Responses appear strongly supportive of capping the number of music pieces 
at each service at 3 or 4 per service. 
 

Recommendations/considerations 
 There is clearly a need for a later traditional service; no changes need to be 
made in that regard except for possibly decreasing the number of special music slots.  
But there is also a clear desire among many in the congregation that an earlier, more 
informal service be provided.  There are several issues to tackle in this regard. 
 
 First, the early service has existed in several different forms over the years.  
Perhaps we should determine which version of the early service people are talking 
about when they yearn to have one again. 
 
 Second, many of the instrumentalists that participated in the original version 
of the early service left when it gradually shifted towards the inclusion of a lot of choral 
music (Stu James, Pete Osbourn and Doug Long immediately come to mind).  It is 
doubtful that any of them would return.  Are the remaining instrumentalist/singers 
willing to provide music at an early service?  Right now, we primarily have Jane 
Andrews (guitar), Phyllis and John Savides (guitar and drums, respectively), 
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Marianne Lampert (guitar, mandolin, upright bass) and Connie Underwood (piano).  
Perhaps they should be queried about their willingness/availability. 
 
 Third, while the late service has always had a well-paid music director, the 
early service has depended on unpaid volunteer musicians to both organize and 
present music.  This MST committee member doubts that advocates of the early 
service appreciate the amount of time and effort that go into running a music program.  
Marianne and Dwight both abdicated their roles because of burnout.  Would the 
congregation support paying a music director for an early service? 
   
Another avenue worth pursuing is pre-recorded music, which Louie used to great 
effect in services held in the Pavilion in late 2020. 
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Qualities of New Pastor 
 
An overwhelming amount of people requested our new pastor be no more than in 
his/her “mid career.”  Preferably, the new pastor should be young, not older than mid 
50’s.  The feeling is this will help bring in younger people to our congregation. 
 
Worship: 
Although a few congregants would like a more traditional style of worship, the majority 
of those interviewed prefer a non-traditional worship service.  Because we serve a 
population with a variety of religious backgrounds, many felt a non-traditional 
approach would speak to our diverse congregation better.  A few people discussed 
their desire for a contemporary service, but many more used the verbiage non-
traditional.   
 
Our congregants would like a well-educated, enthusiastic pastor who has meaningful 
sermons that inspire and challenge us to be better Christians and humans. These 
sermons should be Bible-based but in the context of present day life.   
 
Education: 
Along with preaching, teaching is also important.  Many in the congregation 
mentioned the need for our pastor to lead us in our spiritual journey by his/her 
teachings.   
 
Personality traits: 

• The congregation at RPC would like a pastor who is accepting of people of all 
faiths and welcoming all types of diversity;  

 

• A productive problem solver and strong administrator are important; 
 

• Our pastor needs to be warm and nurturing to all ages, young and old; 
 

• Pastoral care is important for the elderly, ill, and in prison; a person who would 
be the first person one would call for concerns or grief.  A good listener and 
one who is accessible to our congregation is important; 

 

• Many in the congregation feel it is important for our new pastor to have a sense 
of humor.  This humor would be apparent in sermons, teachings, discussions, 
and social occasions.  Our spiritual journey needs to be fun and uplifting; 

 

• Our new pastor should continue to encourage as well as participate in 
community outreach and mission work.  A pastor should understand not only 
the needs of the community, but also the needs of the people of our 
congregation. 


