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“This congregation’s soul is found in the affection for each other and the deep beliefs we share about human dignity, striving for justice, living one’s convictions, and leaving a better world.”
Search Committee report

Susan Beaumont:  “The soul of an institution is the authentic and truest self of the institution, the source of divine calling and character; the protector of institutional integrity.”

Love absolutely is the spirit of this congregation, and service absolutely is its call.  We know this from our experience of one another and of the work we do together, the time we spend together, and the help we offer one another.  These are all strengths of this congregation of which you can rightfully be very proud.

Beaumont also says:  “Wounding moments in a congregation’s past diminish its future capacity if left unexplored.  Within the “should” of the organization lies a capacity for rediscovery, reframing and healing memory.  There is generative capacity in the rediscovery of foundational memories that have long been forgotten.  Through work with lost or damaged institutional memory, an organization can rediscover its purpose, values, and integrity.”
When David Robins resigned, our UU District staff asked both the Standing Committee and David to reflect independently on some questions about the successes and challenges of David’s seven years with you.  I asked both David Robins and Sarah Dengler, the President of the congregation at the time, for permission to quote their reflection interviews this morning.
One thing the Standing Committee said was “David’s time has been one of the safest, after 20 years of conflict.”  They went on to say that one of their greatest frustrations during David’s time was the inability to grow.

David noted that inability to grow in his interview as well, pointing out that the congregation was around 130 energetic and generous souls back in 1969, when David Van Strien began his ministry here, and was still around that number when David retired.  And David went on to say, “I’ve had to learn how limited the authority of the minister is here in comparison to other congregations I’ve served.”

The Standing Committee pointed out that the history of the congregation’s relationship with the minister has been “conflict, [and] complaints; we can be picky and demanding.  Be careful if you try to change things.  The previous settled minister didn’t like us.”

On Monday of this week I attended a meeting of the Executive Committee of this church.  The first person to greet me said, “Hi, Olivia, I’m glad you’re here.  I wasn’t sure you would come.”

“Why on earth did you think that?” I replied.  “Well, the Standing Committee and the Search Committee decided not to follow your advice.  We thought you would leave the church.”
Another member of the Executive Committee agreed with this worry.  They weren’t sure Shayna would come back either.

Not only is Shayna back.  Not only am I back.  But I became a member of this church this week; I signed the membership book.  And I signed that sacred book because I believe in you and in your high ideals.  We are not leaving you.  And we like you very, very much.

But that fear that we might leave just because your leaders decided on a different direction from the one we were recommending  comes, I believe, from this long conflicted past with ministers.

My perception is that you’ve had 3 ministers in a row who were very powerful leaders, one of whom forced his extremely pro-Palestinian agenda on the church and the wider community.  As a result, you took back leadership of your church when you called David Robins.  He retired in part because he did not know how, with so little authority, to lead you to growth.

Shayna and I have been wondering how we can lead you forward as well.  Leadership is a ministry we share, your lay leaders and your ministers.  But here it feels a bit adversarial…it’s the fear of change your Standing Committee wisely anticipated.  It’s not me and Shayna you’re afraid of, it’s ministerial leadership, because you’ve got a history of being overpowered by ministers.

Gary Lerude was the chair of the Search Committee in Nashua throughout the 3 years they were in search.  He gave a sermon there in February of their second year of transition in which he said of the Nashua church, and I quote with Gary’s permission:
“We need to think of how we can strengthen our stewardship of our mission.  What I mean is that we’re in a stable, unstable situation.  We’re stable because we can generally make our budget work.  We take money from the endowment to support our operations, but we limit it to a prudent amount.  We invest to maintain our historic building,  and we balance it all by limiting the investment in staff.  We’re unstable because we’re not really being good stewards of our mission and our potential as a congregation.  We’re in a box and need to find a way out, addressing our discomfort.”
What does it mean to invest in staff?  First, it means being good stewards of your mission:  knowing what your mission is and what the two most important goals for this year are to move you toward your mission.  That’s the work of the Standing Committee in conversation with the congregation.  Once the direction is decided, it’s the work of the staff, with the help of the committees, to get you there.

Until you are able to develop clear lines of responsibility and accountability, you will be where Nashua was…settled comfortably in the box of stable instability.  Until you are comfortable with your discomfort in delegating both responsibility and authority, you will not be able to grow.  Everybody deciding everything is exhausting, and demoralizing and confusing for staff.  

Shayna and I are sticking with you; we will continue to try to lead you into best practices as we understand them.  You will continue to mistrust us until you discover, again and again, that we’re sticking with you in love, even when we disagree, which as good Unitarian Universalists, I’m sure we’ll do often.  
Denny Davidoff is a great Unitarian Universalist leader who will be our guest speaker next Sunday.  She wrote a poem entitled, “How to be a UU Leader.”  She says:
Breathe deeply

Relinquish control

Learn to pray

Play fair

Temper narcissism

Read poetry

Internalize patience

Listen intently

Admit errors

Breathe deeply

This is a blessed community.  You are a blessed community.  Trust change for the extraordinary 
opportunity it is to become the very best you can be, together.

