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XIV. TIPS on the MINISTERIAL PSYCHE

and
How to Court It
by the Rev. Dr. Peter J. Luton

Good ministers are scooped up quickly! It is important#h&earch Committee work as quickly as
possible. It is important to do your homework and ttvgayour information; | urge you to be
deliberate but not slow. Be efficient, fast and intentionashHarward. Meet often. Delays will cost
you come springtime when you try to precandidate people. dbejpacket together. Start today
gathering material. Have several copies on hand. Be ready td sem@dninister when you receive
her or his name from the Transitions Office. | suggestsgmd your packet to everyone on your list.
There is no reason to disqualify potential ministers befouekpow something about them. If at all
possible, in December begin scheduling precandidating visés it is for a late March date. Good
ministers will be offered several precandidating opporturgtiiesyou do not want someone in whom
you are truly interested to be booked up when you call. Resremiost settled ministers only have
one Sunday a month out of the pulpit—that translates ml§otbree or four opportunities to

precandidate between January and April.
~~~ Communication ~~~

Stay in constant contact. Quick and helpful communication énéas | liked knowing that my

packet had been received. | appreciated when phone calls were retumptlypaod answers to my
guestions were provided. | also appreciated when the persomgeadigwwilling to chat and wasn't
only business. | focused most of my pre-visit anxigtyhee Sunday service. It was helpful to talk
with the minister of the neutral pulpit well in advance & tisit. Newsletter blurbs, orders of service,
guestions about music—all of these take time and communicBié®bnot to rush on Thursday to get
the order of service to the neutral pulpit for Sunday. Nwaybe it's just the Luddite in me, but |
much prefer the telephone to e-mail for most of the commuoicattween Search Committees and
precandidates. Talk to me, don'’t talk at me. E-mail is onedsichd impersonal. E-mail can be good
when transferring specific pieces of information, thoughuhtbl usually had another question that
arose from the e-mailed answer to my original question. Eisnadt effective, as far as | am
concerned, with deepening understanding and developing relatisnsiind that is at the core of the

dance of ministers and congregations.
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~~~ The Packet ~~

The packet prepared by the congregation is a significant piecohation that a potential
precandidate receives about the congregation. He or she will kesagl darefully. It should give the
minister a great deal of information about how the congregapierates, its finances, its
expectations, its history, its environment, issues, wadskeletons, strengths, plans, dreams and
purposes. In order to get a minister to read it, the padksttime attractive and easily used. |
recommend a three-ring notebook. Plastic covers on each pieceeohgfipkeep the packet neat and
readable. Everything in the packet should be three-hole puncipdated in its own well-labeled
plastic pouch or folder. It is frustrating—as you willdireading ministers’ packets—if stuff
continually falls out of the notebook. Put the name, addielsphone numbers, and e-mail address of
the Search Committee contact person prominently in the frahegfacket. The packet should give
the minister a feel for the area the congregation serves. Includge lbmaphures from the Chamber of
Commerce, information about the cost of living, the schdatsl government, cultural and
entertainment opportunities and, of course, housing. @dattures of the church building/s (inside
and out) and of the community make the packet more attractivafamchative. Include pictures of
congregational activities, groups, classes, suppers, etc. Labglietach. Take advantage of color
copiers and digital photography. Include letters from thecBRgaommittee, the Church President, the
Minister or Interim Minister, and the Director of ReligioEducation. These letters should describe
the congregation from the perspective of the writer—what ardrérggshs, challenges and future of
the congregation. Why should the minister consider comitigatocongregation? The letter from the
UUMA Chapter President can discuss the quality of collegiafity strengths of the District. Include
in the packet orders of service from typical Sundays. | sugggsting orders of service from both

the past minister and the interim minister. If there isantypical

Sunday liturgy, indicate the variety of services that have bedn hatlude brief biographies of the
staff and their job responsibilities. (Pictures of the stedfnice.) Include descriptions of the various
groups within the congregation and all pamphlets, flyersbamchures you use. Include the
Constitution and Bylaws. Send along some newsletters. Dbigee an up-to-date vision and/or
strategic plan? Include them. A minister will want to sedabiethree years’ budgets and actuals, as
well as the current year-to-date financial report. These showdrmated sufficiently for someone
who is unfamiliar with your accounting system and the naroaegjive to everything. What is the
Smith Fund, or the Capital Reserve Il, or the Emerson Clhlg?packet should include information

about pledging, rate of collection, number of pledging wamt$ canvass history.
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Include minutes from the last three or four Annual Meetinglsaary pertinent reports from the
Minister, Religious Education Director, Board of Trusteemn@ittee Chairs, etc. Include
membership numbers and attendance records for children and aoelksrest. Include the
budgeted cost of ministry broken down into salary andihgubenefits, and professional expenses.
The packet is not confidential. You can use the talents and crgafithe members of the
congregation. Make it good. Use it not to brag, but tevsymu are proud of your congregation and
yourselves. It tells the minister how you feel about youeseand how well you know yourselves. Be
honest in your packet, especially about the challenges and isauttgnk are alive in the

congregation.
~~~ The Survey ~—

Often ministers and congregations focus on the survey. dmegdtg did not find the survey

particularly helpful. This does not mean that it shouldgoeiied or brushed off, but rather that it
should be taken for what it is—a numerical tabulation of aflguestions. The fact that 85% of the
congregation wants sermons that are intellectually stimulatidgaly 27% likes responsive readings
does not tell a minister much. | enjoyed when a packet repartaters clearly and in different
forms, i.e., pie charts, bar graphs, and percentage totals.uBampre wonderful for this kind of
stuff. When | read surveys, | read them as the congregatigfijsesception and not a factual account
of the state of people’s spirits and minds. The surveyggestive—nothing more. | looked for
glaring omissions or absences. | looked for contradictiodsanfirmations. (It says that religious
education is important to the congregation, but the budg&.f. is $250. The survey says people

like adult education and, what'dya know, the packet lists fiftharent adult classes last year!)

One congregation listed all the comments people attached to tloé thiedsurvey. | found this list of
raw one-liners to be very informative. The challenge for #erh Committee is to distill the tone
and tenor of the congregation for the minister. This progesapturing what is going on for people
and where the church is headed—or wants to head—is, in my exgenpeatty subjective. Trust

your intuitions.
~~~ Precandidating ~~~

Precandidating is nerve wracking. The whole process feels likis tieéng judged—not just on his or
her performance and skills, but on one’s very person and.lefef as if a Search Committee was
evaluating my very soul. From the minister’s perspectivechioech holds all the cards. This is not
true, but that is how it often feels. | wanted to knovatnisks and benefits would come to me if |
were to accept an invitation to be their minister. When | predateti, | wanted to find out if | could

love these people. Are these people who respect and value theyPiAig they selfconscious or
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caught up in a false self-image? | wanted to know if styéfiti and temperamentally we fit. Do | like
these people? Do they seem to like me, to welcome me, to becopenaind what | might bring to
them, or are they looking for someone or something elsented to know about past ministries. And
| had to ask myself, “How willing and able am | to change argbiich order to meet and honor this
congregation’s personality?” The thing that impressed me duosig precandidating weekends was
how sensitive the Search Committee was to me and my desires,nxrieelings. Did the Search
Committee court me or quiz me? It is a very stressful exercibearything the committee can do to
help the precandidate feel welcome, safe and cared for speaks wed éamigregation. Do not cut
corners in order to save a few dollars. A minister willb®impressed by unrelenting frugality. An
advance itinerary of the weekend is important both for the S€meimittee and the precandidate.
The temptation is to cram everything possible into a vergt §ihee. The minister expects the
precandidating visit to be tiring and, like the Search Coramithe or he will want to accomplish a
lot. This speaks to using the time well rather than filltvgry possible moment. Something that made
a big difference for me—an introvert by nature—was to be greetde airport by one or two people
who were knowledgeable about the congregation and the wider catyigich who were good
conversationalists. My hosts were excited about their commandyeager to share their thoughts and

experiences with me. (I did not feel the necessity of keepingotineersation going.)

Relaxed meals with the Search Committee or individuals frorodhmnittee, breaks during the
interviews, some time to myself, some time with a realtor,aacoimfortable quiet place to sleep
helped me enjoy my precandidating visits. | was pleased htlittle, gracious things the Search
Committee members did. One placed a basket of local goods atiégaad a vase of flowers in my
room. Another arranged breakfast with a friend and colleagire iarea. | was heartened when
committee members asked me what | wanted to see, do, know; andhvay checked in with me
during the course of the weekend, asked as to whether owastdomfortable with the process or the
content of the visit to date. It may have been petty of met kaft a bad taste in my mouth when one
afternoon | was toured around in a car that was beat up,aruissough. The difficulty was that the
car created an atmosphere in which it was harder for me to bothtkeajride and to pay full attention
to the conversation with the driver and other passenger. metasipressed with Search Committees
in which some members seemed not to have read my packet thgrddghias | impressed with
Search Committees that seemed to make up the logistics as wéWieerte should we eat dinner?
Who is going to take Peter to the church tomorrow?) | neteeh a committee was unable to produce
promised materials (e.g., past budgets, Mission Statementsgrplain various elements of
congregational governance and finances. | trusted a Search Contimaitteas able to express

differences of opinion, interpretation or emphasis in theseoaf the interview. | appreciated that the
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committee members were willing to disagree and be honest vatarmther and with me, that they
were not putting forward an agreed-upon “party line” to creategpearance of unanimity. | was not
looking to create fights, but to see how the congregatiohtrdigal with diversity and controversy.
When a new minister arrives, there will be some disagreemerg, reugh edges, some tensions and
frustrations, and | felt better going to a congregationhickvthose feelings and thoughts could be
expressed openly and with love. Some precandidates may viisttuide their partner in the
precandidating weekend. A Search Committee needs to be aware dfickhié dosition in which
ministers’ partners find themselves. They are going to be askadve their lives, families, careers to
a new place that they may have never visited, and to become memaa&snahunity they know not
from atom. Attentiveness to the needs, concerns and interdéstsdrtner goes a long way in
presenting the congregation in the best possible light.skéirs want to know that the congregation
values ministers and ministers’ families. At the same time,ifmportant to remember that you are
searching for a minister, not a minister’s partner or childrappreciated the Search Committee’s

recognition that accepting a new call is an act of faith.
~~~ Conclusions ~~—

| spent a great deal of time studying packets, looking faschlbout what it might be like to serve a
particular congregation. | read everything and pored over thedial sheets. | ran up a large phone
bill talking to former ministers, interim ministers, tlist executives, and colleagues and friends in the
area. | wanted to know as much as possible about the congresyaditine place. But for me, when
you get right down to it, | relied upon intuitive knawgiand my feel for the place and the people. The
places that did not appeal to me were just right for someomeagld the congregations that did not
care for me were enamored of someone else. The search process samgsafjations and ministers
use it properly, being open and honest, staying true tostilees, remaining as non-defensive as
possible and as clear as possible about what they need, wahévanid offer one another. | have
offered some of my experience of the search process from theeriggoint of view. | have not
gotten into questions of what Search Committees can propgdgefcom ministers or the dynamics
of a church that is looking for a minister. A discussibsuxh things would be most enlightening for
ministers, but needs to come from the laity. | am convinaadeter, that the better Search
Committees and ministers understand what each other is expegigheimore successful and

enjoyable the process of finding one another will be.

Good luck, and enjoy the journey!



