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 On June 4, 2019, when the Pastor Nominating 
Committee met for the first time, we knew that calling 
a Senior Pastor/ Head of Staff for Riverside was a 
monumental undertaking. We had no idea that we 
would also face the challenges of a global pandemic 
and social distancing. Fortunately, we Presbyterians do 
everything decently and in order, and from the start, 
Pastor Z told us to trust the process laid out for us. And 
so we did. We trusted the process, but even more so, 
we trusted God, and that trust has now borne fruit in a 
most wonderful way. Although it may seem a Reformed 
cliché to cite Providence, many aspects of our nearly 
year-long journey have seemed providential.
 First, of the many, many PIFs that we read, Brian’s 
came to us by referral from someone at Pittsburgh 
Theological Seminary. As the top student at Pittsburgh 
for the past 20 years, according to this reference, we 
were urged to take a serious look at Brian’s PIF. And as 
if that weren’t enough, the praises just continued from 
there: Brian won all the graduate fellowships upon 

graduation from Pittsburgh; he’s an amazing preacher and 
pastor; he is humble; he is a great listener; he interacts well 
with people of all generations... and on and on. Brian Lays, 
we decided, was someone we wanted to consider.
 We discovered that nothing we had been told 
was exaggerated; Brian was just as wonderful in person 
as he was made out to be. And young! But young with a 
wisdom well beyond his years. We enjoyed our first phone 
interview with him, which included just a small group of 
PNC members; those of us in attendance were eager for 

everyone to speak to him.

And just as things were beginning to get serious with our 
short list of candidates: COVID-19. But our timeline, 
since the beginning, had been to call a new Senior Pastor 
by August. We still had time. We moved to meetings via 
conference call and Zoom, unsure how long we would 
have to continue in this format. And as you all know, the 
restrictions only increased. Rather than put a hold on our 
search, we decided to press on with distance interviews, 
eventually including Brian’s wife, Sunelle, on a Zoom call. 
When everything seemed so optimistic, the next step—
bringing Brian to Jacksonville to treat him to Riverside’s 
hospitality—seemed far-fetched. Would he possibly want 
to answer a call to a church, sight unseen? But God’s 
hand was present again, proving to us that this was all a 
part of the plan. Brian decided to come anyway, and we 
welcomed him, albeit from a distance, the weekend after 
Easter. When we looked back at the plan we’d set before 
social distancing was ever dreamed of, we discovered that 
we were still on our original timeline—to start candidate 
visits the week after Easter.

  The rest, as the saying goes, is history. 
But the story is not over. It’s beginning on a 
very special day in the history of the Church—
but also a special day for our church. Last year 
on Pentecost, the day Christians celebrate the 
church’s birth, was Steve Goyer’s last Sunday 
in worship with us. Now it is Pentecost 2020, 
and what a different Pentecost it is! But no 
less special because today, we’re introducing 
you to Brian. And one more little side note: 
Steve Goyer recently took the position as 
interim at Independent Presbyterian Church 
in Birmingham, Alabama. He called it a “God 

thing,” and we couldn’t agree more—because for a short 
time while Steve is there, his time is overlapping with 
Brian’s because Brian is coming to us from IPC. We prayed 
and worked diligently and prayed some more... and God 
has answered.

Mary Coxe and Leigh Rosenbloom, Co-Chairs
Clare Charnley, John Green, Virginia Hunt,

Debbie Pierson,  Jessica Stevenson, Clay Tousey,
Sarah Cotchaleovitch, Mark Harbison, Bud Para,

 John Sapora, Sam Swiercek.

The Final Report
From the Pastor Nominating Committee
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May 31 was a joyous day at Riverside. We filled our parking lot and surrounding streets 
with cars as we listened to a report from the PNC via our car radios. At this meeting, Brian 
Lays was unanimously approved as the new Head Pastor of RPC. (See front cover for 
photos) or see videos at www.vimeo.com/riversidepresjax

In Brian’s Words: “I was born and raised in Denver, Colorado, 
and though I’ll always love the mountains, I am sure living 
in Florida will nurture in me an inevitable love for the beach 
also! My mother, Julie, is an editor for State Legislatures 

magazine,and my late father, Jim, was a tennis pro at the Denver Country Club. 
He went to be with the Lord in 2013 after a battle with skin cancer, but my mother 
still lives and works in Denver. I moved right from my childhood dream of being a 
professional athlete when I grew up into a sense of call to Christian ministry. During 
my confirmation year at Wellshire Presbyterian Church, I decided I wanted to become 
a pastor. Wellshire could not have supported this sense of call more, and over the next 
four years, I was able to participate in the life of the church in countless ways. I attended 
Whitworth University, a PCUSA affiliated institution in Spokane, Washington for my 
undergraduate education, I played on the tennis team and studied Spanish, biblical 
languages, and earned a certificate for ministry.”
Brian has much more to tell you about his time at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, travels around the world 
during Seminary and how he met his South African wife in Costa Rica! 

Read Brian’s full Bio on our website and 
make sure to watch his Welcome Message to Riverside at 

www.rpcjax.org/welcome/our-church

Our New Head Pastor
Brian Lays
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The Safe Gatherings Committee has begun meeting weekly to consider how and in 
what ways we may re-open our beautiful campus. In our first meeting, we raised many 
questions and evaluated many options for possibly reconvening small groups and 
worship services. One thing we know - to successfully prevent the spread of an illness 
for which there is no vaccine and no cure we all have to support the safety measures 
that may be instituted. We hope to have some recommendations for safety protocols, 
soon, and will provide updates regularly (at least weekly). In the meantime, we all need 
to consider some basic questions for ourselves:

- Am I willing to wear a mask at all times when on RPC property?
- Am I willing to stay home if I have any symptoms of illness?
- Will I maintain at least 6 feet of physical distance from others and resist the desire to extend a warm handshake?
- Will I be patient and supportive of safety protocols that are deemed necessary by the committee, staff, and 
session to protect all in our church family, including me?

We’ll weigh the risks and benefits of reopening our church, that we all love, prayerfully and thoughtfully and 
encourage us all to do the same. Please feel free to express your thoughts and concerns to members of the staff, 
session, and committee. 

Kathy Para, Chair, parakathy@gmail.com
Dave Tuttle, Secretary and Staff Support, dave.tuttle@rpcjax.org

Reflection from 
Reid Hampton, 
high school senior
The quoted portion was written in 
the last weeks of being a senior in 
high school.

 “This is to the seniors. Well it’s been over a month 
now. Our social norm has been ruptured by a pathogen 
invasive yet benign to most. I would argue that we have 
bartered social sanity and productivity for physical health. 
But that’s tangential to my discussion. Our pinnacle of our 
highschool career has been ruined. Though petty as it may 
be, we all must leave soon and it will never be the same again 
at college. I would like to compare it to a film with a much 
deeper movie: No Country For Old Men. Josh Brolin plays a 
character who lives his own life and eventually runs across 
a drug deal gone wrong. He takes the opportunity to take 
some of the remains and returns to his life. Soon a ruthless 
killer (Javier Bardem) picks up on his trail and begins to 
follow him. A cop also attempts to find and protect Brolin’s 
character from this killer. The killer randomly kills people he 
comes across based on a flip of a coin, chance. Now I think 
this parallels much of our school year; Starts off normal, 

shifts to a danger chasing, then leads up to a climax of 
the conflict, a pinnacle of the story. Much like the end 

of our year, this pinnacle never occurs, in the movie there is 
no gunfight between good and evil, there is no happy ending, 
there is no satisfaction in the ending.
 The killer represented the devil (or evil) and he 
bases his atrocities based on chance. In the end of the movie, 
even he gets hit by a car and is severely injured. Essentially, 
everyone is subject to chance. Just as chance determined the 
end of our year, the end of one big story.
 I know the current situation goes beyond the 
comforts of a normal curriculum. But I beg those who can to 
come together and enjoy the last moments we have. Chance 
has already strangled a hold of our planned year, don’t let 
an opportunity go to waste. Get together and celebrate now 
because soon none of it will exist again.”
 This entirely expresses the end of my senior year. It 
was more sad and surprising than anticipated, more moments 
lost to chance, an alternate future never commencing. I 
believe that all of this in a world created by God is not 
punishment nor intentional adversity endowed by our 
creator. I believe that the darkness of modern events contour 
the light of righteous things. That is there is no light without 
dark; no good without evil. I believe that these past 6 months 
will shape myself in a different way as I prepare for a military 
atmosphere in college. That we must not sway when things 
don’t go according to plan.

Reid graduated from Episcopal School of Jacksonville on 
May 23, 2020. He will be attending Virginia Military 
Institute in the fall. 

Update from the Safe Gatherings Committee
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The church Chancel has finally received new chairs and 
new handrails.  The handrails were necessary after the new 
chancel steps were installed.  They were designed by Alan 
Wilson and manufactured by Wonderland Products here 
in Jacksonville.

The news chairs are very sturdy and manufactured in 
New Holland, Pennsylvania. A “Chair Committee” was 
formed to determine what size and shape they should be.  

Considering how they 
would be placed in the chancel area was also 
considered.

Until corporate worship resumes, you won’t be 
able to see them.  Until then, we thought you 
would like to see them here.

In the chair photos, you can see Michael Lane, 
Debbie Pierson and Chris Wrenn arranging 
them.  

New Chairs AND 
New Handrails

the amount of 
choir chairs that 
fit in the chancel38

We cannot thank 
you enough for 
coordinating the all-
inclusive drive to 
benefit DESC. You 
have collected BUS 
FULLS of clothing, 
food and monetary 
donations that are 
greatly needed and 

appreciated. Your willingness to be there every day 
receiving items, cataloging donors, and hauling clothing 
into temporary storage has 
been such a blessing to us. 
Please share our thanks with 
Michael for his efforts as well.

As always, DESC is appreciative of the long-standing 
relationship with Riverside Presbyterian Church, and 
your love, support and cooperation. Your donors have 
made a real impact with this endeavor and we are grateful. 

Thank you for helping us help others during this very 
challenging time. 
- From Beth Wilson and David Clark of DESC

DESC
says “Thank you, Riverside!”
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What’s going on in Haiti and how 
can Riverside Presbyterian help?

On June 7 at 9:00 am,   
Fonkoze’s Steven Werlin in Haiti 
and Natalie Parke in the U.S. 
will headline a special Zoom 
Sunday School conversation 
on how Fonkoze is continuing 
to fight ultra-poverty in the 
shadow of a looming threat of 
coronavirus. The Zoom link will 
be sent out Saturday June 6.    

“Supporting the struggle against poverty in Haiti—
Riverside’s partnership with Fonkoze,” the Zoom Sunday 
School class is only the latest chapter in a decades-
long story of Riverside’s support of Haiti’s largest rural 
microfinance organization. Many RPC members have 
attended insight trips to Haiti and, several summers 
ago, the youth journeyed to Haiti to help in a camp for 
the children of families in Fonkoze’s ultra-poverty CLM 
program. The Fonkoze mission is to empower Haitians, 
primarily women, with financial and development 
services to lift their families out of poverty.

In Haiti, ultra-poverty can mean extreme food 
insecurity, no clean water, no sanitary latrine, no 
medical care and no school. 

Haiti faces a continuing threat from Covid-19, 
which adds an additional layer of threat to the ongoing 
struggle against extreme poverty. According to the 
Washington Post (May 15), the threat is worsened by 
the repatriation of more than 150,000 Haitian workers 
from the Dominican Republic, which has the highest 
levels of coronavirus in the Caribbean.

A local foundation has pledged to match the first 
$17,000 given to Riverside and designated for Haiti. 
Checks can be mailed to the church office or donations 
can be made through the church website, www.rpcjax.
org . In either case, Haiti needs to be on the memo line.

By Matthew Garman

About one year ago 
Cameron and I left 
Jacksonville to work 
in the Philippines.  
Even though we 
are now back in 
the USA in Rancho 
Cucamonga, CA we miss our RPC family every day.  
The recent transition to Zoom worship services, Sunday 
school classes and other meetings has been a nice way for 
us to reconnect with our RPC family.

One class that has been especially helpful is Jenny 
Parker and Ted Powell’s “Coping with COVID” 
classes.  These classes have been a breath of fresh air 
in the middle of the week to simply recognize we are 
capable of managing the ongoing life changes we are all 
experiencing along with techniques of how we can more 
easily weather the challenges.

For example, the last session was focused on 
recognizing our sacred places.  Those places where we 
experience the greatest calm and the closest connection 
with God.  Being in 3 different states and 2 different 
countries in the past 3 years has allowed me to create new 

sacred places multiple 
times.  Some of these 
locations have been 
easy to find sacred 
places and others 
have been more 
difficult. Looking 
back I can easily see 
that the quicker I was 
able to find sacred 

places the more easy it was to deal with challenges. One 
of our sacred places is below the ocean’s surface. When 
diving it becomes easy to experience God’s presence - you 
depend on every single breath you take. The awe of being 
in a totally different habitat that is vibrant, full of life and 
most of the time at peace allows one to feel even closer to 
God.

We at RPC are truly blessed to have Emily Heeg and 
everyone helping to create opportunities for each of us 
to stay connected and safe and people like Jenny Parker 
and Ted Powell leading these new types of gatherings 
that continue to build community and help us live calmly 
through these challenging times.

Haiti Update COVID, Sacred Spaces
by Susan Humes and Connecting from Afar
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From Dana Riley:
Dear Riverside Family,
 Three years ago, I stood in the church sanctuary, 
surrounded by a host of supporters, and received a 
“hands on” blessing before setting sail for seminary, 
and Greek school! My trip to and through Columbia 
Theological Seminary was both challenging and 
transformative, I gained new insights, forged new 

relationships, traveled to South Korea and have 
been privileged to sit in classrooms and learn from 
passionate, smart, and gifted professors. Nothing 
could have prepared me more than the foundation laid 

during the thirty plus years I spent “growing up” at 
Riverside Presbyterian Church.  
 I have been raised and “re-parented” by 
this faith community who has consistently shown 
up for me and pointed the way.  Each time one of 
our four children was baptized as babies, it was as 
if I, too, were being sprinkled with water and sent 
downstream to be loved and shaped by members 
of my Riverside family. You continued to care for 
me and for Jim even after I sailed away to Decatur, 
Georgia, you prayed for me and for Jim, you wrote 
to me, and you grieved with me in the wake of my 
parents’ deaths. While at Columbia, I gleaned a new 
appreciation for my life at Riverside and for the 
variety of opportunities I was given to participate 
in and practice doing ministry, which will no doubt 
serve me well into the future. 
 Having just graduated, with all five ordination 
exams behind me (praise God), I now find myself 
in a period of rest and discernment; rest from the 
wild and wonder-filled adventures of seminary, 
and discernment for that new place God is leading 
me where, in the words of Frederick Buechner, “my 
passion, education and experience might meet the 
needs of the world.”

 - Dana Riley 

Reflections from Seminarians
Dana Riley and Jessica Means, Riverside Members and Seminarians

From Jessica Means:
Dear Riverside family, 
With much joy (and some nerves) I will be starting my 
first seminary classes next month through University of 
Dubuque's online Masters of Divinity program. I am also 
entering the ordination discernment process, starting 
with a recommendation from our Session to become an 
Inquirer. I am so grateful for the many ways you have and 
continue to encourage my gifts and allow me to test them 
out in the life of our community. I'm proud to stand in 
the long line of Riversiders who have pursued theological 
education and ordination (shoutout to Dana Riley, who 
just finished her MDiv). I look forward to growing and 
learning with you all in the next few years.

Grace and peace,
Jessica Means
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Staff Updates
Jean Spyksma
Interim Director 
of Music 
 Jean moved to Ponte 
Vedra Beach from the Chicago 
area nearly five years ago. She 
is recently retired from the 

Episcopal Church of the Redeemer in Jacksonville, where 
she served as the organist and choirmaster. She surely 
did not envision taking on an interim position so quickly 
after retiring, but is having a wonderful time at Riverside 
Pres!

Prior to moving, she was very active in the Chicagoland 
music scene.  Jean has been a church musician for over 50 
years and has played many organ recitals and conducted 
concerts of both small and large choral works, including 
The Messiah and numerous Bach Cantatas. Jean also 
served as the harpsichordist for several of the local 
orchestras around Chicago.

Jean did her organ study at The American Conservatory 
of Music in Chicago and Northwestern University in 
Evanston, Illinois. She also studied organ at Rockefeller 
Chapel at the University of Chicago and was a featured 
artist at two of their noonday recitals.

Cheryl Fluhr 
Director of 
Finance
Cheryl brings 20 years of 
experience as a CPA in the 
corporate world most notably 

as a controller in the real estate and hospitality 
industries.
 
She is happy to be back in the sunshine after returning 
to the Jacksonville area last year after an eight-year 
return stay to her native Wisconsin. Cheryl has a 
13-year-old daughter, Parker, who has found her 
passion on a surfboard at the beach. Together they 
enjoy swimming, biking and traveling the world. In 
her spare time, Cheryl can be found in her garden or 
painting studio.

Jean is an active member of the Jacksonville Chapter of 
the American Guild of Organists and is currently serving 
as their Subdean/Program Chairperson. 

She is married to Austin Spyksma for 33 years, and has 
two married children. Kristin and Matthew Humphrey 
live just a mile from Austin and Jean in Ponte Vedra 
Beach; and Joel and Antonia Hoekstra live in New York 
City with their two children, Jack (8) and Anna (4).

Jean is so thrilled to be doing interim work at Riverside 
and getting a chance to play the fantastic Colby-Walker 
organ. She’s hoping that the choir will be able to meet 
this fall so she can help prepare a wonderful Christmas 
program before going back into full time retirement.

Emily 
Lockwood 
making face 
masks.

Men’s Bible 
Study meeting 
in Riverside 
Park.
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Flocking the 12th Graders
RPC’S 21 seniors were flocked with plastic flamingos by the Youth Group 

different 
zip codes

FlamingoMissions 
(3 seniors / night)

June Birthdays
JUNE 1
Noah Althuis
Robbie Eshelman
JUNE 2
Rebecca Creed
JUNE 3
Lyssa Ball
Frank Shuke
Mike Small
Mary Spuhler
JUNE 4
Margaret Dunsford
Martin Harrell
Eliza McDuffie
JUNE 5
Shelly Cavendish
Cecilia Cunningham
John Kosakowski
Jessica Means
Nancy Powell
JUNE 6
Susan Burns
Michele Harrell
Dena Robbins

JUNE 7
Thomas John
JUNE 8
Josh Dryden
Jen Edwards
Sarah Leuthold
JUNE 9
Barbara Bourgeois
Betsy Dunlap
Josh Edwards
JUNE 10
Davis Collier
Kellen McGeorge
JUNE 11
Margie de Bauernfeind
Ben McDonald
JUNE 13
David Jones
Waller Trice
JUNE 14
Mary Ann Bryan
Carl Crumpler
Glenn Ivie

Stephanie McCullough
Genny Reddick
Will Taylor
JUNE 15
Carol DiGiusto
Mitzi Kuntz
Cindy Thompson
JUNE 16
Susan Arko
Jim Bond
JUNE 17
Alan Bliss
Sarah Lockwood
JUNE 18
John Adams
Sharon Williams
JUNE 19
Melinda Kramer
Anne Mattia
JUNE 20

Jim Riley
Sam Swiercek
Brent VanTice
Sherrie Webb
JUNE 21
Will Harding
Kay Manson
Rex Setzer
Dan Wolff
JUNE 22
Marilyn Comee
JUNE 23
Anna Althuis
Maribeth Ashley
Jinx Morris
Fran Root
JUNE 24
Susanna Ball
Amelia Lobello
John Lockwood
JUNE 25
Mac Forrester
Kay Holmes

Cullen Kerr
JUNE 26
Elisabeth Ball
Anne Brittle
Bette Strickler
Suzanne Tomlinson
Nathaniel Wallace
JUNE 27
Barbara Bath
Mike Cotten
Caroline Gibbs
JUNE 29
Gardner Davis 
Cameron Ward
JUNE 30
Wolfie Podeyn 
Ben Wilson

6

7
“Now we must also come together to acknowledge the deep pain that has gripped our country and our 
community. Because of the events that have occurred in Minneapolis and other places, we are again 
reminded of a long history of injustice. When
injustice invades our community at any point it 
affects all of us...” - Pastor Bill Hoff www.vimeo.com/riversidepresjax

Watch the full video at 
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On the last day in May 
we said “Yes” to the PNC’s 
recommendation of calling Brian 
Lays as our next Head Pastor! 
Read more on pages 2-3.

On May 16 we said “goodbye” 
to Pastor Z with a drive thru 
farewell.  We are so thankful for 
Pastor Z’s work with us for nearly 
11 months!


