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“Just keep swimming. Just keep swimming . . . “ 

- Dory, the fish character in the animated movie “Nemo” 

 

Some years ago, when the animated Disney movie Nemo came out, I watched it with my (then 

younger) son, Andrew. While we watched, I became fascinated by the character, Dory, as she kept 

repeating the saying, “Just keep swimming. Just keep swimming . . .“ As we continue to navigate 

ministry and mission during the pandemic, this saying definitely rings true in my work of serving the 

Presbytery of Western North Carolina (PWNC). 

 

Since our January Presbytery meeting, I continue to spend time getting to know and build relationships 

with people, mostly by Zoom. The “Virtual Lunch(es) with the General Presbyter” continue to be very 

popular. I have learned that Kitty Tompkins from the Forest City church has written at least one book; 

listened to Leah Epps from the Fairview/United churches talk about her experiences as a newly 

ordained minister serving two congregations; learned from honorably retired minister Thomas Lewis’s 

ministry and work in spirituality; caught up on old times with Merri Alexander at Mills River; and 

learned from honorably retired minister Alexandra Lusak her work in previous churches with people of 

color and the LGBTQ+ community. All of these lunches are really enriching and I love hearing how God 

continues to lead people through their personal experiences. I do have more slots for the next two 

months (April and May) and would love to have lunch with you! 

 

I am also “swimming” with the Presbytery’s General Council in leading two important tasks. One is with 

the ad hoc committee to examine the process of nominations and structure. There has been a lot of 

talk of how the Presbytery’s Nominating Committee has difficulty in identifying people to serve on 

standing committees. There are eight people serving on this ad hoc committee and each were asked a 

series of questions that I composed and sent out in late January. I have interviewed either by Zoom or 

in-person every person with these questions provided and hope to compile the answers. Then, I will 

share with the committee what they said and see where God leads from there. The second body is the 

Task Force for Re-gathering, who, in addition to providing guidance for churches during the pandemic, 

have been given the added responsibility of recommending guidance to the Presbytery in regards to 

the use of technology for future Presbytery and standing committee meetings. If the pandemic brought 

any positive awareness, it is the fact that the use of some form of technology will play a necessary and 

vital role in future ministry. The Task Force members have also received a set of questions that I have 

composed to stimulate our thinking. By the time you have read this, the Task Force will have met to 

discuss and hopefully will form some recommendations for the General Council and possibly the next 

Presbytery meeting. 
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I have to various extents been involved in the many new developments that are currently happening 

here in PWNC. I am excited about the formation of a new worshipping community that is going to be in 

the Lincolnton area. The Church Formation and Transformation Committee, under the leadership of 

David Bonnema, are doing a great work in helping this come to fruition. Praise be to God! I am also 

excited to work with our Presbytery Associate, Barbara Ross, as she is in the process of developing 

plans for an annual Committee/Division leadership training course, training for the Advocate program, 

and developing an ongoing orientation session for new commissioned and ordained ministers who are 

entering the Presbytery. I am finding ways for our churches and Presbytery in its entirety to live into 

the PCUSA’s Matthew 25 Initiative and you will hear more regarding this in the future. In addition, I am 

working with a mission study team at First PC, Hickory, and am impressed with the Committee on 

Preparation for Ministry (CPM) and Examination Subcommittee in their work to prepare our inquirers, 

candidates, and commissioned/ordained ministers. 

 

Of course, it goes without saying that we are blessed to have a talented and wonderful Presbytery 

staff. The administrative staff (Tonya, Lisa, Marcia, and Robbin) continue to keep us afloat with our 

heads above water in keeping the Presbytery running. Billy and Cam are well and providing us 

wonderful support in interpreting polity issues (Cam) and work with our smaller churches and 

committees (Billy). Our Presbytery Associates (Barbara, Bob, and Charles) keeps us abreast of church 

developments in their respective areas. Marie (Guatemala Partnership) and Beth (Youth Ministry) have 

planned well for their respective contingent in spite of the challenges of the pandemic. All in all, I have 

to say I am fortunate, blessed, and “highly favored” to work alongside them in PWNC. 

 

As we live out the promises of the resurrected Christ as a “resurrection people”, I hope you can see the 

light at the end of the tunnel as our nation (and world) begins to have a sense of optimism of the 

number of people who are being vaccinated against COVID and viewing “the light at the end of the 

tunnel.” We still have a way to go, but I am confident that as the people of God, we can continue to 

“just keep swimming. Just keep swimming . . .” in our lives and ministries with God’s leading. May it be 

so. 

 

Peace, 

 

 

 

Byron 

 

 


