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          A tenure of 10 years as senior pastor of a United
Methodist Church is definitely on the long side of the
norm. At Conway First United Methodist Church, Rev.
Dr. Michael Roberts has definitely gone beyond the
norm — both in years of service at the church and in
his depth of ministry.
          In August, Bishop Gary Mueller announced that
Dr. Roberts had been appointed to be the Director of
the Arkansas Conference ReStart Initiative, effective
October 1. 
          Since July 2012, Pastor Michael has been the
spiritual head of this congregation, leading us not only
in worship but also in mission, ministry and education.
Michael says his initial focus for Conway FUMC was on
worship and Bible study, with work on new ministries
mixed in. During his tenure, he worked to develop our
MidYouth ministry, create new classes for all ages, 

oversee building renovations and a capital campaign,
and helping to design the new Love Grows Here vision. 
          “From 2012 to 2019, we experienced growth every
year in worship attendance and ministry participation,”
he said.
          This vision and its outcomes were all on track for
great things when the pandemic hit in 2020. Using the
word “pivot” became our byword — and Pastor Michael
led the charge in determining how to do ministry in a
different way. This included developing multiple online
and hybrid opportunities.
          “Today, as we come out of this challenging time,
we are seeing renewed excitement for worshiping
together and meeting together with many new people
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who found us online and want to be in a congregation
where love truly does grow here,” he says. Half
jokingly, he added, “I would have never imagined that
I could tell people to not come to church for over a
year and we would come through that so well.”
          For the past 10 years, Pastor Michael has not
pastored alone. In fact, he has had some heavy-hitting
associate pastors who did great things here and
continue to do so in a variety of posts throughout
Arkansas.
          Rev. Lynn Kilbourne was already in place at
Conway First United Methodist Church when Pastor
Michael came on board. She served as an associate
from July 2011 through June 2016. "One of the things I
most enjoyed about working with Pastor Michael was
the time we spent in conversation planning our
sermons,” she says. “We would spend time thinking of
illustrations, ways to connect the scripture to the
lives of the folks in the congregation, and how we
could make a sermon actually mean something to the
hearers. I miss those conversations!”
          One example of this brought a national issue
right here to the doors of Conway FUMC. "I remember
when the Supreme Court made significant decisions
by a five-to-four vote. Pastor Michael and I

wondered how we would address these subjects in
our preaching. I'll never forget how he pointed out to
me that Conway FUMC is a 'five to four' congregation;
on any given issue, the congregation is likely split
somewhere around five to four. Instead of that being a
negative, Pastor Michael led the congregation to see
that as a strength and challenged us all to find our
unity in something deeper - the call to love as Christ
loves us." 
          Rev. Lauren DeLano came on board, fresh out of
Boston University School of Theology, in July 2016.
She served until June 2020, when she was named
senior pastor of Vilonia United Methodist Church. Her
time as an associate with Pastor Michael seemed to be
more like a team effort, with some humor mixed in. In
fact, many times you could hear Michael say, “Yes,
Lauren, you’re right,” only with Lauren to respond, “I
know!”
          Lauren says she particularly remembers the love
she felt in her time at Conway FUMC. “When I
found out I was being appointed to Conway First
straight out of seminary, I cried tears of joy. In those
moments, I was so excited to be somewhere familiar,
a town I’d gone to college in, and to have some
familiar faces in the congregation.
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          “I was also excited to work with Michael from our
first phone call as we talked about how we might work
together at Conway. From the very beginning of my
time at Conway First, Michael was a mentor to me, but
shortly into our time together we also became
teammates. He didn’t just see me as a young pastor
straight out of seminary who had a few things to learn,
he respected my perspective, my input, and my gifts
for ministry. I will always be grateful to have spent my
first four years in full-time ministry at Conway First
working alongside Michael.”
          Rev. Michelle Moore came to Conway FUMC
from a Conference position, right after the start of the
pandemic. With her came the knowledge this
congregation needed to launch those online and
hybrid opportunities. And as quickly as she came in,
she was out of here after serving just less than one full
year, heading to northwest Arkansas to pastor her own
church. 
          “The ministry partnership I had the privilege of
experiencing with Michael will undoubtedly be the
most memorable I will ever have. At least I hope that is
the case! We got the unique experience of navigating
an entire year of pandemic together, when all the rules
for how things were ‘supposed’ to work went right out
the window! As a result, we got to go on some amazing
adventures together,” Michelle said.
          These adventures included “such holy moments
as standing outside live-streaming and presiding over
memorials, and such wild adventures as hauling
camera equipment up trails on Petit Jean Mountain.
Still, it will be the quieter times, sitting together in the
sanctuary and reflecting on what our baptisms and our
ordinations mean in such seasons, or the hilarious
times of laughing over video bloopers, that I will hold
closest in my heart. I am grateful for Michael's warm
and open heart for people and our Methodist Church

and so thankful to have had him to walk through that
wild and wooly season alongside.”
          While we hate to see him go, Michael has a big
job ahead of him, stepping into a newly created cabinet
position to provide spiritual care, support, worship
opportunities, and the development of next steps for
persons who will remain United Methodists 
from congregations involved in the disaffiliation
process.
          As for the Conway First congregation, Pastor
Michael is known as a people person. "I’ve always
known that what Michael really and truly cares about
is PEOPLE," said congregant Wayne Gregory, who has
served on many committees with Michael. "Even
though he is forced to deal with denominational issues,
church finances, non-working air conditioning, leaky
roofs, Covid closures, and a hundred other things that
try to get between him and other people, he always
comes back to caring about people. And this includes
people who may be on the other side of some of those
issues."
          In making the appointment announcement,
Bishop Gary Mueller said: “I am delighted that Dr.
Roberts has agreed to serve as the first Director of the
Arkansas ReStart Initiative. Michael is passionate about
the future of the church. He brings in-depth
knowledge and experience after his years with
Connected in Christ and service as Senior Pastor at
Conway First United Methodist Church. He is a perfect
match for this position at this time. I am
grateful for the opportunity to work with Michael,
thankful for his willingness to serve, and excited about
the work he will do in a position that.”
          In the meantime, we are happy to have Rev. Dede
Roberts serving as interim Senior Pastor. FUMC will
continue to be the church home for the Roberts family
in the immediate future, the family said.



          After 10 years of
ministry as our senior
pastor, Michael Roberts will
be moving to a new
appointment. There will be a
reception for him on Sunday,
Oct. 2, at 10 a.m. in the
Fellowship Hall. Doughnuts,
coffee and juice, will be
served, and the congregation
is invited to write cards of
appreciation and
thanksgiving. Blank cards
will be available for you to
use or you can bring your
own. We will accept
donations in Michael’s honor
for finishing out the
basement renovations.
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