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 THE PRESBYTERY OF WESTERN NORTH CAROLINA

COMMITTEE ON PREPARATION FOR MINISTRY
THE REVEREND DWIGHT CHRISTENBURY, CHAIR

OCTOBER 26, 2021

The Committee on Preparation for Ministry recommends the following to the Presbytery of Western
North Carolina:

 I. THAT Brandon Davis, a member of Arbor Dale Presbyterian Church and a student 
at Columbia Theological Seminary in Decatur, Georgia, be enrolled as a Candidate 
following the required examination by Presbytery.

II. THAT Erin Tolar, a member of Grace Covenant Presbyterian Church and a student 
at Columbia Theological Seminary in Decatur, Georgia, be enrolled as a Candidate
following the required examination by Presbytery.

Recently, your Committee on Preparation for Ministry conducted an interview with two Inquirers who
asked, with the support of their sponsoring congregation and Session, that they be enrolled as Candidates
in the Presbytery of Western North Carolina. We recommend them to you today for your approval.

Brandon Davis comes with the support of his congregation and the recommendation of the Session of
Arbor Dale Presbyterian Church. His written call to ministry/faith statement is contained in this packet
(see CPM Attachment 1).

Erin Tolar comes with the support of her congregation and the recommendation of the Session of 
Grace Covenant Presbyterian Church. Her written call to ministry/faith statement is contained in this
packet (see CPM Attachment 2).

The Process of Becoming a Candidate and Beginning to Receive a Call
“It is important that those who are to be ordained as teaching elders receive full preparation for their task
under the direction of the presbytery. For this purpose, a presbytery shall enter into a covenant
relationship with those preparing to become teaching elders and with their sessions and congregations.
This relationship shall be divided into the two phases of inquiry and candidacy.” (Book of Order G-
2.0601)

Inquiry Phase:
In order to begin the inquiry phase, an applicant must be a member of the sponsoring congregation, shall
have been active in the work and worship of that congregation for at least six months, and shall have
received the endorsement of their session. This person is then examined by CPM, and if approved, is
enrolled as an Inquirer.

“The purpose of the inquiry phase is to provide an opportunity for the church and those who believe
themselves called to ordered ministry as teaching elders to explore that call together so that the
presbytery can make an informed decision about the inquirer’s suitability for ordered ministry.” (G-
2.0603) A person must be an Inquirer for at least one year.
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Candidacy Stage:
When an Inquirer believes, through their discernment, that they are called to the position of teaching
elder, they can request that they become a Candidate. The Inquirer will meet with their Session and
explain their sense of call. The Session can endorse them and recommend them to the CPM. The CPM,
through its discernment, can decide to recommend them to the Presbytery. At the recommendation of the
CPM, the Inquirer comes before the Presbytery to share part of their faith journey and their sense of call.
The Presbytery can then ask them questions in respect to their sense of call, not questions of content of
an ordination exam. They can ask about "their Christian faith, forms of Christian service, and motives
for seeking the ministry." (Adopted from a previous Book of Order.)

"The purpose of the candidacy phase, then, is to provide for the full preparation of persons to serve the
church as teaching elders." (G-2.0604)

Preparation for a Call:
Before a person may take a call in our Presbytery, they must have completed the following:
• Pass the Bible Content Exam.
• Pass the four Senior Ordination Exams (Biblical Exegesis, Theological Competence, Worship

and Sacraments, and Church Polity).
• Complete a two-day battery of assessments administered by a Career & Personal Counseling

Center.
• Complete one unit of Clinical Pastoral Education training (CPE).
• Normally, complete at least one year at a PCUSA seminary.
• Meet annually with the Committee on Preparation for Ministry.
• Have been an Inquirer at least one year and have been a Candidate at least one year.
• Take a course in Reformed Theology and Polity.
• Complete Seminary.

Must be Approved by CPM to Receive a Call:
A Candidate may not begin to enter negotiations about a call as a teaching elder without the approval of
the CPM, which has been delegated this task. When a Candidate has completed the above, the CPM will
examine the Candidate and determine if he/she is ready to begin looking for a call, and if so, will "certify
the person ready to receive a call." The Candidate will also have their Personal Information Form (PIF)
reviewed and approved by CPM. When the person receives a call, the Candidate will be examined by the
receiving presbytery.

If a Candidate who is under care of this Presbytery receives a call within our bounds, that candidate will
preach before the Committee on Preparation for Ministry and their sermon will be included in the
Presbytery report.



Brandon Davis  
Statement of Call 

Members of Western North Carolina Presbytery, I am grateful for the work that you do here and 
that you have given me a bit of time to tell you about who I am and a bit of my story of God 
calling me to ministry.  

My story begins in the small city of Goldsboro, NC. However, unlike some of you in this 
presbytery, I did not grow up Presbyterian. I was raised in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints. I stayed in the Mormon church until I was in my mid-teens. During that time, I 
would have always responded that yes, I am a Christian because I believe in Jesus. That was all 
the explanation that I thought that I needed. That is until I went to high school, I met a man 
named EJ. He was a leader for the nondenominational ministry of Young Life in our town, and 
he and I quickly became friends. In the summer of 2009, I attended camp in the mountains of 
North Carolina, and it was there that I was first introduced to a relationship with Jesus. My entire 
life changed at that moment.  

When deciding to go to college, I believed that I wanted to be an elementary school teacher, so I 
began to study at Appalachian State University. College was the first time that I found a 
Christian community with friends and mentors. However, after my first year went by, I knew that 
teaching was not for me. I was not interested in any of the classes. Instead, I found a deep 
passion for studying religion in one of my general education courses on the Introduction to 
World Religions. In my sophomore year, I changed my major to Religious Studies. For the next 
three years, while studying religion, I also led for the ministry of Young Life at Watauga High 
School and Appalachian State's campus. When I was a few months shy of graduating college, I 
got a phone call from a local pastor who asked if I would like to meet for lunch and discuss 
potentially being employed as their youth director. Over the following months, as I began to visit 
this church and meet some of its fantastic members, I knew that this would be an excellent 
opportunity for me.  

In January of 2015, one month after graduating with my bachelor's in Religious Studies, I was 
hired as the Director of Youth Ministries at Arbor Dale Presbyterian Church in Banner Elk, NC. 
This church was my first introduction to what it means to be a church that cares about one 
another deeply and cares for the community profoundly. After a few years into my job, I began to 
develop an interest in reading and studying theology on my own with help from Tee Gatewood. 
Through that study, I was led to pursue an M.Div but desperately wanted to find a school that I 
could do part-time and maintain my job in Banner Elk. I was able to begin this journey into 
theological studies at Gordon Conwell Theological Seminary in Charlotte, NC, beginning in 
2018. During those classes was where I was introduced to the complexity of the Reformed 
Tradition. I had been experiencing it at Arbor Dale, but I did not have the right words to explain 
why I was connected to that tradition until my classes.  
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Although my journey into Reformed theology, Presbyterianism, and theological education began 
at Gordon Conwell, I always knew I wanted more than just weekend classes at a 
nondenominational school. So in the spring of 2020, when everyone was learning to do life just a 
bit differently due to the global pandemic, I began to look at PC(USA) seminaries to transfer to. I 
made my way through some school websites, sent contact information to some, and eventually 
got into contact with the admissions team at Columbia Theological Seminary (CTS) in Decatur, 
GA. After the first conversation, I knew that this was the place that I wanted to be. In the fall of 
2020, I transferred my credits to CTS and began classes while living in Banner Elk. In January of 
2021, I officially left my position at Arbor Dale and moved to CTS's campus.  

When I moved to Georgia, I received a call from the Executive Presbyter of Flint River 
Presbytery, Deb Tregaskis. Deb asked if I would be willing to help preach and lead for a 
congregation in middle GA sometimes. I agreed, and from January to August, I preached at least 
three times a month at Wayside Presbyterian Church in Gray, GA. Knowing that I needed an 
internship for the presbytery and seminary requirements, Deb introduced me to Ralph Hawkins, 
lead pastor at Northminster Presbyterian Church in Macon, GA. Over the summer, I spent ten 
weeks learning from Ralph and implementing some of that education with the people that I knew 
at Wayside. I was given many opportunities to preach, teach, and learn how to build and maintain 
community with people in two very different contexts and locations.  

As I reflect on the long and strange journey that my life has taken, I know that God has been 
calling me into ministry even before I had the knowledge to articulate what that actually meant. 
As I enter into my final year of seminary at CTS, feeling the love, support, encouragement, and 
affirmation from those that have surrounded me over the years, I put my complete trust in the 
calling that God has placed on my heart. As my story shows, that journey is sometimes complex 
and different than I expected. However, I will follow the path laid before me, one step at a time, 
and I believe this is the next faithful step.  

Thank you and Blessings,  

Brandon Davis 
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CPM Attachment 2
Erin Tolar
Statement of Call

I was born three weeks early on a Sunday morning.  Since my dad is a Presbyterian pastor and
my mom is a Director of Christian Education, this was comically inconvenient timing.  My grandfather,
also a Presbyterian pastor, was so excited that he misplaced his sermon and had to wing it in the pulpit. 
This joyful scramble of faith and family is the perfect example of my Presbyterian roots and the
supportive relationships that have formed me.  My sister and I loved growing up in the church: going to
preschool twenty feet from Dad’s office, eating all of the jellybeans from the candy jar, and getting
banned from the craft closet for overuse of glitter.  

Since my parents were both children of pastors themselves, they understood the importance of
protecting us from being boxed in and defined solely as children of the pastor.  Because of that, they
made sure we had opportunities to express our individuality and develop our faith beyond the parish
setting, letting us go to youth group at other churches with friends if we wanted to and sending us to
camp. It was at the Massanetta Springs middle school conference that I first encountered the awe-
inspiring presence of God, and Massanetta became a stabilizing and beloved home away from home for
me as I moved states over the years.

 I had a wonderful home life and loved that my parents had the flexibility to attend every
performance and important event in my life (and they did!), but I also saw firsthand the intense time
investment and emotional cost that comes with a life dedicated to pastoral ministry. Thus, even from a
young age, I resisted the idea of going into pastoral ministry myself. I wanted to blaze my own trail as
an individual, rather than joining the family vocation. God had other plans.

At twenty three, I found myself in an educational research PhD program, feeling restless and as
spiritually dead as I have ever been.  I could see my path to becoming a professor laid out in front of me,
but suddenly I didn’t know if it was really what I wanted.  I went out for coffee with a friend of a friend
to talk about finding a faith community to stay grounded.  We immediately discovered that we had a lot
in common, and not even ten minutes into the conversation, she looked at me and asked, “have you ever
thought about going to seminary?”

I laughed it off, but as I did, I felt a voice in the back of my head: “You’re going to go to
seminary.” I tried to ignore it, but as the conversation went on, the feeling got stronger and stronger. 
Finally, in an ill-advised move, I made a deal with God: if my friend ended the conversation with
prayer, I would think about it.  At the end of our conversation, she was halfway out of her seat when she
sat back down, turned to me, and said “I rarely ask people this, but would you like to end in prayer?”  I
walked away from that meeting quietly panicking, wondering what this meant for me and my future.  I
spent the summer tracking down and interviewing every pastor I had ever known and asking them
questions about their experiences in ministry and seminary.  And with each conversation I had, I felt my
uncertainty and fear shift toward a deep seated peace and conviction that this was what I was supposed
to do.  But not yet.

Burned out from school and frustrated with the academic rat race, I wanted something to turn my
life upside down before I committed to seminary.  The Young Adult Volunteer (YAV) program was
originally a backup plan, but as I moved through the application process, I saw the potential for
challenge and transformation. Eventually discerning this was the right move, I committed to YAV
Asheville. My YAV year was not a walk in the park: my job as a case manager was incredibly taxing,
and conflicts with housemates were even more so.  Honestly, a lot of the year was miserable, but I
wouldn’t trade it for the world. I walked out of the YAV program a stronger and more vulnerable



person; more aware of my own strengths and growing edges; newly appreciative of everything from
having a car to the power of the ministry of presence; committed to following Jesus’ example of doing
justice, loving mercy, and walking humbly with God.  YAV gave me the queer mentor I needed, the
chance to see a world beyond my white, middle-class lens, and introduced me to the church that
changed my life.

On my first Sunday at Grace Covenant Presbyterian Church, I learned that the GCPC way of
extending the communion table was gathering to write elected officials about immigration reform. I
knew right then that this was the Presbyterian church I always wanted to believe existed, but hadn’t yet
encountered. I watched female pastors preach regularly for the first time in my life and observed the
church’s investment in justice work as a core component of our faith. My conception of what it could
mean and look like to be a church pastor expanded, and I was able to more clearly picture myself in
ministry.

As I entered seminary, I realized the experiences during my YAV year prepared me well for
asking deep questions, expanding my ideas of what ministry in the world can look like, and engaging in
the action-reflection model of practical theology. In the last two years, I’ve come to appreciate the Old
Testament in a way I never thought possible, fallen in love with theology classes, surprised myself with
a knack for preaching, enjoyed education classes, formed strong relationships with professors, and
invested in friendships that I hope will last a lifetime. 

When I entered seminary, I naturally gravitated towards camp and conference ministry. I have
loved my multiple internships at camp and conference centers and have a deep passion for that ministry
setting. I think there’s something beautiful about the combination of administrative and interpersonal
work, the chance to dream big and think outside the box while following the Spirit, and the hospitality
an ordained person can provide by presiding at the communion table during retreats and events.
However, as I discover new passions and gifts, I find myself considering becoming a seminary professor
in the future, and being more open to any number of ministry contexts.  I’m less concerned with having
a specific job title or ministry site, and more interested in the type of work I’ll get to do daily while
serving God’s people.

Whenever I find myself doubting my call, I think back on a moment I had as a Program Intern at
Massanetta Springs Camp and Conference Center in 2015.  I was standing in the back of Hudson
Auditorium, watching the high schoolers lead energizers on stage and the middle schoolers and
accompanying adults participating enthusiastically. In that moment, I felt a deep sense of satisfaction,
accomplishment, and gratitude that I was able to help make that moment happen with the work I did
behind the scenes.  Even if I didn’t know it at the time, that is the moment I committed to a lifetime in
ministry. I forever want to be empowering others to participate and lead, taking creative approaches
toward faith formation, and creating brave spaces where people can claim their authentic selves and
know they belong.  No matter where God may call me in the future, I’m committed to following the
Spirit’s lead and being present with people as we live, worship, play, and participate in God’s work in
the world together.




