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By Bud Smith, President,
Pres House Board of      

Directors 
The Pres House Board of Directors is 

pleased to send Rev. Mark Elsdon and 
Rev. Erica Liu, Pres House Co-Pastors 
and clergy couple, on a sabbatical from 
March 1, 2012–June 30, 2012. Erica and 
Mark have served Pres House since 2004, 
through a period of dramatic change and 
transformation. This will be their first sab-
batical in more than seven years of service.
 The word sabbatical has its roots in the 
biblical concept of Sabbath (“to rest” or “to 
cease”). Sabbath keeping is setting aside 
time that God consecrates and makes holy. 
Sabbatical is a time for our pastors to shift 
gears in order to rest, disengage, study, 
reflect, and travel in order to return to 
minister among us refreshed and renewed 
in body, mind, and spirit. Sabbatical is more 
than a vacation from meetings, budgets, 
sermons, and people in need. It is a time 
for Erica and Mark to receive spiritual 
nourishment and a change in perspective, 
to deepen their relationships with God, one 
another, and their children—it is a season of 
spiritual growth. This special time will also 
be a season of growth for the Pres House 
community.
 Mark and Erica applied for and were 
awarded a much sought after sabbatical grant 
from the Louisville Institute. Their proposal 
will guide their sabbatical time. Most of 
their time will be spent living in Hexham, 
England, where they will engage in spiritual, 
physical, and mental renewal practices. Their 
children will go with them and attend a local 
school in Hexham during this period. 
 Pres House has made arrangements for 
interim staffing during Mark and Erica’s 
absence. Bob Sorensen will serve as the 
Interim Executive Director. Bob was State 
Director of the Wisconsin Technical College 
System and served six years on the Pres 
House Board, including a year as President. 
Rev. Jessica Nylund Salt will be the Interim 
Pastor. Jessica is a member-at-large of the 
John Knox Presbytery with degrees from 

Pres House Co-Pastors On Spring Sabbatical

Princeton and Columbia Seminaries.  
Worship services will be led by Pastor 
Jessica along with guest preachers. Travis 
Serebin will be serving as Interim Student 
Intern from mid-January through the 
summer. Travis is currently finishing up his 
last semester at the University of Wisconsin 
and has been very involved at Pres House 
for almost four years. All three of these 
interim staff will have regular office hours at 
Pres House.
 The remaining permanent Pres House 
staff will also help cover responsibilities 
during this period. The Pres House Board 
and Student Leadership Council will 
continue to meet and execute the various 
ministries of Pres House during this period. 
Pres House is well positioned to continue to 
thrive during Mark and Erica’s sabbatical. 
We look forward to welcoming Mark and 
Erica back in July and swapping stories of 
how God has been at work in their lives and 
the community at Pres House.

Inside
IT’S ALL GOOD.
Read about the special events 
Pres Hours offers. Also inside, 
alumni enjoy the new Pres 
House Organ.



On December 15, 2011, Pres House 
closed on a five-year refinance of the 

remaining $15.2 million of debt we carry 
from building our student apartments and 
renovating the heritage Pres House chapel 
building. This was a renewal of our original 
financing of $17 million with Associated 
Bank that funded the initial project. But this 
time another partner was at the table: the 
Synod of Lakes and Prairies. The Synod of 
Lakes and Prairies loaned $2.5 million of 
the funds directly to Pres House, thereby 
reducing the amount secured by Associated 
Bank to $12.7 million. 
 The Presbyterian Student Center 
Foundation (Pres House) is a nonprofit 
organization affiliated with the Synod of 
Lakes and Prairies. The Synod is a middle 
governing body within the Presbyterian 
Church, U.S.A. Pres House is a mission 
ministry of the Synod.
 Lending has changed a great deal in 
the years since Pres House first borrowed 
money to undertake the building project. 
Because of the economic turmoil that 
occurred nationwide after the initial loan, 
new federal regulations and standards have 
made lending rules much tighter. As our 
initial five-year letter of credit came up for 
renewal in 2011 we found that we needed 
an additional partner in order to secure the 
most favorable financing terms and provide 
the strongest financial future for Pres House. 
The total amount of debt had not changed 
(in fact, Pres House has paid it down by 
almost $1.8 million) but the amount of debt 
the bank was able to support had decreased. 
 About one year ago Pres House 
approached the Synod of Lakes and Prairies 
to ask if they would join us as partners in 

Synod of Lakes and Prairies Invests in 
Pres House Ministry

our mission of serving college students at 
UW–Madison. After learning about the 
growing ministry and the solid financial 
position Pres House is in, they agreed. 
Synod Executive Phil Brown summarizes 
Synod’s support of Pres House by saying, 
“Pres House is a renewed, vibrant and 
expanding ministry of the synod at the 
center of the Madison campus and we’re 
enthusiastic to be able to provide this 
support which not only improves their 
financial position, but further enables their 
creative ministry. We are happy to embrace 
this creative partnership while we invest in 
the lives of young people.”
 This step is significant at a time when the 
Presbyterian denomination has been cutting 
support for campus ministry nationwide 
year after year. It is a creative partnership 
that benefits all parties. Pres House is able to 
borrow funds at a competitive interest rate 
and secure favorable financing to continue 
to grow its mission impact on campus. 
The Synod will earn steady income from 
the money loaned and will receive its $2.5 
million investment back at the end of five 
years. Pres House is blessed, the Synod is 
blessed, and ultimately, the students who 
will live, worship, pray, serve, and grow at 
Pres House over the coming decades will 
be blessed by this creative partnership. Pres 
House is grateful that the Synod of Lakes 
and Prairies embraced this opportunity.
 Despite many years of membership 
decline the Presbyterian Church, U.S.A. 
still has substantial financial resources. 
We sincerely hope that the denomination 
will find yet other creative ways that those 
resources can be used to support dynamic 
ministry in churches and mission agencies.

Bach Around the Clock

You are cordially invited to join us in celebrating Johann Sebastin Bach’s 327th 
birthday on March 17, 2012. Pres House will be hosting the 3rd annual, Bach 

Around the Clock, in partnership with Wisconsin Public Radio. Please join us for 
a day of beautiful music and performances from area musicians. The event be-
gins at noon and continues until midnight. This is a free event open to the public. 

Snacks and beverages will be served and a birthday cake will be cut at midnight. 
We look forward to seeing you.



By Fern Lawrence

On November 30th, Pres House 
hosted a lunch and organ concert 

to thank the faithful donors and 
volunteers who make Pres House 
possible. Many local friends of Pres 
House attended and all enjoyed 
renewing acquaintances during a 
short social. Mynda Pull, the Pres 
House office manager, prepared a 
nourishing luncheon of soups and 
sandwiches for us. Plus, her various 
desserts were delicious.  Following 
the luncheon, Mark Elsdon presented 
an update on Pres House and the 
Pres House Apartments—all was very 
positive.     
 We then entered the sanctuary for 
an organ concert by Michael Hillestad, 
the Pres House music director. The 
music consisted of embellished 
Christmas Carols making full use of 
the new organ and refurbished pipes. 
We thoroughly enjoyed hearing all 
the “bells and whistles” of the organ 

Pres House Volunteer Appreciation Event

for Michael’s “The Twelve Days of 
Christmas” rendition. The concert was 
delightful. We closed with singing 
the familiar carol “O Come All Ye 
Faithful”. It was a lovely Christmas 
gift to us from the most gracious 
and capable Pres House Staff. And, 
it brought back many wonderful 
memories of our years at Pres House.

We regretfully report that the 
Pres House trip to Kenya 

was cancelled. The group arrived 
at Madison airport the morning of 
January 7th very excited about their 
trip. Unfortunately that very day the 
British government released updated 
travel warnings about increased 
threats of terrorism in Nairobi. The 
warning specifically advised against 
all but essential travel to low-income 
areas of Nairobi. Newspapers reported 
that intelligence pointed to the risk of 
an imminent terrorist attack in Nairobi 
from a Somali organization and that 
foreigners were being targeted. 
 After a roller-coaster of a day 
at the airport struggling with this 
very hard decision, the decision was 
made to cancel the trip. There was 
simply too much concern over the 

Kenya Mission Trip Cancelled
security situation.  Specific warnings 
against traveling to slums would have 
hampered the very reason for going 
and their ability to make a difference.
 The team members were very 
disappointed. They put over six 
months of work into planning and 
fundraising and had so many hopes 
for their experiences in Africa. Even 
though they did not make the trip 
the team learned a lot in the past six 
months. They have grown closer in 
community during team meetings and 
training; learned a great deal about 
Kenya; witnessed firsthand through 
this experience the complicated matter 
of international affairs and the impact 
of terrorism on countries; learned that 
sometimes, despite our best efforts, 

deep dreams, and hard work, things 
don’t always work out as we had 
hoped for and planned.
 There will be a Pres House 
trip to do tornado relief in Joplin, 
Missouri over Spring Break and in 
the coming months and years we will 
revisit taking another international 
trip, perhaps to Kenya if the region 
stabilizes. The funds raised for the 
2012 Kenya trip will be used to send 
students on other trips in the future.
 We continue to hold the people of 
Kenya in our thoughts, and pray for 
peace to prevail in the region. Stay 
tuned for updates on the Pres House 
Spring Break with a Purpose tornado 
relief trip!
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Suppport 
Pres House
Throughout this 
newsletter you have 
read about the 
exciting activities 
happening at Pres 
House. Ministry at 
Pres House is only 
possible through 
generous donations 
by alumni, friends, 
and churches. 
Please give today 
by using the enclosed 
envelope or send 
your contributions to 
Pres House at 731 
State Street, Madison, 
WI 53703. You can 
also give online at 
www.preshouse.org/
donate.

Pres House Makes Generous Donation
  

We are pleased to share with you that in December 2011 Pres House made a voluntary 
payment in lieu of property taxes to the City of Madison for 2012. Property taxes 

would have cost Pres House about $200,000 annually, and with the help of many supporters 
we were able to persuade policymakers and Governor Walker to retain our exemption. 
Nonetheless, the Pres House Board of Directors felt that it was important to contribute 
to the cost of city services such as fire and police protection as good neighbors within the 
community. We were able to make a payment out of rents collected from our apartment 
building (which is at 100 percent occupancy) in the amount of $30,000. City of Madison 
officials expressed gratitude for this purely voluntary contribution.

Pres House seeks to be a spiritual home at the heart of the University 
of Wisconsin–Madison campus. In keeping with the teachings of 
Jesus Christ and the Christian tradition of hospitality, Pres House is 
dedicated to providing a religious center and high quality student 
housing to promote the spiritual, emotional, and intellectual growth 
of residents and members of the campus community. Pres House is a 
ministry of the Presbyterian Church, U.S.A., and welcomes individuals 
of every perspective and background.


