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This report, Belonging: The Meaning of Membership, is the tenth report sub-
mitted by the Commission on Appraisal of the Unitarian Universalist
Association. The bylaws of the UUA provide for the establishment of the
Commission:

The Commission on Appraisal shall consist of nine elected members. A
member shall not during the term of office serve as an officer or hold a
salaried position in the Association. The Commission on Appraisal shall:

a. review any function or activity of the Association which in its judg-
ment will benefit from an independent review and report its conclu-
sions to a regular General Assembly;

b. study and suggest approaches to issues which may be of concern to
the Association; and

c. report to a regular General Assembly at least once every four years on
the program and accomplishments of the Association (Section 5.8).

Our methodology for this study was eclectic. We held open hearings
around the continent during our meetings and at General Assemblies. We held
focus groups with specific constituencies within the Association. We sent out
questionnaires to selected individuals and congregations, and we held many
face-to-face and e-mail to e-mail conversations with people in our movement.
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We read the current membership literature, participated in the Memb-L elec-
tronic mailing list, and discussed and debated every aspect of the report. We
worked not only at our quarterly meetings, but reading, research, and tasks
were completed between meetings with the aid of letter, telephone, fax, and e-
mail. The project manager and editor carried out the final integration, for
which we thank them.

What we submit is a joint effort for which we take joint responsibility. The
current commissioners appreciate the work of the former commissioners who
contributed to the early stages of the report but whose terms expired before
publication: David N. Barus, JD, New York, New York; Rev. George Kimmich
Beach, Arlington, Virginia; and Rev. Marjorie Bowens-Wheatley, Boston,
Massachusetts. We also thank Rev. John Buehrens for his active interest in our
work; as president of the UUA, he is an ex officio member of the Commission.

The Commission wishes to thank all those who have assisted in the prepa-
ration of this report. Among the individuals who contributed are Rev. Kathleen
Allan, David Barus, Roger Butts, Renee-Noelle Felice, Rev. Emily Gage, Susan
Grider, Rev. W. Edward Harris, Jacqui James (UUA Anti-Oppression Programs
and Resources Director), Rev. Keith Kron (UUA Director, Office of Bisexual,
Gay, Lesbian, and Transgender Concerns), Dr. Roger Meyer, Rev. Nurya Love
Parish, Rev. Dr. Laurie Proctor, Rev. Tracey Robinson-Harris, Rev. Louis
Schwebius, Dr. Norman Shawchuk, Jack Seigel, Rev. Barbara Wells, and Dr.
Conrad Wright. In addition, many groups significantly assisted the project.
They include persons attending hearings, participants of the Memb-L electron-
ic mailing list of the UUA, participants in camps and conferences who shared
their thoughts, respondents to questionnaires on membership, and participants
of the focus groups.

Special thanks go to UUA staff members Nancy Lawrence and Peggy
Potter-Smith for supporting the Commission in carrying out its duties. The
excellent support of our editor, Mary Benard, was essential to the completion
of this report, and we also give thanks to the rest of the Publications
Department of the UUA (and in particular Joni McDonald) for their expertise
in shepherding this report through publication. 

The Commission invites comments on this report and on other matters of
concern to the Association. Written comments or inquiries may be addressed
to the Commission on Appraisal, c/o Unitarian Universalist Association, 25
Beacon Street, Boston, Massachusetts 02108, while e-mail responses may be
made to coa@uua.org.

viii Belonging



Dr. Janis Sabin Elliot
Portland, Oregon

The Reverend Roberta Finkelstein
Sterling, Virginia

Ms. Joyce T. Gilbert
Rochester, New York

The Reverend Earl K. Holt III
Boston, Massachusetts

Ms. Janice Marie Johnson
New York, New York

The Reverend Lisa Presley
Southfield, Michigan

Dr. Gustave J. Rath
Huntington Beach, California

Mr. Charles B. Redd
Fort Wayne, Indiana

Mr. Arthur J. Ungar
Lafayette, California

Preface ix





What is the meaning of membership, or more thoroughly, what are the mean-
ings of membership? What is it that people seek when they affiliate with our
congregations? What is it that congregations owe to their membership, and
members owe to their congregation? Whom do we include as members of
congregations?

These are the questions that came to the Commission on Appraisal as we
published our last report, Interdependence: Renewing Congregational Polity,
in 1997. Yet we realized that these questions were not about polity—the rela-
tionship between, among, and within congregations—but rather about the
relationships between individuals and congregations. These important ques-
tions are worthy of their own report. Consequently, the meaning of member-
ship became the topic of the report we now submit to the General Assembly of
the Unitarian Universalist Association.

During the four years of our study (1997–2001), we realized that mem-
bership questions are much broader than whom we count for what purposes,
and what criteria we establish for legal membership in bylaws. Membership is
also, or even more importantly, about how we help the people who come to
Unitarian Universalism live out their faith within our congregations, and how
the congregations assist them in this endeavor. We realized that we shortchange
ourselves, and the world beyond Unitarian Universalism, by focusing only on
narrowly construed membership questions such as “How do we do such and
such?” We realized that there are multiple resources addressing the how-to’s,
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from first encounter through joining, deepening, and leaving membership. We
believe that we can make our most positive impact on the meaning of mem-
bership by focusing on what is unique to membership and the meaning of
membership within our Unitarian Universalist congregations and how to help
our congregations to become more vital, more effective, and more diverse. 

What this report is, then, is a study of the questions that we believe are
either unique to Unitarian Universalism or to which we as Unitarian
Universalists may have unique answers or approaches. We begin by addressing
the theological underpinnings of membership, and based on the work of rela-
tional and liberation theologians, develop a UU theology of membership. We
explore the relationships of the individual to the congregation and the congre-
gation to the individual—what each owes to the other—and how we can best
understand these questions. We take what we believe are some of the most
appropriate theologies and theories about membership and apply them to our
unique position within the religious spectrum, adapting the work of such
authors as Loren Mead, Henry Nelson Wieman, Lyle Schaller, and Mary Hunt
to our UU history and practices. The result is an understanding of membership
that goes beyond numbers and technical requirements, embraces the diversity
of practice and people within our movements, and calls our congregations to
view membership in a new light.

This new light is that membership is a journey, both for the individual and
the congregation. It is not just a technical or legal state, nor only a numerical
measurement. It is a process that engages human beings and takes us from a
starting place to a new place. By paying careful attention to the paths that pro-
vide for this journey, we urge congregations to take into account individual
needs for deepening and affirmation. Membership issues do not end when you
get a name in “the book”; in fact, this may be when they truly begin.

This report is meant to get Unitarian Universalists thinking. Thinking
about their own membership paths, and what they mean. Thinking about the
ways their congregations go about meeting the ongoing needs of the member-
ship. Thinking about the values we confer on membership and participation.

And thinking about the multiplicity of difficult issues involved in member-
ship. Some of these difficult issues are numerical and technical, such as the con-
troversy around how to count and report membership to determine Annual
Program Fund Fair Share payments. Other issues are philosophical, such as the
question of how to embrace people who participate in extra-congregational
organizations but haven’t found a home in a local congregation. Still others are
urgently ethical. These are questions of inclusion and exclusion, of diversity
and boundaries.

In looking at these questions, we found Loren Mead’s framework, built
upon the work of Ted Buckle, to be valuable. Mead suggests four distinct
dynamics to church growth: numerical, maturational, organic, and incarna-
tional. By understanding and applying this framework, we believe we can learn
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much about how to address the tensions inherent in the questions. These ten-
sions are real and can serve either to divide congregations or to prompt them
to take creative solutions to their resolution. We hope congregations will do the
latter. To aid you, we pose areas to wrestle with, sometimes providing specific
questions to help in this endeavor, and other times raising challenges through
descriptions of the status quo and what could be. We look at what we think it
will take to make Unitarian Universalist congregations and the movement as a
whole stronger, as well as provide a more satisfactory, and deeper, experience
for individuals who are part of this religious movement.

What this report is not is a how-to manual about membership practices.
We did not believe it worthwhile to duplicate the countless wonderful
resources that already exist. However we have listed some of our favorites in
the Resources at the end of this report for those who have not yet found this
literature on their own. 

We hope that you will find this report informative, challenging, and trans-
formative of how you and your congregation view the tensions and issues that
surround membership. And we hope you join us in trying to achieve the best
practices of Unitarian Universalist membership so that all who embrace us
philosophically can find a true home within our movement.
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Why do people join in religious communities? Rev. John Buehrens, president of
the Unitarian Universalist Association from 1993 to 2001, notes how central
such communities are to the quest for a meaningful life: “To be human is to be
religious. To be religious is to make connections. To lead a meaningful life
among the many competing forces of the twenty-first century, each of us needs
support in making meaningful re-connections to the best in our global heritage,
the best in others, and the best in ourselves.”1

The purpose of this study is to look at the meaning of membership in
Unitarian Universalist congregations. Why do people seek out our congrega-
tions? Why do they stay? Why do they leave? What about people who grew up
in Unitarian Universalist families? Why do they stay? Why do they leave? In
order to ensure the health and vitality of our congregations in the twenty-first
century, it is important for all of us to consider these questions. We each want
a religious home where our own spiritual needs will be met. But we also each
need to take a part in creating the kinds of religious communities that attract
people who are searching for the same kind of spiritual home we have found—
people who have left the religious practices of their childhood, people who
grew up unchurched, interfaith couples, and young adults and youth—all of
the people who would fill our pews if we would only invite them in.

A study about membership is really a study about evangelism. Not the kind
of evangelism that assumes that our religion is better than everybody else’s. Not
the kind that impels us to change people’s minds about their faith journeys. Not
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the imposition of one religious view on unwilling potential converts. Healthy
evangelism in Unitarian Universalism is simply—or not so simply—the process
of building and sustaining healthy congregations that are welcoming and inclu-
sive, congregations that are staffed and planned to meet one of the most basic of
human needs—the need to be religious, to seek meaning, to make connections.

In the course of this study, focus groups were convened in the home con-
gregations of several of the commissioners. Participants in these focus groups
were asked to talk about what membership in a Unitarian Universalist congre-
gation meant to each of them. One participant was Mark, a relatively new
member of his congregation. He talked about moving into the area from the
other side of the country and feeling the need for community. It started in his
neighborhood, a small cul-de-sac of new houses. He described the feeling of
closeness, the willingness to pitch in. But, he said, “There has been little or no
spirituality or discussion of spiritual need. The conversation rarely centers on
how we feel about our place in the larger community or our relationship to a
higher power.” Mark and his wife were looking for a place to engage in mean-
ing making. After joining a local congregation, they found much more. They
have joined the choir, taken part in social action projects, assisted with the auc-
tion, and facilitated one of the Caring Circles. “As we go forward, we may find
it difficult to schedule any additional projects, at least until after the new year.
And this is a problem that everyone should have; not enough time to spend
with loving, caring people who respect each other, thrive on diversity, and wish
the best for the ones with whom they share.”

Making connections is the essence of the religious experience. Many peo-
ple in the focus groups talked about the yearning for community, for friends,
for fellowship. For example, Dee had been a self-described solo practitioner of
an earth-based religion, but the solitary pursuit left her feeling spiritually
empty: “Since becoming a member, I feel more community spirit. There’s a
great sense of camaraderie among members and friends of this small church,
and there are many chances to become involved. I now feel like I belong to a
spiritual network. . . . By working, worshipping, or just plain having fun with
others, I get a sense that there’s more to religion than just rules and regulations
to obediently follow.”

The connections that people seek when looking for a religious home are
both internal and external. While becoming connected in a “spiritual network”
within the congregation is essential, committed membership also means getting
connected to the larger community. A healthy congregation will understand its
mission to be outward-looking as well as internally focused. In another focus
group conducted by Rev. Marjorie Bowens-Wheatley, people active on the
membership committee of a large and well-established Unitarian Universalist
congregation identified several primary reasons why people stay with their
congregation: to be connected to a worshipping community, to feel spiritually
grounded (meaning making and internal connections), the congregation’s
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strength in living out its principles and providing opportunities to do social jus-
tice work in a structured way (external connections), religious growth and
learning—in other words opportunities to “bring their dreams to life” and to
share both information and skills with others.2

These last items enumerated by the Membership Committee point to the
final and most important reason why people become members of our congre-
gations: the need for growth and transformation. Theologian James Luther
Adams reminds us that for practitioners of liberal religion, “revelation is con-
tinuous.”3 Throughout our lives we humans are learning, growing, changing
creatures. Using both reason and intuition, we spend our lives seeking to
enlarge our understanding of ourselves and others and the world around us.

The possibility of growth and change, of transformation, is the real basis
for participation in a religious community. We have all experienced losses and
disappointments, pain and grief. We have been broken by life and need heal-
ing. The closest that contemporary Unitarian Universalists may come to a con-
cept of salvation is to offer opportunities for growth and transformation, for
becoming more whole. As one of the great ministers of the past century, Rev.
A. Powell Davies, memorably put it, “Life is just a chance to grow a soul.”4

In considering the meanings of membership in Unitarian Universalism, it is
important to look not just at the needs people bring to our congregations, but
the actual experiences of membership that we offer. Here we move from the
general and universal to the particular. What it means to be a member of a
church differs depending upon which church it is. In educating our newcomers
we commonly focus on religious ideas, and the ways in which our non-
doctrinal approach to faith differs from others. But a religion is more than
ideas. It is also a set of behaviors, practices, ways of being in community. And
these ways of being vary greatly from one congregation to another.

The most obvious example is worship, the unique function of a congrega-
tion and usually its most central activity. Styles of worship vary tremendously
from congregation to congregation—some relatively formal, others laid back;
some predictable in pattern from week to week, others intentionally varied; 
some elaborate and ceremonial, others plain and simple. What is done and
how it is done matter more than the particular ideas that may be articulated on
one Sunday or another. The worship expresses, as much by its form as its con-
tent, “who we are.” Every church evolves its own tradition, even if that tradi-
tion is to be untraditional.

What is true of worship is true in subtler ways of all aspects of the con-
gregation’s common life. Like individuals, congregations have personalities.
Some are more extroverted, others less so. Some are pulpit-centered, even 
minister-centered; others make high demands for active committee or social
participation; still others are focused on music or religious education for chil-
dren or social action. The point is that every community has its own ways of
being. These are not immutable, but they change slowly.
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And both in thinking about our congregation, and in introducing it to oth-
ers, we pay considerably less attention to explicating these characteristics—our
way of “being church”—than to, say, the writings of Channing, Emerson, and
Parker. But the meaning of membership in a Unitarian Universalist congregation
is different from the meaning of membership in, to take a notable example, the
Roman Catholic Church, and the differences are deeper than matters of doctrine
or even liturgical practice. Congregations are cultures, and these cultures vary
widely.

This question of how we convey the culture of our congregations to new-
comers is made more complicated by the fact that we are, to a great extent, a
convert faith. Our congregations consist overwhelmingly of members from
other faith backgrounds. We used to always call them come-outers. Some now
refer to them as come-inners. Technically, they would be called converts, a
word we tend to avoid and with some justification. The word conversion
implies a turning about or a turning around, a gradual or sudden shift in per-
spective. Yet most of those joining our congregations speak less of an experi-
ence of conversion than of confirmation: “This is what I always was, but I
didn’t realize there were others like me, who felt the same way.”

Something like this statement is made repeatedly in any gathering of new-
comers to one of our congregations. The term come-outer referred to the fact
that all these people had come out of other congregations and faith traditions.
But a closer listening to their stories reveals that most did not, in fact, come out
of a Baptist or Presbyterian or Catholic church one day and into one of ours.
Rather, in between was some period of time, usually years, in which they lived,
as we say, unchurched. Some call this in-between period “nothing.” One might
also call it secularism. Whatever its name, it is that “nothing” or “secularism”
from which they actually came out, or as some now say, came in. If pressed to
answer why, most refer to a feeling that “something was missing” in their lives.

This common story has been supplemented in the past decade or so by
another slightly different variation, told by those who grew up truly
unchurched. They were not raised in even the vaguest institutional religious
environment. Their story is different in that it lacks any referent to past church
experience, whether embittered or nostalgic or something in between. Church
is for them a more or less blank slate. Their presence at our doors speaks per-
haps to the indelibly religious element in our human nature, and almost cer-
tainly to the search for “spirituality,” however vaguely defined, which is
omnipresent in the current era.

One or another of these stories describes in at least broad outline the experi-
ence of some 90 percent of the present membership of our congregations, more
than that in many. Overwhelmingly we are what is called a convert faith. The
remainder, 10 percent or so, are what are usually called born UUs—or 
born-inners—the second or later generations of UU families. These percentages
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have apparently not varied significantly in recent generations, indicating
another characteristic of our congregations: Their membership is fluid. In net
terms, nearly as many, in some places more, members are exiting by the back
door as are coming in by the front. Our failure to retain as adult members a
greater percentage of our children has been repeatedly lamented over the years,
but there is no evidence of any significant progress in increasing our retention
rate.

There is reason to surmise that the increasing mobility of the population
affects us more drastically than it does at least some other religious groups.
Most of our congregations are small, and there are not that many of them in
total. They also differ from one another in a variety of ways. They may pos-
sess a common spirit, but they exhibit very different styles. There are differ-
ences of theological emphasis and liturgical practice, some as we have said
being quite traditional, others more innovative; some are more formal, oth-
ers less so. We anticipate a range of religious beliefs among our membership
and celebrate the theological diversity represented in our congregations, but
the consequence is great variability from one congregation to another. Some
have strong traditions that may be distinctively Christian, or Theist, or
Humanist, for example, which are important to their self-identities. In other
congregations the theology may be more eclectic or vary over time depend-
ing upon the perspective of the current minister. Since, as we have noted, we
are overwhelmingly a convert faith, most of our constituents identify first not
as Unitarian Universalists but as members of one particular congregation.
And they identify primarily with that congregation’s particular expression or
style.

In consequence of all these factors, every minister has had the frustration
of seeing loyal members of his/her congregation move away to locales where
there is either no UU church at all or none that they find congenial based on
their prior experiences and expectations. There are of course some denomina-
tional loyalists who will make do with whatever they find, but they are rela-
tively few in number.

These factors may also serve to explain the difference that some studies
have shown between the substantially larger numbers in the population who
identify themselves as Unitarian, Universalist, or Unitarian Universalist and
those who are actually members of our congregations. There are apparently
two to three times more of the one than the other. In studying this subject we
have found it useful to distinguish between and among three categories of
those who may be labeled Unitarian Universalist: Identification, Affiliation,
and Membership.

UUs by identification are by far the most in number. They include not only
those who are presently in some active relationship to a congregation but pre-
sumably have had some relationship in the past, significant enough that they
still identify themselves religiously by the name, even though they may be
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unchurched or even active in another faith tradition. Only a relative handful,
apparently, are connected institutionally through the Church of the Larger
Fellowship, though perhaps many more could be.

UUs by affiliation include members as well as non-members who are asso-
ciated with a congregation. Both the Unitarians and the Universalists in earli-
er periods of our history used a statistic labeled constituency. The constituency
of every congregation is almost by definition larger, sometimes considerably
larger, than its legal membership. It includes, first of all, the children as well as
other non-members in member households. For a variety of reasons some indi-
viduals who are quite active in their congregations choose not to become mem-
bers; they pledge, serve on committees, are regular in their attendance at
worship. Some will in the course of time become members; others continue in
this affiliated status indefinitely for their own reasons. It would be interesting
to know whether the number and/or proportion of such individuals varies
greatly or little from congregation to congregation and what, if anything, may
account for the difference.

UUs by membership are those who have fulfilled the requirements of mem-
bership for their congregations. In most of our congregations these require-
ments are relatively minimal. Usually, signing the membership book or a card
of intent suffices. Some congregations have instituted a financial requirement,
especially in recent years as the suggested contributions to the UUA Annual
Program Fund and Districts have steadily increased.

We propose these three categories of connection as tools for coping pos-
itively with the varying levels of commitment and participation that we see
in our congregations. It is helpful for us to acknowledge the fact that it is
the nature of our faith to have boundaries that are quite permeable. There
are certainly many more Unitarian Universalists “in spirit” than there are on
the rolls of our congregations, as has been documented in various popula-
tion research polls. “Are you a Unitarian without knowing it?” was the
provocative question of a famously successful advertising campaign con-
ducted by the Layman’s League back in the 1950s. Later, others suggested
that the important question was not that but rather, “Are you a Unitarian
Universalist without showing it?” To show it, they said, meant active mem-
bership in a congregation. In hearings that the Commission has held in rela-
tion to this study, various individuals and constituencies have raised the
question of whether one cannot equally “show it” by participation in non-
congregational groups and organizations, including district and continental
youth programs, summer camps, and any number of allied and affiliated
organizations.

Who is a “member”? Interestingly, this question was addressed in the orig-
inal Commission of [sic] Appraisal report, published as Unitarians Face a New
Age, in 1936. Two notable ministers of the period were quoted in that study,
both questioning the very value or purpose of counting members, and both
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emphasizing our permeable boundaries as a strength. Rev. Dr. Charles E. Park,
long-time minister of the First Church in Boston wrote,

With us church membership is an exceedingly tenuous matter. We are con-
gregations, not corporations. Any fairly regular attendant at one of our
churches is virtually a member. Many such have never become technical
members, and never will. The result is, our lists of church members tell very
little, and their increase or decrease means very little. I think this is as it
should be. A real church is a quasi-public institution, to which any mem-
ber of the community has right of entrance. To make much of membership
is to set up a barrier, a low one, doubtless, but still a barrier. What is gained
by it? Let the people go out and go in, at will. The important thing is that
they find pasture.5

Obviously this was written long before the days of Fair Share (per mem-
ber) contributions to a denominational Annual Program Fund and other prac-
tical considerations. But in many respects Dr. Park wrote from a perspective
supporting an emphasis on what has been termed membership by affiliation.

The American Unitarian Association did not begin to consistently report
church membership in its annual Year Book until 1920, and membership was
somewhat ambiguously defined. Objecting to the practice some fifteen years
later, Rev. Maxwell Savage of the First Unitarian Church in Worcester,
Massachusetts, published a strongly worded article in the denominational
newspaper, the Christian Register, declaring,

Never again let any one among us, at 25 Beacon Street or anywhere else,
put forth for publication any figure purporting to be the number of
Unitarians there are in this country or any other country. Nobody knows
or can know. My belief is that there are far, far more than can be tabu-
lated. But, since nobody can line them up and count them off and brand
them, why, oh, why, put out these puny and misguiding figures year by
year? Let us stop vying with the denominations of the land. We are not
that kind of church. We boast no capital C. As a whole we are not even
an organization. We are a movement, an influence, and as such can be
most effective.6

This statement returns us to the question of what “kind of church” we are.
A strong case can be made in defense of Dr. Savage’s view, that our greatest
impact and importance is not primarily institutional, that we are, as he says,
“a movement, an influence.”

In response, the Commission of Appraisal cited its “more massive evidence
that the Unitarian constituency on the whole is institutionally minded. With
many voices it is calling for a leadership which shall found churches and make
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them succeed in the numerical sense as well in the strength of their more dif-
fused influence.”7 This was the approach taken by the American Unitarian
Association and subsequently by the UUA. It is the direction that has been
taken by mainline religion in general throughout most of the last half-century
and more.

A Broader Definition of Membership

The Commission is suggesting a broader understanding of membership, one
that goes beyond our conventional practices and concerns with numbers and
technical requirements. Most would agree, we hope, that individuals who fall
into the categories of Affiliation and Constituency are also in a meaningful way
Unitarian Universalists, while they are generally excluded from our usual defi-
nitions of membership. In part this situation has arisen out of a blurring of the
distinction between two meanings of the word church. In our tradition of con-
gregational polity the word church has two distinguishable meanings. These
have been described by Conrad Wright, in his important essay, “A Doctrine of
the Church for Liberals,” in this way:

In actuality our local religious communities function in two spheres, oper-
ating out of two different value systems, which may be in tension with one
another. One of these is the sphere of the church, made up of a covenant-
ed body of worshippers. The other is the sphere of the corporation estab-
lished by law, with power to hold property for religious, educational, and
philanthropic purposes. The two are not the same thing, even though the
same persons may participate in both, and no formal distinction is made
between subscribing to the covenant of the church and signing the bylaws
of the legal body corporate.8

Historically, the difference between these two “spheres” was recognized
institutionally, but this changed over time and awareness of the distinction
blurred. The definition of membership in most of our congregations has
focused on the secular/corporate meaning of congregation—voting rights,
financial support, eligibility to serve as a trustee or represent the congregation
at General Assembly—and de-emphasized the religious/communal dimension,
the focus of which is the constituency of the “covenanted body of worship-
pers.” Should not this emphasis be somehow reversed?

And is it not in fact reversed in the actual lived life of every congrega-
tion? Does not the actual membership of most congregations change
almost constantly? It is not a statistic and it is not static; it is not the num-
ber of people who may be registered in an official book or reported on a
denominational form but a living community that is almost never the same
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even from week to week. Does not this ever-changing constituency—
influenced by birth and death, by affection and alienation, by hurt feelings
and reconciliations, by generosity and cold-heartedness, by anger and
enthusiasm, by all the exigencies and contingencies of life—make up the
real membership of a congregation? A “spiritual body,” after all, is literal-
ly a breathing body, that is, a living thing. And it is participation in this
dynamic, this life, that over time makes one in the deepest theological sense
a member and at the same time transforms an agglomeration of individu-
als into a community.

Membership as Process

In other words, membership is a process. Though there are organizational and
institutional needs to define membership cleanly and precisely, the process of
membership is in reality a gradual progression from lesser to greater commit-
ment, which neither begins nor ends at the point of formal joining. Thus, for
both the individual and the institution the meaning of membership changes
over time. Both are continually in process. But it is neither a smooth nor entire-
ly predictable process. Community is a happy-sounding word, and it is com-
mon for religious liberals to emphasize the ideal of community as a primary
reason and purpose for the institution of the church. Such idealism has its
place, but building an authentic human community is never easy and only fleet-
ingly happy. The broad appeal of the word itself is suggested by Lyle Schaller’s
observation that, “the word community has now surpassed the word first
when choosing the name for a new congregation. . . . In one way or another,
nearly every congregation on the North American continent today boasts
about the feeling of community the members enjoy. The dream of some is that
placing that magical word in the name will both reinforce the sense of com-
munity and also attract those seeking a supportive community of believers.”9

But magic cannot create the warm fuzzy ideal that most people associate
with community. Real community can only be built through hard and unglam-
orous work. Like any effective relationship, it requires commitment. Often
these days we hear people say they are seeking a “spiritual community” but
want nothing to do with “organized religion.” By the former they seem to
mean a place that will meet their own religious needs; the latter they seem to
associate with a place that will make demands upon them to support the insti-
tution’s needs. The reality is that you cannot have one without the other, and
part of the church’s job is to lead people to the discovery of the spiritual truth
that it is only by giving that we receive, giving not only our money but our-
selves. In other words, only by making a commitment to a community can we
hope to build a community. And this commitment consists not of lofty ide-
alisms but of practical realities.
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G. Peter Fleck, in the title essay of his book, The Blessings of Imperfection,
makes direct reference to the lived life of organized religion:

Well, let’s be frank and admit that the church has its aggravations. The
eternal and oh-so-necessary concern about finances, the annually recurring
problems of balancing a budget, of finding money for repainting the
vestibule, repairing the boiler and tuning the organ, the ongoing criticism
of the minister’s sermons, which are too liberal for some and too orthodox
for others, too pedantic for some and too colloquial for others, the endless
committee meetings about the Sunday School curriculum and about the
propriety of social action, the persistent shortage of tenors in the choir.
Who wants it? Who needs it?

The answer to this question is that we . . . want it, because we need it.
The answer is that the church, and I am now speaking of the liberal
church, in spite of its shortcomings, the imperfection that characterizes
everything made by humans, is better, infinitely better, than no church.
Maybe I should not have said “in spite of its shortcomings” but “because
of its shortcomings.” For isn’t it true that in our churches, in these com-
munities of the spirit, we have more resources than outside of our church-
es to accept each other’s imperfections, to reconcile our differences, to
forgive and be forgiven, to comfort and to be comforted, to love and to be
loved? Isn’t that what the church is all about—because it is what life is all
about?10

At the very least it is what religious community is all about. Fleck writes as
what he is, a highly committed layperson with a deep love of the church. How
has he learned such loyalty? By an idealism grounded in realism, by a contin-
uing commitment to what the church could be, sufficient to transcend its all-
too-human realities, its pettiness, and failures to live up to its own ideals.
Undoubtedly, in a long life of churchgoing, he had lived through much disillu-
sionment. And remarkably enough, we have noted that disillusionment plays a
key part in the process of membership, in the process engendering loyalty and
commitment.

First Disillusionment and Religious Community

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in a book on Christian fellowship entitled Life Together,
has addressed this subject theologically. He writes, “Only that fellowship
which faces such Disillusionment, with all its unhappy and ugly aspects, begins
to be what it should be in God’s sight, begins to grasp in faith the promise that
is given to it. The sooner this shock of disillusionment comes to an individual
and to a community the better for both.” He calls the idealization of commu-
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nity a “human wish dream” that “is a hindrance to genuine community and
must be banished if genuine community is to survive.”11

A commitment to building real religious community together is one of the
significant meanings of church membership. How one reacts to one’s first dis-
illusionment (and all the other disappointments that eventually follow) is an
indicator and test of that commitment. Adversity is an aspect of every process
of growth. To paraphrase Bonhoeffer only slightly, “Those who love their
dreams of community more than the community itself become destroyers of the
latter, even though their personal intentions may be ever so honest and earnest
and sacrificial.”

One of the continuing challenges for liberalism is its inability to inspire and
engender institutional commitments, transcendent of the concerns and interest
of a given time or place. Albert Einstein’s wife was once asked if she under-
stood the theory of relativity. She replied, “No, but I know my husband, and I
know he can be trusted.” Most Unitarian Universalists are not quite so trust-
ing. Liberalism necessarily carries with it an edge of suspicion. But you have to
be trusting to be disillusioned, and surprising as it may seem, such disillusion-
ment plays a crucial role in developing loyalties and commitments.

This disillusionment takes place at the institutional level as well as the
personal. This is almost inevitable in the course of one’s relationship to a
congregation. The congregation that is supposed to be a loving community
is sometimes beset with conflicts. The congregation that is supposed to be
affirming and gentle can become narrow and unfeeling. Decisions can be
made with which we disagree. People can become disagreeable. These are
the same problems the apostle Paul dealt with almost two thousand years
ago in establishing the first Christian communities. The church is a human
institution and it can become all-too-human. When such difficulties arise
some walk away, others step back. But fortunately there are also those who
remain steadfast through these times of disillusionment, whose loyalty
grows beyond it. They are not better or worse than the others, just differ-
ent. Out of their disillusionment grows a loyalty less to the institution and
more to the values and ideals that the institution seeks to serve and embody.
It recognizes that institutional as well as personal failure is virtually
inevitable. This is loyalty of a high order. It requires extraordinary patience,
tolerance, and the capacity to forgive. These are spiritual gifts, learned in
real community.

Those who have gained these capacities, these gifts, are in the deepest sense
members: people who are committed for the long haul, those who have a loy-
alty not just to what the church is but what it could be, what it can become
through their persistence and with their assistance. They are committed in
other words, not so much to the institution as to the values and ideals it exists
to promote and uphold—even in its periods of failure to do so. They are
patient with brash young ministers and tolerant of plodding older ones. They
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are cheerleaders in the good times and steady supporters through the bad. They
keep perspective, they take a longer view.

Henry Nelson Wieman, a Unitarian and process theologian, wrote of religion
and faith as being not simply ultimate concern but ultimate commitment.
Inevitably in our lives we commit ourselves to something, whether worthy or not.
The direction and intensity of our loyalties give shape and meaning to our lives.

Loyalties, commitments, covenants, the promises we make to one another:
These are the things that relate to the deepest meanings of membership. They
tell us what we belong to. And by doing that they tell us who we are.

We have made some assumptions about what brings people to our con-
gregations and what invites a significant membership commitment. From
these assumptions we can also identify the characteristics of a congregation
that will best meet those needs and elicit that commitment. First of all, a
healthy congregation will provide worship services and other programs that
encourage the search for meaning. Our UUA Statement of Principles and
Purposes calls for our congregations to be places where this search can take
place: “We, the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist
Association, covenant to affirm and promote . . . acceptance of one another
and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations; a free and
responsible search for truth and meaning. . . . ” The local congregation can be
envisioned as a laboratory where people bring their life experiences, respons-
es, feelings, hopes, and dreams. The great experiment is to put all of that
together in a form that creates meaning, gives definition to each person, and
allows each person to expand his/her perspective and to continually seek and
occasionally find transformation.

Rev. George K. Beach, in a 1999 Minns Lecture, uses a story from James
Luther Adams that illustrates this understanding that the purpose of the church
is transformation:

In the First Unitarian Church of Chicago we started a program some of us
called “aggressive love” to try to desegregate that Gothic cathedral. We
had two members of the Board objecting. Unitarianism has no creed, they
said, and we were making desegregation a creed. It was a gentle but firm
disagreement and a couple of us kept pressing. “Well, what do you say is
the purpose of this church?” we asked, and we kept it up until about 1:30
in the morning. We were all worn out, when finally this man made one of
the great statements, for my money, in the history of religion. “OK, Jim.
The purpose of this church . . . well, the purpose of this church is to get hold
of people like me and change them!”12

Beach then goes on to say, “The purpose of the church is also to expose us
to perspectives that fall outside our commonly circumscribed, self-protected
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existences, in order that we shall have the opportunity to read the signs of the
times and to change.”13

Our congregations need to be places where connections can be made, net-
works that connect people to each other in meaningful ways. In contemporary
American culture, the dislocations of traditional sources of rootedness are well
known: the breakdown of the close-by extended family, the suburban sprawl
replacing local neighborhoods, the mall replacing the corner store. No wonder
individualism is rampant! People seek out a congregation because they need a
place to belong—to be rooted, to work out questions of value and meaning, to
have a spiritual life.

The congregation that understands its purpose in terms of offering peo-
ple a place to grow and change and to make connections will also be a con-
gregation that understands itself to be an organic entity that also grows and
experiences transformation. George K. Beach asserts, “People do not ‘join’ a
covenanted community; rather they constitute it; there is no ‘it’ without them
and each time new folks join, the whole is literally reconstituted.”14 A mem-
ber of a local congregation opined that he understood membership in terms
of how strongly one can influence the destiny of the group. If people enter
into the membership experience with the expectation that change will be the
result, the structure of our congregations needs to be one that allows for flex-
ibility and change. If in fact we understand the congregation to be reconsti-
tuted with the addition of each new member, then it can be no other way.
Every person brings a different set of experiences and expectations and ways
of doing things to the mix. The result will always be different, surprising, and
vital.

A vital, growing, changing congregation is bound to look outward as well
as inward. In addition to supporting the spiritual growth and deepening faith
of individual members, it will always be asking the question about how it fits
into the larger community. By words and deeds that are visible and audible, a
healthy congregation shows people what Unitarian Universalism is at its best.
You might say that this is the most powerful form of evangelism: demonstrat-
ing the possibilities that liberal religion offers simply by being the way we are
in the world.
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What is a member? Perusing the definitions in numerous dictionaries yields a
wide variety of answers. One in particular, from an older edition of Webster’s
Dictionary, seems particularly relevant. This edition defines a member as
“ . . . one who forms part of a metaphysical or metaphorical body.” This is
clearly a reference to the imagery found in I Corinthians 12:12.1 When UUA
President John Buehrens met with the Commission on Appraisal in the course
of our work on this report, he urged us, as part of our membership study, to
look at this text. This passage is so often quoted in the literature about church
membership that it is hard to ignore. How could this image be helpful to
Unitarian Universalists, given its endurance and power?

The image is powerful and enduring because it was carefully drawn out of
several powerful and enduring cultural contexts. The first was the idea of being
a covenanted people—the basic message of the Hebrew Bible. The early
Christian community held on to that idea of being in covenant—they understood
themselves to be people in covenant with the same God who had been in
covenant with their Abrahamic ancestors. They understood Jesus to be the medi-
ator of a new covenant, but that new covenant was in continuity with the old.
The word covenant is still relevant to our contemporary understanding of mem-
bership in the liberal church. In fact, one of the purposes of the Unitarian
Universalist Association’s strategic planning process, called Fulfilling the
Promise, is to encourage a process of recovenanting—both in local congregations
and among the congregations that together constitute the Association. Individual
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Unitarian Universalists and congregations are being challenged to answer questions
such as: How shall we treat each other? What are we willing to promise each
other? What does it mean to be “We, the member congregations”?2

The author of I Corinthians, presumably Paul of Tarsus, also drew on the
understanding of citizenship in the Greco-Roman world in offering his body of
Christ metaphor. Being part of a larger whole—an individual contributing to
the workings of a larger organization—echoed the Hellenistic ideal of a democ-
racy in which every citizen participated. That ideal of participatory democracy
is imbedded in the heart of our Unitarian Universalist Principles in the words,
“. . . the use of the democratic process in our congregations and in society at
large. . . .”

Further, Roman citizens understood themselves to be Romans no matter
where in the world they found themselves. Being a Roman bestowed an iden-
tity. When Paul reminded those Corinthian adherents that they were, by their
baptism, brought into one body, he was reminding them that their identity as
Christians was as profound as their identity as Romans. No matter where they
went or what happened to them, they would always be Christians. Would that
our identification as Unitarian Universalists bestowed such a profound sense of
religious identity!

This kind of deep identification with our faith tradition would, perhaps,
keep our young people committed to Unitarian Universalism after graduating
from our religious education programs. It would change the membership
practices in our local congregations so that they reflected the depth of love
and care that we feel for them. No more “easy in, easy out” attitude! A mean-
ingful religious identity is a reflection of a meaningful path to membership.
And a meaningful path to membership can only be laid by people who have
committed to our congregations; people who have not only “signed the book”
but have experienced an increasing spiritual depth. Identity, spirituality, and
sense of commitment all depend on each other to develop. Whether a
Christian in the Roman Empire or a Unitarian Universalist in contemporary
Western culture, a religious identity both bestows something upon and asks
something of one.

But just as the Roman citizen self-identified as a Roman, he/she was a
member of a local colony—a subset of the empire.3 One needed to be part of
a local community in order to live out one’s identity. So too, affiliation with a
local church was important to maintaining the meaning of the Christian iden-
tity. Just claiming the label Christian did not bestow that profound identity.
Being a member of a community of faith is what makes the meaning of one’s
religious identity come alive. Not just by faith, but by affiliation is one saved!
And so it is with Unitarian Universalism. We are, by historical tradition, a
strongly congregational faith. Primary religious affiliation, like the power of
decision making, is located primarily in the local congregation. While many
people claim to be Unitarian Universalists without affiliating with a Unitarian
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Universalist congregation, a more profound identity develops in the context of
the local congregation.

It is important to understand that Chapter 12 in I Corinthians begins by
talking about spiritual gifts.4 Paul urges his followers to recognize the many
and varied spiritual gifts in the Christian community and to welcome and make
use of all of them. He then goes on to use a metaphor of the body to describe
the church. All are brought together by baptism and together make up one
spiritual body. No one organ or part is more important than another; all are
essential to the healthy functioning of the whole. In fact, the more frail parts
are the most indispensable; the most unseemly are given the most honor: “If
one member suffers, they all suffer together with it; if one member is honored,
all rejoice together with it. Now you are the body of Christ and individually
members of it” (I Cor. 12: 26-27).

The emphasis of this text is on building a fellowship based on equality,
unity, and mutuality.5 The church that Paul urges the Corinthians toward is
one in which individual persons become part of something greater. It is not a
place one would join simply in order to “find one’s self.” A family shopping
for the church with the most benefits would not find this one to their liking.
As Bernard Jones puts it, “It is clear that the church was not an organization
that an individual went along to join as he might make an application to join
a golf club. It was an ‘ecclesia’—a group of people called . . .”6 A calling implies
the expectation of a serious and transforming relationship. People called to
membership take that membership seriously. A church built on equality, unity,
and mutuality will appeal to those who are looking for a repository for their
particular gifts and talents, who are looking for a place to grow beyond their
own particular perspectives. It is also a church that will appeal to people who
are looking for a way to live out their faith in the larger community. It is a
church that celebrates the whole that is so much more than the sum of the
parts, that welcomes and encourages all comers to be part of an organic enti-
ty that stretches well beyond the vision or intent of any one individual leader.
It is a church where “I can take care of myself” is replaced by “We can and will
take care of each other.”

It is almost a cliché that individualism and personal entitlement have come
close to crippling American democracy in general and Unitarian Universalism in
particular. What Robert Bellah calls ontological individualism has led to a loss
of a collective understanding of the common good at many levels from the halls
of Congress to the annual meetings of Unitarian Universalist congregations.
George Rupp claims that in this atmosphere, communities of faith have an obli-
gation to stand in opposition to a narrow focus on individual fulfillment:

Over against this orientation, communities of faith must oppose any and
every view that begins uncritically with separate selves and then almost
unavoidably becomes preoccupied with achieving satisfaction for the self,
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including satisfying relationships as simply a means to this end. Over
against this orientation, communities of faith must remind us all that we
do not begin as separate entities, which then somehow must become 
connected.

Rupp rather elegantly and forcefully reminds us of the image that Paul gave to
the Corinthians: “Instead, we are all members of a common body—a body that
is broken, even fragmented, but that is also an expression of the finally all-
inclusive divine-human community in which we live and love and have our
being.”7

So if I Corinthians 12 has something to say to contemporary Unitarian
Universalists about the meaning of membership, what exactly is it? It is that
membership in a Unitarian Universalist congregation can be a profound 
experience—an experience that brings us into covenant with other people who,
though diverse in their personal experiences and needs, all seek one thing in
common: wholeness. The experience of membership offers to individuals the
opportunity to become more whole, more committed to each other and to that
which is of ultimate worth, more grounded, more profoundly human, and
more aware of the gift of community. The experience of membership both
affirms inherent personal worth and confers a new and expanded sense of
worth as a member of a local congregation and as a Unitarian Universalist.

Becoming a member of the body of Unitarian Universalism is an opportuni-
ty to find honor, affirmation, freedom, commitment, and salvation. Understand
salvation not as an entry pass into another world at death, but as the recognition
that right here we have an opportunity to be more than we currently are, to
become complete, to find wholeness, health, shalom.

The ancient biblical metaphor for membership contained in I Corinthians
informs concepts learned from the very contemporary literature of systems the-
ory and organizational development. A relevant theology of membership based
on a systems view will understand membership as an organic and ongoing
process. People (members and potential members) seek out the particular rela-
tionship that is membership in a particular local congregation. Each individual
brings to this process certain needs, expectations, and personal history; the
congregation also carries its history and expectations into every new relation-
ship. Understanding the process means understanding what happens to that
organic whole (the congregation) as it expands and contracts in order to
accommodate the dynamic parts (members) that make it up. In developing a
theology of membership for Unitarian Universalism, we propose and attempt
to answer several questions.

First consider the question of identity. What is it that an individual assents
to in becoming a member? How is each of us changed by our experience of
membership in a local congregation? Just as importantly, how is the congre-
gation changed? And how does it remain the same—what is it about the
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church that is consistent, even immutable? Since membership in the local con-
gregation is built on relationships, a theology of membership will be a rela-
tional theology.

The next question is one of formation. If membership is an ongoing
process, what is it that I am becoming or moving toward as my journey into
membership progresses? What do I learn? What do I give and get? What struc-
tures are provided to ensure what Loren Mead calls the maturational growth
of the congregation?8

Finally there is the question of worship and ritual. How does the church
take note of and celebrate the identifiable moments when identity changes,
when milestones are reached in the process of formation? There are the obvi-
ous celebrations such as child dedications and new member recognition cere-
monies. What about installation of officers? Affirmation of lay ministries? We
note ritually the milestones in our faith journeys in many different ways. Youth
Sunday is, in many congregations, an opportunity for our adolescents to make
powerful statements about their faith and their sense of commitment.
Congregations that offer a Coming of Age program to their youth often give
youth an opportunity to conduct worship services in which they share their
adolescent faith journeys. Likewise, many Unitarian Universalist summer
camps and conferences, as well as district conferences and the General
Assembly, offer a bridging ceremony that welcomes older youth into the young
adult community. Perhaps some congregations also follow this practice. We
need to offer more such opportunities for people of all ages to reflect on their
faith journeys and their sense of connection to the congregation.

Unitarian Universalist minister Linda Olson-Peebles offers a definition of
ritual that is important to our understanding of worship. “Ritual,” she says,
“is an act or event which carries with it memory and association beyond the
event itself.” Rituals remind us that there is more to this life than just what we
bring to it.9 John Burkhart, author of several preaching and worship texts,
adds this to our understanding: “Rituals are symbolic activities that speak for
themselves while pointing beyond themselves. They are expressive [for exam-
ple, when we light a chalice at the beginning of a service, we understand that
the chalice is more than just a candle—it is a reminder of our history, of our
connections to other Unitarian Universalists]. Worship changes people.”10

A theology of membership will include questions of identity, formation,
and worship practices. It should offer a vision of what life in the local
Unitarian Universalist congregation can be—a transcendent vision that
acknowledges the importance of the day-to-day work of the church but also
pulls people past issues of money and status into the realm of the ultimate. It
should organize our approach to faith, practice, and experience in the local
congregation. George Rupp, in his study of the nature of commitment in con-
temporary religious communities, reminds us that an adequate theology must
be both descriptive and prescriptive.11 That is, it must take into account the
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whole spectrum of realities it is attempting to address, and it must also enable
people to see the possibilities and ideas inherent in their communities of faith.

It is important to emphasize that the impetus for an individual to seek
membership in a local congregation is still a subjective experience, not a theo-
retical construct. As we develop our theology of membership, our prescription
will be to move from a focus on the individual to a focus on the organic whole.
But we must always remember that each person becomes part of that whole
through his/her individual lens. This assumption resonates with the first Source
in our Unitarian Universalist Statement of Principles and Purposes, a legacy
from our Transcendentalist ancestors.12 It also resonates with Henry Nelson
Wieman’s contention that theology must be empirical, by which he means that
theological thinking begins with the evidence we gather with our own senses:
“We can have no spiritual experience which does not include sense experience,
because the living organism is always sensing. . . . Every power of cognition,
every power or appreciation, devotion, love and aspiration requires sense expe-
rience in its beginning and in its development.”13

We cannot create a theology (or a church) that is completely new. All we
can do is gather our various experiences of life and try to put together a com-
munity that responds to the questions, issues, and needs that those experiences
raise. This process will inevitably raise more questions and bring forth differ-
ent issues. A healthy congregation is an organic entity; it will experience
growth and change as will the individuals who constitute it.

As Unitarian Universalists we know as well as anybody that our church,
our faith, is the product of human reason and imagination. We also know that
our congregations are voluntary associations. They were created by free peo-
ple exercising their free will and making the decision to come together for wor-
ship, fellowship, and service. This is the legacy of our ancestors in the Radical
Reformation. Those brave people died for their belief that religion should be a
matter of choice. Rev. Dr. Rebecca Parker, president of the Starr King School
for the Ministry, reminds us that there are some relationships we are born into,
and others that we choose voluntarily. All those relationships bring benefits
and confer obligations. Our theology of membership will address both the ben-
efits and the obligations of our freely chosen religious association.

Our theology will reflect our history and our widely divergent contempo-
rary viewpoints. We don’t have an authoritative book, creed, or priestly class
to give credence to our corporate body. All we have is ourselves and each
other, and the many people who chose our particular path before us. George
Rupp says that one of the problems faced by the contemporary church in gen-
eral is coming to terms with the realization that the symbolic universe of reli-
gious communities is “a creation of collective human insight and
imagination”14 as opposed to something that emerged directly from the hand
or mouth of God. It may be easier for us to live with that realization than it
is for some other religious faiths. But even that recognition requires a will-
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ingness to honor the collective, and to give up our assumption that any one
personal, subjective human experience is sufficient basis for a full religious
life. We move from the individual to the collective, seeking wholeness and
completeness.

So we gather our experiences, and we create our congregations. We
acknowledge that what we create is not completely new, though it may dif-
fer radically from other communities of faith. But just as we build on a
diverse spectrum of traditions and experiences, we also build on the thinking
of theologians from a wide variety of traditions. The Commission believes
that there are two major threads of contemporary theological thinking that
can inform our theology of membership: relational theologies and liberation
theology.

Relational Theologies

Relational theologies are ways to understand how it is possible to elevate
human relationships to the level of ultimate worth and meaning, to make real
John Buehrens’s assertion that Unitarian Universalism is a movement that
“embodies a reverent and respectful pluralism” (emphasis ours). One of the
most important things we learned from the focus groups we convened in the
research phase of this report is that for many people, the experience of fellow-
ship, of connection to other people, was the single most important factor in
evaluating the meaning of their membership. Interpersonal relationships make
going to church a more significant experience. We therefore wanted to devel-
op a theological framework that took this into account; a theology of human
relationships. Two of the most important theologians in this area of relational
theology are Mary Hunt and Henry Nelson Wieman.

Although Hunt and Wieman are in many ways light-years apart, they have
in common some basic assumptions that are particularly relevant to the work
of articulating a theology of membership for Unitarian Universalism. First of
all, both assume that in some way, individuals encounter the holy in intention-
al, nurturing relationships. Both authors are humanistic, not in the sense that
they necessarily reject the possibility of a deity, but in the sense that they believe
in the centrality of human experience. Rev. Harold Rosen offers this definition
of humanistic theology: “Wieman’s thought is humanistic, as opposed to tran-
scendentalist on one hand, or mechanistic on the other. He repeatedly empha-
sizes how all evidence to date supports the view that, for better or for worse,
human beings are the agents within whom the greatest value-appreciation has
been released into the known universe.”15

Finally, relational theologies are transformative, generative, and directed
toward the creation of community. This means that individuals who enter into
particular relationships can expect to be changed by these relationships, to
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become more caring, more concerned with the well-being of people around
them, and more able and willing to effect change.

In spite of what they have in common, the thought and the models pro-
posed by Hunt and Wieman are radically different from each other; so much
so that they cannot be presented together.

Henry Nelson Wieman is a process thinker; his work is based on the
assumptions of process philosophy developed by Alfred North Whitehead.
James Luther Adams has described Whitehead as a thinker whose

primary concern is to catch and communicate a religious vision of the
meaning of life, indeed to grasp and communicate a vision of greatness.
This vision, he is convinced, has to do with something more than the life
of the individual. In short . . . it is concerned with what individuals and
groups do with their solitariness in relationship—with their togetherness.16

Wieman describes religion as “man’s [sic] attempt to realize the highest good,
through coming into harmonious relations with some reality greater than him-
self, which commands his reverence and loyal service.”17

Although Wieman is humanistic in his understanding of human nature
and its place in the universe, he is also theistic in that he believes that there is
something other than humanity that is worthy of our ultimate commitment.
God, in process theology, is not understood to be a Being, but a Process.
Wieman says, “God is the growth which springs anew when old forms per-
ish.”18 Rosen further elaborates that “God, then, is the generative source of
all constructive values.”19

Wieman proposes a four-step process through which creative interchange
happens. Keep in mind that this process is not linear but cyclical. Step one is
called emergent perspectives. In this step, individuals reflect on their own life
experiences. They do this not in isolation, but in a group setting. Each person
then communicates some of what he/she has concluded to others. When peo-
ple talk to each other about their lives—what has happened, what has been
important, what has been felt most deeply—they learn to attach meaning to
experience. The second step is progressive integration. In this step, the
exchange of meanings from step one leads each person to enrich his/her own
thoughts and feelings with the meanings of others. This step, unlike the first, is
more likely to happen in solitude.

The third step is called expanding appreciation. During this step the shared
values are integrated into one’s way of living, and as a result his/her world
expands—the range of experiences that he/she can understand and analyze is
larger. Wieman describes it as “a range and variety of events, a richness of
quality, and a reach of ideal possibility which were not there prior to this trans-
formation.”20 Though the subject for reflection is one’s own life, the process
requires the presence and encouragement of other people. The group allows
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each person to become more than any of them could have been while strug-
gling alone.

Wieman calls the final step in the creative interchange growing communi-
ty: “If you and I have expanded our appreciable worlds as individuals, then the
relations we have with our respective communities will also prove creatively
transforming, such that they will grow in healthy, non-competitive ways.”21

This is the action step and it points the way toward justice, care of others, and
deepening of relational bonds.

The great value in Wieman’s work is that it gives us a way to make our
human relationships worthy of our ultimate commitment. In thinking about a
theology of membership, it is essential to be able to identify the very real
human-to-human relationships as the basic reality of people’s experience of
belonging to a congregation. If we can use language that elevates these rela-
tionships to the level of the holy—that which is of ultimate worth—we can
begin to explore membership as an experience that has deep and enduring
value.

Mary Hunt is a contemporary feminist theologian associated with the
Women’s Alliance for Theology and Ritual. Her basic contention is that friend-
ship is a relationship that reveals what is of ultimate worth to us. Friendship is
a voluntary association freely entered into by two or more persons. It reflects
human choice; the nature of the relationship shows intentionality. She has cre-
ated a model for the theological study of friendship that has four elements:
love, power, embodiment, and spirituality. The model is dynamic and circular,
like Wieman’s process of creative interchange. When these four elements work
in harmony the friendship is generative. This means that the process generates
something new “for both persons and for the larger community of which they
are a part. Generativity is the hallmark of friendship.”22

Love is the intention to recognize the drive in relationships towards unity
and community. Love is a commitment to deepen bonds between persons
without losing individuality. Love is the power that allows for unity in diver-
sity, that illusive goal we are always reaching for. By power, Hunt means the
ability of individuals to make choices. Power is individual and personal. It is
also social and structural. In a congregation built on a theology of friendship,
justice-seeking friends exercise their personal power in order to make changes
in structural power. Embodiment is included in the model to acknowledge the
fact that all of our reactions and relationships are mediated by our physical
bodies. As the Humanist psychologist Abraham Maslow teaches us, lack of
proper nutrition, rest, health care, pleasure, and work impinges on our abili-
ty to enter into community. Communities created out of the power and love
of friendship encourage their members toward “healthy, integrated embodi-
ment.”23 This concept of embodiment reflects an understanding of the worth
of every individual, and echoes Buehrens’s description of Unitarian
Universalism.
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Spirituality is defined not as a private, ethereal quality but as an intention-
al process of making choices that affect self and community. Hunt believes that
concern for meaning and value is ultimately expressed in very concrete ways—
in ways that affect the quality of life for self and community. Spirituality is
attentiveness, focus, awareness of how our behavior and choices affect the peo-
ple around us.

Hunt’s model offers us another way to use covenantal language without
invoking the traditional God image of the traditional covenant. She elevates
aspects of human relatedness to the realm of the holy. Love, power, embodi-
ment, and spirituality become matters of ultimate concern and commitment.

Both Hunt and Wieman offer us a theological basis for talking about
human relationships as matters of ultimate worth. If we are to deepen the
meaning of membership in our congregations, it is essential that we acknowl-
edge that what we hold sacred is the community that is created when we come
together. Relational theologies can help us to invoke the holy when we talk
about our ways of being together.

Liberation Theology

Being together in a meaningful way is profoundly important, but it is not a suf-
ficient reason for the existence of the liberal church. If membership were based
only on face-to-face relationships, the church would lose its power to act as an
agent of transformation. Personal spiritual growth and social transformation
are equally important, and our congregations, in order to make membership
meaningful, must find ways to actualize these ideals. We therefore turn to the
theories of liberation theology to elucidate these outward-looking aspects of
membership.

The most basic definition of liberation theology would probably be “reflec-
tive praxis.” That is, a group of people think critically about their life experi-
ences, their cultural context, their history, and their faith stance. They then take
action based on the results of that reflection. This is not a linear process; it is
cyclical. Reflection and praxis are part of an ongoing process of engaging with
the world. This process would allow Unitarian Universalists to realize more
fully our dream of being a truly diverse and inclusive movement. It engages
human reason, makes room for a wide variety of experiences and opinions, and
empowers all people to the work of making sense of their own unique lives.

Several concepts that all liberation theologies hold in common are impor-
tant for us. The first is that theology done from a liberation perspective is
always contextual. This means that it is rooted in the particularities of a given
time and place; it emerges out of the real-life experience of the people engaged
in the process. This is what makes it possible for people who are relatively une-
ducated to “do” theology. Although it is rooted in particularities, it is related
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to the universal and points toward the development of meaning. Theologian
James Cone says, “I firmly believe that the issues to which theology addresses
itself should be those that emerge out of life in a society as persons seek to
achieve meaning in a dehumanized world.”24

Any Unitarian Universalist who has taken the Building Your Own
Theology curriculum will be familiar with the liberationist understanding of
the nature of theological inquiry. Rev. Dr. Richard Gilbert says in that curricu-
lum, “I continue to maintain that theology comes out of the tough and tender
experiences of life: first comes the experience (religion) and then the reflection
on that experience (theology).”25

Second, liberation theology is an engaged theology. It is in dialogue with
the culture; it seeks to understand the history of a people in terms of their
experiences of oppression and freedom, exploitation and justice. “Do we
believe,” asks Unitarian Universalist theologian Dr. Thandeka, “that simply
to think about an issue is the same as to live in a way which exemplifies our
concern for the issue?”26 This question, addressed specifically to Unitarian
Universalists, nudges us rather urgently toward engagement.

Third, liberation theology is always hopeful. History is mined in order to
understand not just what has happened but what could have been and what
still could be. It is, in essence, the use of history to project a more hopeful
future, what mujerista theologian Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz calls “the preferred
future as a source of hope.”27 Unitarian Universalism has always been a hope-
ful faith—sometimes accused of unfounded optimism. However, if our faith in
the future comes not from ignoring the pain of the present but from trans-
forming it through a careful process of reflection and action, there is, as in the
tile of Rev. Dr. Frederick Muir’s book, a reason to hope. As liberation theolo-
gian Gustavo Gutierrez writes, “The commitment to the creation of a just soci-
ety, and, ultimately, a new humanity, presupposes confidence in the future.”28

Fourth, the basic process of liberation theology is critical reflection. This is
the place where we believe that exciting work could be done in Unitarian
Universalist congregations. We already have a tradition of honoring the use of
reason. We have too often assumed that only well-educated, well-read people
could “do” Unitarian Universalist theology. However, Rev. Lucy Hitchcock, in
a conversation with the Commission on Appraisal, reminded us that poor peo-
ple, uneducated people, can “be thoughtful about the world.”

Hitchcock referred to the work of Paolo Freire in this regard. Freire has
done groundbreaking work in Brazil with uneducated and illiterate populations.
His purpose is to move them from “naïve awareness to critical awareness.”29

His book Pedagogy For The Oppressed has applications in this country as well.
It is cited in a leadership training manual produced by Youthbuild USA, which
works with inner-city American youth. YouthBuild incorporates his ideas into
its youth organizing by building basic literacy and public speaking skills into all
programming.
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This is an exciting avenue for Unitarian Universalists to pursue in our quest
to make our congregations more diverse. Using a liberation process, we could
open up our process of theology building so that it recognizes and welcomes
the participation of people whom we have previously thought of as not well-
read or well-educated enough. It would be, first of all, a matter of educating
ourselves about the fact that critical reflection on lived experience is not the
exclusive business of the intellectual elite or the well-educated. Then, together
with our new partners in theology, we could all become what Gutierrez calls
the organic intellectuals, that is, “theologians personally and vitally engaged in
historical realities.”30

The fifth characteristic of liberation theology is that it is always a justice-
seeking process. Liberation theologies have all arisen out of the experience of
oppression—economic, social, and racial/ethnic. For each particular strand of
liberation theology, the basic question is always, “What does this painful expe-
rience mean, given the promises that our faith tells us God has made?” In other
words, where is God in the process of oppression? The answer, in various
ways, is that God clearly expresses a preferential option for the poor. The pref-
erential option for the poor has been a part of biblical interpretation for mil-
lennia. The prophets of the Hebrew scriptures railed against economic
injustice. Jesus continually urged his followers to shed their worldly posses-
sions and focus on acts of justice and of healing. Rev. Richard Gilbert credits
Thomas Aquinas with best articulating the theological basis for this “prefer-
ential option” in his discussion of distributive justice.31 When the Bible is read
through the lens of this preferential option, a commitment to justice is an
inevitable result.

Justice seeking is the praxis piece of the cycle. Isasi-Diaz explains, “In
mujerista theology, praxis is critical reflective action based on an analysis of
historical reality perceived through the lens of an option for a commitment to
liberation.”32 The result of a belief that God has a preferential option for the
poor is not to sit around waiting for God to act on that preference. Belief in
the preferential option is, instead, the inspiration for people to act.

Isasi-Diaz talks extensively about the development of moral agency in
Hispanic women. Moral agency means making your own lived experience
available to others; it allows people to become self-determining. In mujerista
theology, moral agency is generative; that is, to become a moral agent means
to take on increased responsibility for and care for the community. It is not
about individual self-actualization but about changing the experience of the
whole community. “Life,” she says, “is life if it is linked to others.”33

While mujerista theology comes out of a theistic tradition, its theme of
moral agency is echoed in the work of Unitarian Universalist theologian
William R. Jones, a firm Humanist. Jones urges us to believe in “the function-
al ultimacy of humanity.”34 In other words, whether or not you believe there
is a God, you had better act as though a better world is up to you!
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And this leads to the sixth and final aspect of liberation theology—it is
Humanist. Not in the contemporary understanding of Humanist in opposition
to theist—but in the more traditional Renaissance meaning that focuses on the
centrality of human experience as the source of authority for moral and ethi-
cal decision making. Gustavo Gutierrez describes this clearly:

Humankind is seen as assuming conscious responsibility for its own des-
tiny. This understanding provides a dynamic context and broadens the
horizons of the desired social changes. In this perspective the unfolding of
all the dimensions of humanness is demanded—persons who make them-
selves throughout their life and throughout history. [emphasis ours]35

The process and concepts of liberation theology can significantly inform
the process of identity and formation in Unitarian Universalist congregations.
We can use the liberation theology process to open up our congregations to a
variety of people who might otherwise find us puzzling or inaccessible.

Implicit Covenants

As we begin to consider the possibility of welcoming into membership a more
diverse population than we currently have, it is important to pay attention to
some of the unstated but implicit covenants that govern our congregations.

At some level a statement of purpose contained in the bylaws, or even an
affirmation read in services every Sunday, is nothing more than words on a
page. More significant to the life of any community than the words it says it
lives by are the affirmations (and negations) it actually lives by, expressed by its
accustomed behaviors, customs, processes, and traditions. Implicit covenants
are communicated almost subliminally, primarily by the real leaders—who may
or may not be the nominal leaders—of the community. These folk are the gate-
keepers, the matriarchs and patriarchs, the people who are continually teaching
“how we do things here.” This applies to all communities, not just congrega-
tions, but it certainly applies to congregations.

These implicit covenants are all the more powerful for the fact that they are
largely invisible to those who are already established in the community. They
are “just the way things are.” Woe to a fledgling minister, or a would-be lay
leader, who cannot see beneath the surface of the declared covenant of a con-
gregation to its subliminal rules and assumptions.

Implicit covenants are a fact of life. A community would not really be a
community without them. But they also represent the greatest barrier to
change. To take an obvious example, many if not most of our congregations
make stated commitments to diversity and openness, and some make even
more explicit declarations of welcoming persons regardless of race, class, or
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sexual orientation. Yet by and large our congregations remain as they have
been—white and middle-class. Some change has occurred with regard to sexu-
al minorities, which is no doubt attributable in some measure to our relative
uniqueness in ordaining significant numbers of openly gay and lesbian clergy,
while many of the other even moderately liberal denominations have struggled
with this issue.

We can learn at least two things from these facts. One is the power of
implicit covenants, or to give it another name, the power of the status quo,
which should never be underestimated. Communities change, as individuals
change, with great difficulty. Like attracts like, so the way we were becomes
the way we are and the way we often continue to be. The second thing, how-
ever, is that change is possible. To reiterate an important point made earlier in
this report, each new member of a congregation changes it to some degree.
Individuals do not simply become members of a community. By their joining
and their participation the community is reconstituted, reformed, changed; it is
no longer quite what it was before. In this fact there is hope.

There is also hope in the fact that there are some aspects of our history, our
congregational culture, and our practices, that support and affirm the attempt
to gather a diverse membership.

More than seventy years ago, Rev. Dr. Earl Morse Wilbur wrote an exhaus-
tive history of the Unitarian side of our faith. He concluded that what makes
our movement unique in history is our emphasis on freedom, reason, and tol-
erance: “When the Unitarian movement began, the marks of true religions
were commonly thought to be belief in the creeds, membership in the church,
and participation in its rites and sacraments. To the Unitarian of today [1925]
the marks of true religion are spiritual freedom, enlightened reason, broad and
tolerant sympathy, upright character, and unselfish service.”36

Rev. John Buehrens has summarized our unique place in the contemporary
American religious landscape: 

At a time when many of America’s historic ‘mainline’ denominations are
stagnant and divided, and when the politically motivated religious right
seems the most prominent expression of religion in our culture, Unitarian
Universalism offers a clear alternative—supporting the worth and dignity
of every individual, respecting the rights of conscience, promoting the prac-
tice of authentic democracy, and recognizing our interdependence with all
that exists. We do not have a required formula of belief. Instead, we
embody a reverent, respectful religious pluralism. [emphasis ours]37

One of the purposes of religion, any religion, is to offer people the oppor-
tunity to search for meaning, to make connections, and to seek spiritual trans-
formation. Our particular contribution to that general purpose, always hoped
for but not always realized, is that embodiment of reverent, respectful plural-
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ism. There is a great deal of talk these days about diversity and about how to
create an atmosphere of respect for difference. We have always been a religion
that advocates the use of reason and the primacy of human experience. We
have been a faith that emphasizes process over content, covenant over creed.
These are tools and traditions that our congregations can use in order to
become places where diversity is welcomed and celebrated, places where every
person’s ideas and experiences are acknowledged, and where it is safe to bring
personal experience into the religious conversation. A Unitarian Universalist
theology of membership must take into account both the universal human reli-
gious need and the particular Unitarian Universalist response to that need.

Returning to Wilbur’s history, we consider the idea of spiritual freedom as
one of the most attractive aspects of our liberal faith. Ask a typical member of
a Unitarian Universalist congregation what particularly attracted him/her to
this way of faith and sooner rather than later he/she will say the word freedom.
“Freedom of conscience.” “Freedom of belief.” What he/she would mean is the
non-creedal principle, which is indeed central to our tradition. But a church is
more than a club for freethinkers, or ought to be. You don’t need a church to
believe what you want, or to think for yourself. You need a church to be in
relationship with others. As the word itself implies, a community is defined by
something in common, gathered around some common purpose or belief.

As the theologian Martin Buber puts it, “The real essence of community is
to be found in the fact—manifest or otherwise—that it has a center. The real
beginning of a community is when its members have a common relation to the
center overriding all other relations: the circle is described by the radii, not by
the points along its circumference.”38 This is a crucial insight. A community is
defined by its center and by the various individuals’ relationships to that cen-
ter. Churches are commonly thought of as communities centered around a
creed or doctrine. Ours our centered around a covenant.

Explicit Covenants

We often say that our congregations are covenantal communities. A covenant
is a set of mutual commitments, promises, or agreements that form the bond
of a community, its center. Following the practice established early on by our
Puritan forebears, many of our congregations have explicit covenants,
whether in traditional or contemporary form and language, which individuals
“own” or “subscribe to” in the act of joining. These are sometimes called
“bonds of union” or “bonds of fellowship.” One of the most well-known of
these is a variant of the so-called Ames Covenant. In the original formulation
of its author, Rev. Charles G. Ames, the Ames Covenant read, “In the freedom
of the Truth, and the spirit of Jesus Christ, we unite for the worship of God
and the service of Man.” Another example, which also exists in several vari-
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ants, was composed by Rev. James Vila Blake: “Love is the spirit of this
church, and service is its law. This is our great covenant: To dwell together in
peace, To seek the truth in love, And to help one another.”

One point in declaring that our congregations are covenantal communities
is to emphasize that they are not creedal communities. We are united not by
common beliefs but by common purposes and intentions. The essential differ-
ence is between the words “we believe” (a creed, a statement of common
belief) and “we unite” (a covenant, a statement of common commitment).

Conrad Wright points out two “characteristic problems” with such state-
ments. The first is a matter of language. As he says, “Some Unitarian
Universalists are so allergic to particular styles of language that if they see a
covenant that is not in accord with their preference, they stop reading.” Some
congregations expend considerable energy in attempting to reformulate their
covenants to suit current tastes, though Wright himself suggests that since we
welcome and encourage diversity, it might be “better to have such statements
couched in language that represents nobody’s preference, that belongs to no
faction, so long as the substance behind the language is correct.”39 That is, as
long as it is centered on the affirmation “we unite.”

The second difficulty cited by Wright is of even more significance to the
concerns of this report:

The other problem with our covenants is that we do not take them seri-
ously enough. . . . We need to pay more attention to what the commitments
are that are undertaken in a covenant relationship and how they may be
terminated. Joining a church should not be quite the same thing as joining
the National Geographic Association [sic].40

If this problem is to be addressed at all, it needs to addressed in the
process of joining rather than at the point of departure. A truly covenantal
community will take its covenantal nature seriously and communicate its seri-
ousness to those considering membership. But the reality in most of our con-
gregations is that membership is treated at worst casually and even at best as
largely a matter of solely individual choice. In our success-oriented culture
both ministers and membership committees are often anxious to swell the
ranks of the enlisted, so that visitors may find themselves being invited to join
the congregation on their second or third appearance. It is encouraging in this
regard to see growing numbers of congregations now suggesting a number of
steps—such as taking a series of introductory classes or formal appointments
with the minister—prior to membership.

The recently formed Epiphany Community Church in Fenton, Michigan,
has taken another approach, one that has much to recommend it. This con-
gregation has “translated” its covenant (the Ames Covenant) into a series of
behavioral expectations, making explicit the commitments expected of both
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members and the congregation itself, one to another. “In the love of truth,”
for example, commits members to their own integrity: “I fearlessly seek the
truth of my life. I reflect on my beliefs and actions and take responsibility
for my spiritual growth.” At the same time the congregation “commits to
providing opportunities for truth-seeking. Worship classes, book studies
and discussion groups are available.” Each clause of the covenant is simi-
larly fleshed out in this manner, such that the meaning of membership is
vividly expressed. The entire text of the Epiphany model is attached as an
appendix to this report.

The Membership Threshold

If we take our covenants seriously, treating them as blueprints for community
rather than irrelevant but nice-sounding statements, then we will also begin to
take more seriously the meaning of membership in our covenanted communi-
ties. While some UUs dearly value what they call the “easy in, easy out” cul-
ture, others recognize the need to imbue the membership experience with
significance. Dean M. Kelley, points out in his book Why Conservative
Churches are Growing that the fastest-growing churches tend to make joining
the church difficult, not easy. These churches place a “high bar” at the mem-
bership threshold.

Written some thirty years ago, Kelley’s book is still worth reading and sub-
sequent research has largely confirmed his conclusions. The book has proved
prophetic in predicting the long-term, ongoing decline in mainline religion and
the rise of what he called “serious” or “strict” religious groups. His “Minimal
Maxims of Seriousness” are worth reflecting upon. “Those who are serious
about their faith,” Kelley writes,

1. Do not confuse it with other beliefs/loyalties/practice, or mingle them
together indiscriminately, or pretend they are alike, of equal merit, or
mutually compatible if they are not.

2. Make high demands of those admitted to the organization that bears
the faith, and do not include or allow to continue within it those who
are not fully committed to it.

3. Do not consent to, encourage, or indulge any violations of its standards
of belief or behavior by its professed adherents.

4. Do not keep silent about it, apologize for it, or let it be treated as
though it made no difference, or should make no difference, in their
behavior or in their relationships with others.41

This list is worth pondering. While some of their specific approaches would
be inappropriate to liberal congregations, there is no question that conserva-
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tive churches communicate their seriousness about the meaning and commit-
ments of membership. What does seem appropriate to liberal congregations is
to take with greater seriousness the meaning and implications of their covenan-
tal basis. We should, as Conrad Wright has suggested, take our covenants more
seriously than we often do.

One way of doing so may be expressed in our rites and ceremonies of mem-
bership. The churches of many other denominations make a big deal of the act
of joining as representing a moment of transformation in the life of the indi-
vidual. Baptism, for example, at least in the traditions where it is central, sym-
bolizes death and spiritual rebirth and enacts this process with a dramatic full
immersion. Most of our congregations, by contrast, treat this event rather
casually. In most, membership in the congregation is a voluntary individual
decision, recognized ceremonially but with little fanfare. This is in keeping with
our emphasis on individual conscience and free choice, but it fails to acknowl-
edge the spiritual importance of membership—not only to the individual mem-
ber but to the community itself.

Some of our older New England congregations, perhaps retaining forms
from the past, require a formal declaration of intent to join the congregation,
followed by a stipulated waiting period of weeks or even months before an
individual’s membership is confirmed. Presumably, the waiting period is to
encourage serious contemplation of the decision and may include some spiri-
tual discipline, required education, or pastoral conversation. If nothing else,
such requirements signal that the congregation takes membership as something
more serious than the casual signing of a book.

It is somewhat more common for the governing body of a congregation to
formally receive new members. Though certainly pro forma, such practice does
indicate and highlight the fact that membership is a reciprocal relationship, a
mutual covenant between an individual and a congregation with at least
implied obligations and responsibilities on both sides. Many congregations
stipulate a waiting period between the time of signing the membership book
and the conferring of voting rights.

A liturgical expression of the membership covenant is perhaps the most
common of all reception practices, usually in the form of a ceremony of wel-
come incorporated into a Sunday worship service. Often these recognition
events are rather informal. Taken with appropriate seriousness (as they com-
monly are by the new members themselves), they can serve as regular
reminders and expressions of the fact that the congregation is a covenantal
body, created by mutual promises and a sense of mutual obligation between
and among its members, new and continuing.

The importance of allowing the children of the congregation to be in atten-
dance on such occasions is often overlooked. Here is an opportunity for the
children to witness a liturgical expression of the basic nature of the congrega-
tion, characterized by voluntary association and covenantal obligation. They
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may learn from such repeated experiences that congregation membership
deserves to be and is taken seriously by the adult community. A similar case
can be made for children’s attendance at other important events in the congre-
gation’s liturgical life that define and express the community, such as christen-
ings, dedications, and coming-of-age rituals.

To recapitulate: The distinguishing characteristic of our Unitarian congre-
gations is that they are covenantal bodies. We are united as congregations not
by common beliefs but by common commitments. Covenantal congregations
are united not by statements of shared beliefs but instead by mutual promises.
There are both implied and explicit commitments that the members of a con-
gregation make to one another in joining themselves together; this is their
covenant, made of mutual commitments of support, presence, and participa-
tion. The most familiar example of a covenantal relationship is marriage, in
which the wedding vows are the covenant.

We moderns no longer take our covenants as seriously as did people in
earlier times. As Conrad Wright has written with specific reference to our
churches: “We do not remind ourselves that a covenant is an agreement made
between parties, not a statement by an individual to be discarded and forgot-
ten unilaterally. A church united by covenant is made up of people who have
made commitments to one another.”42 He quotes the Cambridge Platform:
“Church-members may not remove or depart from the Church, & so one
from another as they please, nor without just & weighty cause but ought to
live & dwell together.”43

In those long-ago times people treated the bonds of church membership as
seriously as they did the bonds of matrimony, which is to say very seriously
indeed. The Commission invites Unitarian Universalists to return to the prac-
tice of taking membership seriously. We also invite Unitarian Universalists to
consider a new, expanded, and generous definition of membership. This report
is an urgent plea to create congregations that are inclusive and welcoming;
most especially it is a plea to create non-traditional paths to membership that
would usher in people who have previously felt unwelcome in our congrega-
tions. We believe that the survival, strength, and impact of our movement is
dependent on strong, committed members at the local level.

If we were to re-create our congregations using the concepts of relational
and liberation theology discussed earlier in this chapter, if we were to invite all
of the people circling around the periphery of Unitarian Universalist congrega-
tions to tell their stories and to let their stories inform our decision making
around membership practices, how would our congregations change? We are
certain that we would see a small explosion of growth as people who long for
affiliation with our religious communities found themselves welcomed. Our
congregations would become more diverse—ethnically and theologically—as
folks whose values are congruent with ours found new ways to express their
spirituality within our walls. Music, dance, visual expressions, poetry, 
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language—all would be transformed as our membership expanded. Infusions of
energy from young people—both those who grew up in our congregations and
those just finding our faith—would further transform our congregations in
exciting ways.

One goal of this study of the meaning of membership is to enable our con-
gregations to become more vital, more effective, and more diverse. Another goal
is to help congregations create a membership process that allows individuals to
deepen their experience of participation—to imbue the process of becoming a
member with a spiritual meaning well beyond the technicalities of signing a
book or voting. Unitarian Universalists want to belong to vital, growing, chang-
ing congregations that look outward as well as inward, congregations that sup-
port the spiritual growth and deepening faith of individual members and still
ask questions about how they fit into the larger community. In order to achieve
these goals, we propose an expanded definition of membership.

The Commission suggests that Unitarian Universalists begin to look at
membership as an ongoing process of affiliation and connection between indi-
viduals (members) and the larger group (the congregation). The decision to
become a part of the life of a Unitarian Universalist congregation is not neces-
sarily made logically or in a linear mode. Amy Sales and Gary Tobin, in their
survey of contemporary research about the way Americans affiliate with reli-
gious communities, emphasize the emotional, spiritual, and experiential
aspects of the membership decision:

. . . decisions about affiliation or dropping out are highly charged emotion-
ally. Unlike decisions about which automobile to purchase or what color to
paint one’s house, decisions about church or synagogue membership touch
on an individual’s identity, ideology and beliefs, faith and spirituality, and
on how all these will play out in the context of the family. These issues
involve deep feeling.44

The sense of belonging, of making a commitment on a spiritual level, may
or may not be congruent in time with the act of signing a book or doing what-
ever is required to vote. David Bartholomew, writing about the issue of mem-
bership in contemporary American congregations, urges the separation of the
voting role from the spiritual milestone.45 Taking note of and honoring the spir-
itual milestone for each member, rather than celebrating only the technical act
of book-signing, would encourage many different kinds of people to become
involved in the life of the local congregation. Membership committees could
then begin to focus on the relational aspects of the membership process rather
than the technical problem of categorizing people based on whether or not they
vote, pledge a certain amount, or have their signatures in a certain place.

Rather than focusing on defining qualifications for voting members, we
suggest that congregations focus on appropriate participation as the variable
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that defines membership. Those that participate appropriately in the life of the
congregation constitute its membership.

Appropriate participation can range from simple presence at worship, to
making a contribution once a year, to bringing one’s needs for ministry to the
community. For example, a long-time member who is now confined to a nurs-
ing home participates appropriately by remaining on the mailing list and
receiving visits from the minister and other caring members of the community.
Another person may, due to limitations of health or circumstance, be present
in the prayer life of the congregation, and this is appropriate participation also.
Having needs and allowing oneself to be “ministered unto” is one way to par-
ticipate appropriately in the life of the congregation.

Parents whose children are grown may choose not to attend but continue
to write a check every year because they want to ensure the ongoing presence
of the congregation in their town. We cannot define precisely appropriate par-
ticipation or presence, but every congregation can broaden its understanding
of membership to include many more people who wish to be part of the life of
the congregation but don’t fit into the traditional membership categories.
Rather than trying to make rules about who is a member and who is not, one
local congregation places people in a Caring Circle when they attend at least
monthly. This is one measure of presence and invites further appropriate par-
ticipation even from people who have not made the traditional “signing the
book” commitment to membership. We encourage congregations to think cre-
atively about what appropriate participation might be for individuals and fam-
ilies with differing circumstances who wish to be part of the congregation in
some way.

Participation in the life of the community does assume some form of
accountability to the community. Accountability has to do with a willingness
to take some responsibility for the quality of life in the congregation. One new
member interviewed soon after joining a UU congregation commented that
although the decision to join had been completely subjective, he knew that the
subjective experience demanded of him some pretty objective changes in
behavior. He listed pledging at a higher rate, volunteering more seriously, and
taking responsibility for the congregation. “Being a member is living it, not
being passive.” Recall the comment cited earlier regarding membership as a
measure of how strongly a person wants to influence the destiny of the group.

Appropriate participation also assumes assent to the covenant of the con-
gregation. Remember that in our discussion about the particular niche that
Unitarian Universalism occupies in the American religious landscape, an
emphasis on covenant rather than on creed was one of the identifiers. In order
for members, especially new members, to assent to a covenant, the congrega-
tion has to have a covenant that is explicit. It is the responsibility of the group
to define the ways it wishes to be together, to be clear with newcomers about
the expectations of the group, and to remind each other frequently about the
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terms of the covenant. A caveat here: This does not mean that each new mem-
ber who joins a congregation remakes himself/herself in the image of the
covenant. In fact, if we understand the congregation to be an organic entity,
every new person who participates actively in the life of the congregation
changes the dynamic and, in effect, causes the covenant to be rewritten.

The Commission recommends that Unitarian Universalist congregations
significantly expand their membership practices and definitions to embrace all
people who wish to participate in a meaningful and healthy way in the life of
the local congregation. The people who are participating appropriately are the
constituency of your congregations. Rather than focusing on qualifications for
voting, minimum pledge payments, age, theology, or any other attribute, we
urge congregations to look at the range of people who share the worship life,
the social life, and the justice-seeking life of the congregation. This is our mem-
bership, though all may not have signatures in the membership book. We rec-
ognize that this is a radical departure from the practices of many, if not most,
membership committees. We also recognize that this practice raises some com-
plicated issues around identity, accountability, inclusion, and definition.
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The work of the Alban Institute’s Loren Mead has helped to establish a frame-
work for considering membership questions in this report. Mead builds on the
work of Ted Buckle in suggesting that there are four distinct dynamics to
church growth: numerical growth, maturational growth, organic growth, and
incarnational growth.

Although a definition of numerical growth might be obvious, it is some-
what problematic. Congregation rolls are notoriously unreliable. The Alban
Institute suggests that attendance at worship and Sunday school, pledges col-
lected, and involvement and presence are far better measures of membership
than numbers of members. Even at the level of simple counting and account-
ing, issues of commitment and participation come into play. Whatever numbers
are used to measure numerical growth, the conclusion is inevitable. In Mead’s
words, “Any human institution that does not develop an effective method of
recruiting new membership (and leadership) will die. There are no excep-
tions.”1 Numerical growth is the way a healthy institution maintains itself so
that it can continue to act out its mission in the world.

Maturational growth refers to the experience of individuals as they are
transformed by membership. Mead suggests an increase in maturity of faith, a
deepening spirituality, and an expansion of the religious imagination as the
markers of maturational growth. He defines religious imagination as that
which allows a person to see life as a complex array of choices, rather than a
simple yes-or-no question. 
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The third type of growth is organic growth. Mead draws on systems theory
in order to understand the congregation as a living system whose structures
must constantly change and adapt to the inputs (new members, more mature
members) in order to sustain growth. Mead describes it as the intentional cre-
ation of community, an essential goal of congregational leadership: “Organic
growth is about the task of building the community, fashioning the organiza-
tional structures, developing the processes and practices that result in a de-
pendable, stable network of human relationships in which we can grow and
from which we can make a difference.”2 Struggling with how to achieve organic
growth raises several thorny issues that the Commission believes congregations
will have to struggle with. We don’t advocate particular “one size fits all” an-
swers to these questions. Our goal is to raise the issues and provide background
on how congregational leadership might frame their own particular answers. 

The final form of growth is incarnational growth. This is about going out
into the community and “enfleshing” its values. Incarnational growth ad-
dresses the relationship between a particular congregation and its environment.
It is grounded in the other forms of growth—it cannot occur over a sustained
period of time without the supportive internal structures and the mature and
committed participation of a critical mass of members. Simply stated, incarna-
tional growth is about how we live out our faith in the world. 

In the context of Mead’s model, growth is understood to be a complex and
multifaceted phenomenon that is inseparable from the meaning of membership.

Quantity of Membership

That numbers count is a reality of contemporary Unitarian Universalism. It is
impossible to discuss membership without addressing ways in which numbers
are used: to measure growth and decline, both in the UUA and in individual
congregations; to measure trends in various areas of the continent; to deter-
mine levels and types of services from the UUA; to establish Fair Share pay-
ments to districts and the UUA; to provide congregational statistics for
reporting in the UUA and district directories and to outside publications. In
addition, membership numbers are shared, contrasted, and compared by min-
isterial colleagues when discussing the vitality of their congregations, and they
are a major descriptive feature of congregations, used, for example, in the min-
isterial search process when a congregation describes itself to potential minis-
ters, both settled and interim.

The fact that various congregations count their constituencies in different
ways complicates the issue of membership numbers and what they might
mean. An informal Commission survey of membership in randomly selected
congregations during 2000 revealed numerous ways to categorize members as
well as friends. There are voting members, honorary voting members, active
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members, out-of-town members, lifetime members, emerita/us members, in-
active members, youth members, and student members, and this probably
does not exhaust the list. Friends (usually people who participate in the life of
the congregation but have chosen not to sign the membership book) are var-
iously called pledging friends, contributing friends, newsletter friends, and RE
friends. A further complication is that some congregations refer to pledging
units while others count the full constituency (members, friends, those receiv-
ing the newsletter, plus children in the RE program), families affiliated with
the congregation, attendance at worship, and the parish. Within our system of
congregational polity there is a remarkable variety of ways to count member-
ship or participation in congregations.

Current policy of the UUA uses number of members to determine a con-
gregation’s Fair Share assessment in support of both the Association and dis-
tricts. One result of this practice is “updating” of membership lists, sometimes
called weeding. There is a monetary incentive for keeping congregational
membership numbers as low as possible when reporting to the UUA. The mem-
bership number used in conversations can be twice the number reported. This
raises serious ethical as well as financial concerns.

One such concern relates to people who are unable to pay the pledges com-
monly expected as a condition of membership. Many congregations have es-
tablished special categories for such people, who may be elderly, disabled, or
in a financial crisis. The category may be assigned as a special tribute for long
or exceptional membership participation over time; it may involve asking a
minister or congregation official to waive any financial requirement.
Individuals in the latter category may be embarrassed to ask for special con-
sideration and choose to resign rather than be perceived as not self-supporting.
Unitarian Universalists have a reputation for being fiercely independent in their
theology and their social views, and this sense of independence can be expected
to manifest itself in attitudes about paying one’s own way. People who choose
formal resignation or quiet disappearance may be deprived of community,
needed services, pastoral care, and/or spiritual growth. It is entirely possible
that there’s a quiet feeling of coercion in the decision to resign or leave, even if
none is intended. To what extent should membership depend on the ability to
pay for it?

It would be naïve to suggest that a congregation can exist without depend-
able income. Nonetheless, if we seriously intend to be economically diverse,
there must be ways to readjust the relationship between membership and
money.

Two significant questions raised here are

• What are the fairest and most responsible ways to balance the ideal of the
congregation as a caring and compassionate community with congregation
as a viable economic entity?
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• By what formula should congregations support the UUA and its districts so
that there is no perceived advantage in keeping membership numbers low?

In his report to the General Assembly in 2000, UUA financial advisor
Lawrence (Larry) Ladd writes, “Our community of faith continues to grow. We
are growing in numbers, in generosity, and in congregational resources.”3

Using 1985 as a reference point for comparison, Ladd presents these figures for
2000:

• Membership: 154,459, up 10.9 percent
• Religious education enrollment: 61,165, up 56.8 percent
• Combined adult membership and RE enrollment: 215,624, up 21 percent

He observes that growth in RE enrollments generally exceeds the growth in
membership.4 Subsequently, using figures from the consolidation of the
American Unitarian Association (AUA) and the Universalist Church in
America (UCA) in 1961, Ladd reports, “We grew substantially in the Sixties,
declined in the Seventies, and have been making slow, steady progress since
1982.”5

Several times Ladd cautions that some data is suspect, and for several rea-
sons. One of those reasons is the variety of ways in which congregations count
their members. But as he also comments, the data “is the best we have.”6 One
observation from the data with which he seems comfortable is that the num-
ber of congregations has remained fairly constant since 1961—around one
thousand. Some congregations have been born; some have died.

One additional graph in the financial advisor’s report shows combined
UUA membership and RE enrollment as a percentage of the U.S. population.
The report apparently does not include Canada in the total population but
may include Canadian Unitarian Universalists in the UUA number. This data
shows the highest percentage (0.14 percent) between 1967 and 1970, and a
fairly constant 0.08 percent between 1980 and 1997, the most recent year in-
cluded in the graph. A possible interpretation of this data is that growth in
numbers (adult and RE) has resulted in “holding our own” relative to gen-
eral U.S. population growth. Ladd contends, “We should be proud of our
growth. We should be dissatisfied with the modesty of that growth given our
potential.”7

It might be interesting to compare our numbers with those of various other
faith communities over a given period of time, or to compare the average age
of members, were this data available. Numbers have many uses in assessment
and planning, but inconsistency in both counting and interpretation makes
their significance uncertain.

Robert D. Putnam writes in Bowling Alone, “Denominational membership
figures are debatable because denominations vary in the strictness of their def-
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inition of membership, membership figures are only irregularly updated, self-
reports may be inflated, and not all churches keep or report accurate records.
Poll data avoid some of these drawbacks but generally record higher member-
ship figures than the ecclesiastical records, probably because many lapsed
members continue to identify themselves as Presbyterian, or Jewish, or
Catholic.”8 This observation meshes with often-cited poll data showing that
many more people self-identify as Unitarian Universalists than can be ac-
counted for in any UUA data.

To what extent and in what way does counting individual members of a
congregation (or of the UUA) affect the identification of people with and par-
ticipation in Unitarian Universalism? Looking at numbers alone focuses nar-
rowly on only one category: legal membership, those who have formally signed
the book and met any other requirements for membership in a given congre-
gation. But we know that every congregation includes significant numbers of
people who are affiliated, involved, supportive in many ways, but not legal
members. Our theology of membership and inclusion requires that we concern
ourselves with this broader constituency. The quality of membership is not
necessarily reflected in numbers alone.

Membership is about deepening individuals’ connections with their con-
gregations as well as encouraging their own spiritual journeys. It is about de-
veloping an understanding and theology of membership that renews
individuals and our movement. To these ends, healthy membership theologies
and practices must also concern themselves with what Loren Mead calls mat-
urational, organic, and incarnational growth.

Quality of Membership

People value memberships for both their intrinsic and their extrinsic worth.
When the membership is in a religious community, however, the intrinsic, deep,
and emotional components are, at their best, of greater significance than any
others. They help members deal with the peaks and valleys of human experi-
ence. Consider the following comments offered in UU churches during the Joys
and Sorrows portion of the service:

I thank everyone who offered me support last spring when I told you I’d be
starting treatment for breast cancer. Things went well for quite some time,
but I saw my doctor this past week, and it’s not so good. I need your love
and encouragement again.

I found it very powerful to share my joy about C_____ in church (Unitarian
Universalist) and receive so much responds [sic]. It was positively over-
whelming to experience such a strong and supporting community.
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Comments such as these, publicly expressed, reflect the high quality of con-
gregation membership/friend status experienced by the speakers. They have
found in their congregational connections what people hope to receive from re-
ligiously based organizations: support, acknowledgment, affirmation, caring,
response. Ideally, these qualities are an outgrowth of the theological underpin-
nings of that religious expression. Similar responses can be found in any group
whose members care about one another, but there is a special quality within
the religious community that crosses lines of race, ethnicity, politics, social sta-
tus, sexual orientation, or any other demographic that brings people together
in communities or organizations for varying periods of time.

What happens to the quality of congregation membership when conflicts
arise, as they invariably do whenever human beings are together over time?
The sources of these conflicts are common, familiar, all too frequent, and by
no means limited to Unitarian Universalists: Should we buy the building next
door to expand the church school? Sell the parsonage? Fire the minister? Use
mugs or styrofoam cups at coffee hour? Become a Welcoming Congregation?
Redesign readings to use inclusive language? Use weed killer on the lawn?
Spend extra money on ourselves or on others?

Internal conflicts, often called church politics, are frequently cited as the
reason people cut their pledges or resign their memberships in a particular con-
gregation. Are they experiencing what is called elsewhere in this report first
disillusionment? Are they astonished that people in this congregation could dis-
agree with them on matters either significant or trivial? How is disagreement
handled? Are Unitarian Universalists more prone than other religious organi-
zations to experience conflict or to have drastic results when members hold dif-
ferent points of view?

There have been a number of studies of conflict in religious organizations.
Wade Clark Roof, in his 1978 book Community and Commitment, wrote that
liberal congregations may be more conflict-prone because they are more dem-
ocratic.9 In 1993 Penny Edgell Becker et al. found at least some conflicts re-
sulting from a division between older and newer members.10

Over a period of 18 months in the early 1990s Becker interviewed 231 peo-
ple from 23 congregations: 203 lay members and 28 clergy. In addition, she at-
tended worship services and meetings and reviewed printed documents such as
annual reports, mission statements, constitutions, written histories, promo-
tional brochures, and sermons. This is how she describes a community she calls
Pleasantdale, the location of the study: population about 50,000, 18 percent
black, 77 percent white; largely a community of young professionals in pro-
fessional families; known in academic and policy circles for “achieving stable
racial integration in the early 1970s”;11 known for being progressive. She col-
lected data in 2 synagogues, 2 Catholic parishes, and 19 Protestant congrega-
tions in Pleasantdale and 2 adjacent, smaller communities. One of the
congregations was Unitarian Universalist, described as large (more than 150
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regular Sunday/Sabbath attenders, with administration divided into boards
and committees). Among her findings were the following:

Liberal congregations were the only ones to fight about inclusive language
and becoming “open and affirming,” while conservative congregations had
the only conflicts over premarital or extramarital sex. There were no other
differences in what liberal and conservative churches fought over.

More of the serious conflicts, with members leaving and resolution elusive,
were in liberal congregations. The size and polity of a congregation did not
influence the kinds of issues bringing conflict.

Regarding the amount of conflict: There were twenty-nine conflicts in
small congregations, thirty-six in large ones, thirty-one in liberal, and
thirty-four in conservative.12

Congregational Models

Becker worked with four organizational models in her study: congregation as
family, as community, as leader, and as house of worship. All four models
agree that worship and religious education are the core tasks of a congrega-
tion; these are the only core tasks specified in her house-of-worship model.
The family model means the whole congregation is close, family-like. The
congregation-as-community model agrees with the family model but adds,
“Adopt policies that express members’ values and interpretations on social is-
sues” and substitutes “closeness and familylike within small groups” for hav-
ing the whole congregation be family-like.13 Congregations operating on the
leader model do not consider closeness as a core task. Rather, they emphasize
adopting official policies or pastor’s guidelines on social issues and being a
leader in the community and beyond.

Not surprisingly, Becker found four of the congregations were “mixed”: a
Missouri Synod Lutheran, a Catholic, an Episcopalian, and the Unitarian
Universalist. When conflict developed in these congregations, the results were
intense:

Mixed congregations are the only ones where conflict raged through a se-
ries of events, and where resolution was virtually impossible without the
exit of one of the groups that had been mobilized. Formal rules were in-
voked and votes taken, but to little avail, as the conflict erupted again. The
governance structure of the congregation was questioned openly in three of
these congregations, and in one was under a process of review and revision
during the conflict.14
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The specific conflict Becker identified in the UU congregation was between a
group preferring a family model and a newer group preferring a leader model.

Later, Becker comments, “Members can identify the bundle of things that
matter to them about their local congregation, and they orient their behavior
to these locally institutionalized ideas about ‘who we are.’ When challenged,
members can clearly articulate their preference for a certain style of congrega-
tion, and they are very conscious that a victory for the other side means their
congregation will turn into a place that is in many ways less representative of
their values.’15

Managing Change

Change is never easy, and it’s often disruptive. Whenever new people become
part of an established congregation, they understandably bring with them their
values and perceptions. If they have been told they will be accepted as they are,
what do they understand this to mean? If they are more conservative, or more
liberal, than the current culture of the congregation, how can they express their
differences? Can they rightly expect that the culture will change to reflect their
views to a greater degree? How do longer-time members respond? Are they
right in thinking the new people want to change the very institution and val-
ues that attracted them in the first place? When significant change occurs, what
is an appropriate response to the person who says sadly, “This isn’t the con-
gregation I joined. I no longer feel comfortable here”? Becker found this as a
conflict flash point in her study.

Can it be generalized from Becker’s work and from the Commission ques-
tionnaire that, for whatever reasons, UUs find it especially difficult to manage
conflict? Does Unitarian Universalism in its contemporary form attract people
of deeply held views who find sharing or compromise difficult if not impossi-
ble? When their views are challenged, do they feel under attack as individuals?
Are they in fact under attack? Are Unitarian Universalists in general truly “lib-
eral,” using the definition “generous of spirit”? These are significant issues af-
fecting an individual’s deepest feelings of belonging, of being a member of a
religious community.

Another question: To what extent are these divisive issues of a religious
nature, to what degree are they social/societal, and how much are they mixed?
In recent years there has been considerable activity in the UU world regarding
diversity. To the extent that this diversity reflects differences of race, ethnicity,
social class, sexual orientation, or other societal differences, there appears to
be an improving comfort level, although much work remains. However, to the
extent that differences are in religious practice, incorporating religious ex-
pressions outside conventional Western religious tradition for example, or at
variance with the culture of a given congregation at a particular time, these
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differences can be viewed as divergent, as proceeding in different directions re-
ligiously. In congregations with Buddhist or pagan or similar groups, to the
extent the participants are also part of the ongoing life of the congregation,
they are generally accepted. To the extent participants are not otherwise in-
volved in the life of the congregation, the group is sometimes viewed as tak-
ing advantage of a free meeting space and questions arise as to whether this is
appropriate. The issue came up in private conversations with respondents to
the Commission questionnaire and with members of responding congrega-
tions but comments were not committed to paper. These issues, too, affect
perceptions of the quality of membership.

A further question: Is it possible that, within the UU world, promises are
made that cannot be fulfilled? When a newcomer hears, “You are accepted as
you are,” what does that mean? Who accepts? What are the limits of what is
acceptable? What is required of the person seeking acceptance? People make
promises; people fulfill them. Institutions can do neither. If promises are made
or implied that require others to do something, to what extent is an obligation
also implied? How an individual reacts to such an implication of obligation is
another aspect of the quality of membership. Is this within the free church tra-
dition and operational mode of congregational polity in which Unitarian
Universalism has its roots?

UUA financial advisor Larry Ladd, in his verbal report to the UUA General
Assembly in 2000, spoke of the importance of a “clear religious message” to
congregation growth.16 What is a clear religious message? What is the clear re-
ligious message of contemporary Unitarian Universalism? Who expresses it?
How is it heard and interpreted? How and when can these questions be an-
swered, and by whom?

No matter its size, a congregation whose members treat one another with
gentleness and respect and that has a good idea of how it fits into its time and
place as well as its future, will provide the quality of membership that reduces
the revolving-door syndrome, makes people want to join, and affirms the best
that Unitarian Universalism represents.
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If we are going to experience the quality of congregational life that we aspire
to, it will not happen by chance. We must pay attention to the structures and
processes, what Mead calls organic growth: “Organic growth is about the
task of building the community, fashioning the organizational structures, de-
veloping the practices and processes that result in a dependable, stable net-
work of human relationships in which we can grow and from which we can
make a difference.”1

Systems theory helps congregations with the task of building community
and is therefore useful in deepening our understanding of the meaning of
membership.

Social systems . . . are complex organisms with distinct parts and orderly
processes that somehow form a single entity out of that complexity, within
a particular environment. . . . Systems have a boundary that distinguishes
and separates them from their environment. They receive input from the
environment, they act on those inputs in their own characteristic ways, and
they send their outputs back into the environment. . . . In this sense, a con-
gregation is a social system.2

The strength and vitality of each and every UU congregation are central to
the strength and vitality of the movement. This is why membership is of such
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interest to the Commission. In applying systems theory to questions of mem-
bership, we are interested in how those congregations relate to the individual’s
identity as a Unitarian Universalist. Participation in worship and involvement
in the expressions of the congregation’s ministry are significant processes that
affect commitment and the extent to which individuals engage in the life of the
congregation.

This discussion focuses on two functions of the social system that relate to
membership formation:

• the definitions congregations use to distinguish themselves from the envi-
ronment around them, known as boundaries

• the ways in which congregations engage people more deeply in the life of
the congregation

What We Are and What We Are Not

Too often a discussion about Unitarian Universalism encounters confusion
about what makes a Unitarian Universalist. Lack of knowledge about our
movement leads to misunderstandings about who we are (and who we are
not!). Jokes abound. Tolerance gets confused with an absence of limits on per-
sonal behavior. Children get feel-good education that leaves them without
skills and resources to wrestle with the difficult questions of life, and our con-
gregations get bogged down in politeness and political correctness. The
Commission believes that congregations can address this confusion and help
Unitarian Universalists find deeper meaning in the life of the congregation; an
understanding of systems theory helps in this process.

Boundaries help us define who we are, as individuals and as congregations.
Definition of membership is an important function of boundary definition. In
the free church, the individual determines whether she/he meets the member-
ship criteria defined by the congregation. There is no faith “test.” Commitment
to the congregation, however, can be sustained better over time if individual
members feel a strong connection to the congregation. The inevitable differ-
ences of opinion that arise in any human community can be transcended, for-
given, or resolved and in the end contribute to a stronger, healthier
congregation. Thus we believe it is important to look at membership practices
that help to deepen commitment to the congregation.

Boundary maintenance is a process of managing the tension between what
might seem to be competing principles. Being open and accepting can lead to
such diffuse boundaries that the congregation has no sense of “center.” Defining
membership in more specific terms, however, can result in exclusion and nar-
rowness of perspective. How do we find that balance? One UU stated, “A fear
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of mine is that if we don’t have some kind of framework as to what constitutes
a UU society or person, then how can we call ourselves anything? . . . Have we
become so liberal finally that we aren’t really anything? Are we in danger of ‘tol-
erating’ ourselves out of existence as a significant religious movement which of-
fers, all in all, an alternative to mainline religions?” By developing structures
and processes for membership, a congregation can better define its boundaries
and provide an environment where individuals can pursue their own religious
development.

Engaging in Congregational Life

There are two key factors in how a congregation defines its boundaries and en-
gages people in the congregation that have particular relevance to our under-
standing of the organic dimensions of membership: norms/expectations and
beliefs/values. These factors shape the ministries of the congregation and help
the congregation to define itself and articulate its meaning of membership.

Norms and expectations are the guidelines for what is acceptable and
what is not acceptable in the congregation. “In all sound systems,” says
Mead, “the boundary between what is acceptable and what is unacceptable
is enforced by everyone and by no one.”3 It is typical for norms to be un-
spoken, often communicated by non-verbal behaviors. One often does not
know about a norm until he/she has violated it. These unwritten rules can be
confusing to newcomers and often become an impediment to creating
healthy, open communities. A norm that “we are like a family” can create
small, close-knit groups that make it extremely difficult for a newcomer to
make a connection within the congregation. Such descriptions should, in
fact, raise questions about whether the boundaries are too rigid and exclu-
sive. The Commission has found, in our conversations around the continent,
that many congregations have norms, or implicit covenants, for group mem-
bership that are not articulated and may be undermining stated goals for
growth. It is not uncommon to hear stories of visitors to our congregations
feeling ignored during the coffee hour, despite statements of welcome from
the pulpit. We have heard often of people who come to our congregations
searching for religious community who end up feeling discouraged and ex-
cluded. This may be due to inexplicit norms or rigid boundaries in the con-
gregational system.

Many congregations have clarified the norms of the congregation by artic-
ulating the responsibilities of membership, developing an explicit covenant.
These congregations are becoming more intentional about the meaning of
membership. Membership covenants vary, reflecting the diversity of language
and image that characterizes congregational life. These articulated expecta-
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tions are examples of “high” membership requirements. They usually take the
form of a statement of responsibilities of congregation membership, and many
include the following expectations:

• Worship with the congregation.
• Pursue your own spiritual growth.
• Join in the work of the congregation.
• Pledge at a level commensurate with commitment to the congregation.
• Perform service to the wider community.
• Connect with the larger UU movement.

Beliefs and values are another element of a social system. They are its “cen-
ter of gravity.” Most faith communities build their social systems around a
clearly defined belief system. A central premise of Unitarian Universalism has
historically been our “free faith.” No creed or dogma will exclude members,
and members will not be required to subscribe to any creed. Our commitment
to a free and responsible search for truth and meaning can make it difficult to
find that center of gravity that can help a congregation develop cohesiveness
and a sense of purpose. Rev. Barbara Wells writes, “At times we have taken our
freedom to mean lack of commitment. Too often churches have been unclear
what commitment to membership means and have been unable to give fellow
journeyers maps to lead them into a deeper relationship with the church.”4

When the congregation does not create an environment in which beliefs
and values are openly expressed and examined on an ongoing basis, behavior
may not correspond to the stated norms. It is not uncommon to hear UUs re-
late stories of the elation they felt upon first finding a liberal religious envi-
ronment in which they could express their deepest spiritual searching, only to
experience profound disappointment that their “truth” is somehow not ac-
cepted by others in the congregation despite the statements of openness and
tolerance. The Commission has heard from many who experience disapproval
or non-acceptance when their religious or spiritual paths lead them away from
the prevailing norms of their congregations.

This change in the nature of individual religious experience over time is not
surprising; in fact it is encouraged and expected in a free faith where the un-
veiling of truth is seen as a work in progress. Our faith calls us to live in the
creative tension between what we have understood and what we are coming to
understand. The living tradition of our Unitarian Universalist faith does not see
religious truth as a static condition but rather as one of continuous revelation.
The religious views and values that lead one into membership of a UU congre-
gation at one stage in life should evolve over time. That one’s beliefs and val-
ues would be questioned, examined, and even changed as part of the spiritual
growth process is desirable. Looking at this from a perspective of organic
growth, congregations need to develop approaches to membership that respect
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and celebrate ongoing faith development so that people can deepen in their
commitment rather than feel excluded or unwelcome.

Systems theory tells us that a healthy organization lives with this tension,
sees it as a creative force, and develops procedures and practices that encour-
age clarity and openness simultaneously.

Moving toward Deeper Commitment

How can congregations best adopt organic structures that promote a broader
understanding of the meaning of membership? Church membership literature
discusses two dimensions of membership that affect depth of commitment:
entry and maintenance. Entry refers to the requirements for entry into mem-
bership in the faith community and maintenance refers to the visible forms of
commitment necessary to keep that membership status.

Each of these dimensions is seen as being low or high. Many of the new,
rapidly growing non-denominational churches have high entry requirements
and high maintenance requirements. Although many people attend the services
and share in the religious life of the community, actual admission into mem-
bership takes place only after demonstration of willingness to meet high de-
mands of membership (both in financial, personal, and faith dimensions).
Unitarian Universalist congregations, perhaps in response to rigid creed and re-
strictive theologies of previous religious experience, often have low entry and
low maintenance requirements. Most UU churches require only the signing of
a membership book and perhaps some minimal evidence of financial support.
The Commission heard many stories of casual approaches to signing the mem-
bership book. The Commission believes there is a place between casual and
conforming and that place can be better defined if our congregations pay at-
tention to the structures and processes of membership.

What initially attracts a person to a UU congregation is unlikely to be what
keeps that person as a committed, growing participant in the life of the con-
gregation over time. UU ministers working in the extension program to
strengthen and grow existing congregations as well as to launch new congre-
gations provide valuable insights in this discussion. These approaches, often re-
ferred to as the path to membership, reflect the progressive nature of
identification with Unitarian Universalism as a movement. Healthy congrega-
tions understand this developmental process and create programs (or min-
istries) that respond to peoples’ needs over time. Many congregations have
developed orientation programs for people in the initial stages of identification
with a Unitarian Universalist congregation. Growing numbers of our congre-
gations invite people into small groups, often referred to as covenant groups,
where they can build relationships with others. As people deepen their com-
mitment, perhaps moving into formal membership, they are encouraged to ex-
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plore the history of the Unitarians and the Universalists through religious edu-
cation classes and branch out into the life of the congregation through service
in various programs. Formal membership may not take place until people have
been participating in the community for some time and understand the signif-
icance of the congregation and the movement in their personal and spiritual
lives. Some congregations have requirements for formal membership such as
participation in an orientation session or a meeting with the minister; most,
however, encourage but do not require such actions. Methodist evangelist John
Wesley recognized the different steps in the path to becoming a committed be-
liever. Each step is important in its own right and must be recognized for the
different needs and readiness it represents. The path to membership would be
a Unitarian Universalist version of the stages identified by Wesley. Regardless
of the specific process, increasingly our congregations are implementing strate-
gies that support people as they move along this path. Many congregations,
however, still look at membership as an either/or proposition. You are either a
member or you’re not. It is the Commission’s fervent hope that these congre-
gations will be moved to a new understanding of membership and implement
recommendations from this report.

Membership Issues

Keeping in mind that a systems perspective on membership focuses on those
procedures that a congregation puts in place to define its boundaries and thus
its identity, the Commission has found a number of issues that trigger discus-
sion and, at times, confuse our understanding of the meaning of membership.
These issues lead to provocative questions that can provide the basis for dis-
cussion and discernment. We do not propose answers to these questions; rather
we encourage dialogue within congregations and throughout the movement,
thus increasing awareness and more intentional practices regarding member-
ship. The particular definitions of membership matter less to us than do the
steps taken by our congregations to define and clarify expectations on the part
of each congregation. Thus, expectations are made more explicit and open to
congregational awareness.

The Issue: Annual Program Fund

Numerical growth is the dimension most often discussed in regard to the rela-
tionship between the Annual Program Fund (APF) and the meaning of mem-
bership. Discussion and debate abound about how many UUs there are in
North America. Many maintain that there would be more (numerically) if the
APF used a different way of assessing a congregation’s contribution to the UUA
(referred to as the Fair Share). Some maintain that the reason the denomina-
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tion’s growth curve (as measured by number of adult members) is not an ac-
curate reflection of membership size is because congregations are manipulating
numbers in order to reduce the Fair Share assessment. Those most familiar
with the history of these efforts have told us that, whatever indicator is used to
calculate the Fair Share (average attendance, annual budget, and so forth), the
growth curve measured by that variable levels out while other indicators
change.

The UUA established a per member recommended contribution for con-
gregations. This sum, often referred to in Commission hearings as a “head
tax,” is perceived by many to be the culprit behind the confusing numbers as-
sociated with the question, “How many Unitarian Universalists are there?” At
every hearing held by the Commission during this study, someone would raise
this issue as being at the heart of the “membership problem.” Many congre-
gations establish a “minimum contribution” for voting membership that cor-
responds to the congregation’s assessed Fair Share. They want to make sure, it
seems, that it does not cost the congregation to have someone’s name on the
membership roles. Many have proposed to the Commission that the question
of membership would be less troublesome if the UUA did not assess this “head
tax.” Several years ago, large congregations were offered an alternative method
for assessing their Fair Share contribution. Many recommended to the
Commission that this strategy be adopted for all congregations. There may be
merit to these suggestions, but the Commission believes that, in terms of mem-
bership, it misses the point. One UU in communication with the Commission
raised the concern “that if we try to devise a formula that is going to be—
without exception—totally and completely ‘fair’ for every single congregation
at any particular stage of its life, we’ll end up with formulae as compli-
cated . . . as the IRS’s Form 1040.” The real issue, we believe, is building a
strong, vital voice for our liberal religious values. The APF is one strategy for
generating the financial commitment needed to assist in this effort.

Focusing on minimal contributions sufficient to cover the per member con-
tribution used in the calculation for association and district contributions dis-
tracts us from the real work before us. In a conversation with the Commission
on Appraisal, Rev. John Buehrens calls this kind of attention to detail, “polic-
ing the fringe,” meaning that excessive attention to these kinds of issues dis-
tracts us from the heart and depth of our message and its importance to the
world. We must move beyond numbers so that our policies and practices of
membership are shaped by a deeper and more meaningful commitment to our
religious movement and not by a preoccupation with fundraising strategies.

The Question: When dealing with fundraising policies and practices, how do
we best avoid obsession with the peripheral issues and get on with the business
of growing strong congregations that take the message of our free, liberal faith
to the world?
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The Issue: Dual Membership

Many Unitarian Universalists belong to or attend more than one congregation
on a regular basis. The most common situation is from the “sun birds” or
“snow birds”—that is, people who summer or winter in another region of the
country from their regular home. These congregations face many unique issues:
counting part-time residents for the APF; determining a level of expected fi-
nancial contribution; building budgets and raising funds to serve a congrega-
tion with peaks in participation; maintaining connections with part-year
residents; and involving them in volunteer service in the congregation.

There are no simple answers to these questions, and to some degree each
situation is unique. The question about the APF would simply disappear if a
change from a per-member calculation for APF were adopted. The issues of
promoting generous support for both congregations would remain. Other is-
sues can best be resolved based on some basic principles.

We urge a broader conceptualization of membership that can help congre-
gations address this issue. The connection of a person to the Unitarian
Universalist movement ranges from visitor to church leader. A part-time resi-
dent may have a stronger connection to one congregation or the other, even
though he/she is registered as a member in both. He/she may play different
roles in each congregation. It is the connection to the congregation that is im-
portant, and focusing on a person’s part-time status may weaken that connec-
tion by making people feel excluded.

In most of our congregations, the required financial contribution, if any, is
minimal. We rely, as a matter of principle, on the individual or family unit to
consider the financial needs of the congregation and their financial capability
and to make a free decision about their giving. This is a matter of principle be-
cause, just as we respect each person’s spiritual path, we respect their personal
property. In each case, we avoid coercion. We suggest that the financial rela-
tionship between congregations and part-time members be handled in a simi-
lar way. Members must be made aware of the costs of providing services so
that they can make appropriate financial commitments.

It is much the same with volunteer activities. Congregations can make a spe-
cific effort to organize their volunteer opportunities to accommodate the residen-
tial patterns of the members. Members can participate and make commitments
even on a part-time basis. In recent years, people in many congregations are often
less willing to make long-term commitments to committee work, and so congre-
gations have tried to use shorter term task forces. This response is also suitable for
part-time residents, allowing them to share their talents and experience in mean-
ingful ways despite their regular absences from the congregational community.
Dual membership does not have to be an “either/or” proposition.

In this regard, one dimension of membership that has not been discussed
thus far in the report pertains to what happens when a person moves from one
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location to another. Often, he/she looks for another UU congregation in the
area. There is, however, no process for notifying a congregation that a member
of another congregation has moved to the area. In other denominations there
is a formal letter of transfer of membership. As each UU congregation controls
its membership, such a process of transfer of membership would not conform
with our polity. A letter of introduction, however, would make that person feel
more welcome and might preserve that member’s connection with the
Unitarian Universalist movement. Such a communication could help address
the confusion some congregations and members experience in regard to dual
membership.

Issues of transfer of membership and affiliation with the larger movement
are especially germane when it comes to youth and young adults in our move-
ment. As young people move away from their home congregations to go to
college or establish themselves in professions in other parts of the country,
their connection to the movement is even more important. Some UU congre-
gations, as a part of their ministry to youth and young adults, take explicit
steps to help young people find and affiliate with a UU congregation where
they will be relocating.

The Questions: How can congregations be encouraged to see dual members
as welcome participants and resources instead of problems? How might con-
gregations with a substantial incidence of dual membership work together to
help an individual grow a deeper commitment to the movement and to both
congregations? What are strategies to provide a connection with the larger UU
movement for youth and young adults as they leave the home community?

The Issue: Increasing Membership Requirements

As part of the study on membership, the Commission met with Unitarian
Universalists all over North America. Without fail, the issue of raising the
“entry” and “maintenance” expectations as a way to grow commitment was
brought up in our hearings. While most participants agreed that increased
commitment and depth of membership is desirable, they did not necessarily
agree about how to achieve it. UUs spoke of increasing required financial con-
tribution as a condition of membership. Other UUs spoke of removing finan-
cial contribution as a condition of membership entirely. Some congregations
require a meeting with the minister and/or a vote by the Board of Trustees.
Others make no requirement except signing a membership book. In yet another
approach, many congregations encourage and invite persons interested in af-
filiating with the congregation to participate in orientations, membership
classes, and so forth but do not actually require such participation. The ap-
proaches taken by those who spoke with the Commission were as many and
varied as the congregations themselves.
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The Commission heard a slightly different perspective on this issue when
we met in Canada. Representatives of Canadian congregations identified a
cultural difference on this issue, saying, “We are slower to make the commit-
ment but when we make it, we make it stronger.” Some attribute this to a cul-
tural norm in Canada that is less individualistic than is generally found in the
United States. The high rate of Fair Share contributions of Canadian congre-
gations to the Canadian Unitarian Council was given as one example of that
deeper commitment.

Regardless of the specific requirements for formal membership, the
Commission believes that congregations will benefit from instituting more in-
tentional strategies to affirm the meaning of membership. We also believe that
membership processes should address the fact that membership in the local
congregation also includes a larger affiliation with the UU movement.

The Questions: Do explicit criteria for membership violate the premise of
our free faith? Are such criteria congruent with the principles and purposes
of the UUA? How can a congregation best maintain the “creative tension”
needed to define effective boundaries? What benefit accrues to congrega-
tions that help members strengthen their sense of affiliation with the larger
UU movement? Should members coming into membership from another UU
congregation be expected to participate in orientation programs and other
classes designed to deepen commitment, such as those offered as part of the
path to membership?

The Issue: Exclusion from Membership

Exclusion from membership seems totally contradictory from the traditions
and principles of our free faith. Yet many do feel excluded. Exclusion can be
formal (or deliberate) or informal. Informal exclusion happens most often
when norms and expectations are not explicit. They may be inexplicit because
of the homogeneity of the congregation. For example, a congregation that is
predominantly (if not exclusively) made up of people of a similar theological
bent, class, or ethnic heritage can exclude people from the congregation unin-
tentionally. Informal exclusion can occur as well because of the familiarity and
general informality of the relationships among people in the congregation.
Eager and warm greetings among regular participants in the congregation—for
example, during the coffee hour—can lead to unintentional exclusion of visi-
tors and newcomers.

Unintentional exclusion, however, is not limited to visitors on Sunday
morning. It may be, in fact, more common with people who have become more
familiar with the congregation but are not yet engaged. They are past needing
a friendly greeting on Sunday morning, but they are not yet integrated into
congregational life. Responses to a survey conducted by the Commission as
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part of our study reveal that most congregations struggle with the inclusion of
people in the life of the congregation. Respondents spoke of ongoing efforts to
engage people who are on the periphery and of friction and discomfort among
long-time and relatively new members: “It takes time to really belong. There is
some mistrust on the part of old-time members—i.e., ‘newcomers don’t know
how we do it here.’” “Long-time members are hungry for new blood, yet there
is real resistance to change which, of course, new folks bring.”

Another dimension of informal exclusion is self-exclusion. Self-exclusion
can take place when visitors, “seekers” if you will, find that a particular con-
gregation is not what they were looking for in a faith community and choose
to go elsewhere. Some self-exclusion can be indicative of good boundaries and
clear norms and expectations. As one survey respondent said, “Those who
don’t fit in don’t stay.” Some self-exclusion, however, takes place because of
non-welcoming behaviors on the part of the congregation. These informal ex-
cluding practices are of great concern for they turn away those who are per-
haps UU by identification but cannot find their way into the life of the
congregation. As a result, we are all diminished.

A systems perspective on exclusion looks at bringing those informal or in-
explicit practices into greater awareness and on the role that deliberate or for-
mal exclusion plays in defining the boundaries of the congregation. In its 1997
report Interdependence, the Commission on Appraisal recommended that con-
gregations establish provisions in their bylaws for the exclusion from member-
ship in cases where an individual’s behavior threatens the congregation’s
well-being. Most congregations remove people from membership only in re-
sponse to circumstances in which the member has stopped participating, most
generally financially, in the life of the congregation. There has been growing in-
terest, however, in the question of excluding persons whose behavior violates
the basic expectations and norms of the community. Increasingly, our congre-
gations are recognizing that “living in a community implies—no, requires—an
agreement on fundamental values.”5 Behavior that threatens those values, in
some cases, justifies exclusion from membership.

Some congregations have established procedures for involuntary exclusion
from membership for destructive and threatening behavior. InterConnections,
a UUA publication for lay leaders of UU congregations, addressed this issue in
an article called “Handling Disruptive People: Policies That Ease the Strain.”
This is an example of boundary definition, whereby a congregation adopts spe-
cific policies for involuntary exclusion of a member. Rev. Ken Collier, who be-
lieves every congregation should have a policy addressing disruptive behavior,
states, “Inevitably there will be these kinds of crises. It’s really important to
have thought through these issues before they occur.”6 Most often these poli-
cies permit expulsion of anyone, with due process, who becomes a perceived
threat to safety, disrupts activities, or diminishes the appeal of the congregation
to potential and existing members.
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It may not be so difficult to reach agreement about the need to remove
someone from membership for threatening others with physical harm or for
fomenting loud and angry interruptions to the Sunday worship service. It is
more difficult, however, to reach agreement about the criteria and procedures
for doing so. Many congregations do not have procedures in place to deal with
even the most obviously threatening and invasive behaviors. As a result, lead-
ership must expend considerable time and anguish developing a fair, compas-
sionate, and clear response while they are in the middle of the crisis. Many
congregations have established guidelines and procedures regarding contact
with children and youth by persons with a history of abuse or assault.
Experience demonstrates, however, that this is not the case with most congre-
gations. Is it not healthier to engage in the steps needed to clarify norms and
expectations as a part of the congregation’s ongoing programs and activities
than to find ourselves in a position of reactivity to uncomfortable situations?
The recommendation that congregations think about this and develop proce-
dures ahead of time is good advice.

It is, however, a challenging and slippery slope to define activities that “di-
minish the appeal of the congregation to potential and existing members” as
grounds for formal exclusion. One person’s prophecy may be seen to diminish
the appeal of the congregation to others. Our discussion later in this report will
address questions of inclusion and our difficulties learning to live with dis-
comfort in order to create a diverse and welcoming community. As important
as it can be to have clear expectations and procedures to deal with such situa-
tions, it is equally important that the congregation carry on careful and
thoughtful deliberation lest they exclude people whose voices bring richness
and creativity to the conversation, even if they also bring discomfort. This is
yet another example of the creative tension in which we believe we must live if
we are to grow vital and healthy congregations.

The Questions: What fundamental values are so central to the core of our
Unitarian Universalist congregational life that to threaten them would justify
formal exclusion from membership? What kinds of behaviors diminish the
appeal of the congregation? What would it mean to a congregation to have
a discussion of this issue as part of a process to define its center of gravity?
What if the norms and expectations were to become more explicit rather
than implicit?

We hope these questions have stimulated you to think about the process of
growing members in your congregation. They are not the only questions. It is
important to also challenge some of your beliefs and assumptions about the
meaning of membership.
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“There are seasons in human affairs,” wrote William Ellery Channing, “when
new depths seem to be broken up in the soul, when new wants are unfolded in
multitudes, and a new and undefined good is thirsted for.”1

We believe that such a season is upon us. The challenge lies in satisfying the
thirst of the “multitudes” in each of our individual congregations. A thirst for
what? Sanctuary—what Laura Cerwinske describes as a “place of order and
tranquility, a retreat from the disharmony of the world”?2 Unquestionably.
Community? Undeniably.

Dr. Martin Luther King spoke of creating the “Beloved Community,” put-
ting God’s word into action, creating, if you will, the commonwealth of God
on earth. And Zen Master Hsin Tao tells us that “a genuine Pure Land (para-
dise) has never existed in some far-off place, but resides right now in the culti-
vation of every being’s heart.”

How we cultivate our own hearts, in safe spaces, and in community with one
another, is at the center of the theologies informing the Unitarian Universalist
theology of membership. These include a dimension of growth and outreach that
embraces perspectives broader than our own personal ones. Harry Nelson
Wieman calls it “creative interchange,” Mary Hunt speaks of “embodiment,”
and liberation theologians write of critical reflection on the lived experience.

The crucial relationship between our environment and its inhabitants is
central to incarnation, the transformation of the idea, the word, the belief, into
action. This is the essence of our UU Principles and Purposes. Rather than em-
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phasizing an afterlife, we stress that our work is here on earth. Loren Mead
refers to this as a “this-worldly” theological orientation.

Although recognizing that the independence of individuals within our 
congregations—and the independence of congregations within the UUA—is
basic, we nevertheless have words that help us to articulate the shared theologi-
cal foundation of our faith. And the foremost statements of our common ground
are the Principles of the UUA, as stated in the bylaws (Article II, Section C.2.1).

These Principles are not “deemed to infringe upon individual freedom of
belief[,] which is inherent in the Universalist and Unitarian heritages[,] or to
conflict with any statement of purpose, covenant or bond of union used by any
society unless such is used as a creedal test” (Article II, Section C.2.4).

Over the centuries, Unitarian and Universalist congregations have estab-
lished language (either in the form of covenantal statements, mission state-
ments, or statements of purpose) that has been intended to provide a common
core for the diversity of belief in the free church.3

The edict of Toleration of 1568, in which King John Sigismund of
Transylvania granted freedom of religion to specific Christian traditions, was
radical for its own time. Statements adopted by UU congregations have con-
tinually changed, as the understanding of what “freedom of belief” means has
changed, and as congregations have grown beyond the Christian roots of both
the Unitarian and Universalist movements. The evolution of language evident
in mission statements and statements of principle reflects the changing vision
of the ideal life in the local congregation. Our Principles express gratitude for
religious pluralism and the inspiration to deepen our understanding and ex-
pand that vision.

The Ideal of Pluralism vs. the Reality of UU Congregations

The UU composer Ysaye Maria Barnwell, of the a capella group Sweet Honey
in the Rock, challenges us in song to face some of our deepest fears and to heed
some of our deepest yearnings:

Would you harbor me?
Would I harbor you?
Would you harbor a Christian, a Muslim, a Jew, a heretic, convict or spy?
Would you harbor a runaway woman or child, a poet, a prophet, a king?

Would you harbor an exile or a refugee, a person living with AIDS?
Would you harbor a Tubman, a Garrett, a Truth, a fugitive or a slave?
Would you harbor a Haitian, Korean, or Czech, a lesbian or a gay?4

Our Unitarian Universalist faith asserts that we do harbor one another; our
Principles assume that we do. Would you harbor me? We choose whom we
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harbor. Would I harbor you? We are poised, as a religious collective, to be ac-
countable in our answering.

In conversations on the topic of membership that have taken place all
around our continent, some UUs held that the important issues are those re-
lated to recruitment and retention of a membership base that corresponds to
populations most nearly matching the demographic characteristics of the pres-
ent membership. New members are welcome as long as they “fit in,” but the
movement should not shift from its traditional demographic base in order to
attract and include those of different backgrounds.

In one such conversation, the participants (all white) were asked to state
their vision of their congregations’ futures. One woman stated that she had a
vision of multiracial, multicultural congregations. Another woman looked
startled and then made a gesture indicating that she thought such a vision was
unrealistic or inappropriate.

While many UUs may overtly or covertly feel the same way, others believe
that for our movement to fully develop its potential, we must broaden our base
and include diverse populations of Beloved Community. As time has passed,
our understanding of religious pluralism has expanded. In recent years, the
Sources of our living tradition have been amended to reflect that expanded un-
derstanding. For the purposes of this discussion, the Commission is including
all dimensions of life experience that find expression in our free faith: gender,
race and culture, class, theology, political belief, sexual orientation. We have
indeed changed the words!

Incarnation, however, calls us to put the words into action. While what we
say reflects a vision of pluralism, our congregations are made up of human be-
ings. And as human beings, no matter how deeply we share the vision of our
movement, at times we are going to fall short of the mark. What is the reality
in our congregational lives?

Incarnational growth is not about recruiting; it is about transforming per-
spective and awareness. “Membership,” writes Renee-Noelle Felice, “is not
something conferred upon one person by an already extant group of ‘others,’
but a covenant among individuals to become something new.” But when the
“covenant” is broken—or ignored—hearts become bruised.5 One UU told the
Commission,

It is extremely frustrating when one encounters opposition both personally
and institutionally from UUs who constantly state (in subtle and not so
subtle ways!) that there is no place for a more expressive, passionate style
of worship. By this I mean more than just a change in music. At times, I
want to revel in applause, dance, and “holy” shouts of affirmation during
a service. The cultural aspects of those who come from a Euro-
Mediterranean background (in my case, Italian American), for which this
expression is vitally important, are many times ignored in favor of the more
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well-known and stereotyped Anglo-European approach of dispassionate
detachment. Why can’t we honor both as opposed to either/or?

The Commission received input from hundreds of Unitarian Universalists
from all over North America in response to questions about the meaning of
membership. While much of the discussion focused on aspects of growth iden-
tified by Mead (numeric, maturational, and organic), there was also consider-
able discussion of how we manifest incarnational growth, the ways in which
we “walk the talk” of our vision.

Ultimately, it is in the congregations that our vision comes to life—or does
not—as we have heard in some cases. No matter what is stated in the UUA’s
Principles and Purposes and in our bylaws, our congregations are at liberty
(with very little limitation) to define the nature of religious life and expres-
sion. Though many people are attracted to us because of our public expres-
sions of religious tolerance, opposition to oppression, and inclusion of diverse
populations, what they find in practice does not always match the Principles
we espouse.

The Commission’s conversations with people who self-define as Unitarian
Universalist but feel “left out” of their local congregations, lead to the in-
escapable conclusion that exclusion is indeed a problem. Ironically, congrega-
tions that espouse respect for the inherent dignity and worth of all beings
nevertheless engage in behaviors that exclude some others who identify with
that same Principle.

One respondent said,

I cannot tell you how appalled I was when, as a visitor to a Unitarian
Universalist church, one of the very few persons of color in the congrega-
tion was introduced to me as “our token Black.” During the coffee hour I
felt compelled to ask him how he felt about that comment. He replied,
“Yes, yes. It cuts to the very core of my being. But this is where I worship.
This is my spiritual home. I am no spring chicken. I am too old to start
over.”

The Commission received many such reports. For example,

• suggestions that an African American visitor to a UU congregation might
feel more comfortable in the church down the street

• opposition to incorporation of neo-pagan and earth-centered rituals
• repeated ignoring of visitors week after week, leading to feelings of invisibility
• criticism and disapproval of sermons or worship services presenting the-

ologies other than those shared by the preponderance of members, whether
they are Christian or Humanist or have some other perspective
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• reluctance on the part of ministers to preach from their personal theologi-
cal orientations because of negative judgment on the part of congregants

• financial policies that imply an assumption of middle- or upper-class status
• overt expressions of racial, cultural, or gender prejudice
• suggestions that if one is a Christian (or Humanist or Pagan, etc.) he/she

doesn’t belong in this congregation
• resistance to incorporating different cultural or language experiences into

worship services
• assumptions that people of different classes, cultural groups, or ethnic

backgrounds would not be attracted by the UU Principles

While many of our congregations have made notable progress in includ-
ing gay men and lesbians into the mainstream of congregational life, inclu-
sion of bisexual and transgender persons is another matter. One individual,
a self-described “out” transgender person who met with the Commission,
put it like this: “We claim to be open, believe in universal salvation, yet we
cringe when transgender people come into our congregations. When I sing
that ‘I am singing for my life’ I mean it. It’s not safe to be transgender in this
society.”

Our conversations made it clear that numerous people who identify with
Unitarian Universalist principles and values do not find strong support or wel-
come in their local congregations. It is now apparent to the Commission that
many who resonate to UU theology or beliefs do not identify their congrega-
tions as their primary connections with the movement.

One person with whom the Commission talked spoke for many: “It’s hard
for me to sit in our congregations. I feel so completely invisible, calling myself
a member is problematic. I cannot be fully who I am in a congregation.”

Many with whom the Commission met spoke of the emotional sacrifice
caused by maintaining their congregational connections. “Being a member of
a congregation means nothing to me unless there is liberation,” said another
person. And yet another: “Until we achieve what the resolution [on Racial and
Cultural Diversity] calls for, we will continue to give lip service to our desire to
transform the world, and we will remain a mostly white, Euro-centric, mono-
lingual, monocultural, middle-class religious movement [from] which many
people of color will continue to feel culturally alienated.” And someone else
said, “I continue to be UU because religiously I cannot be anything else. I can-
not do it, but there is a piece that is missing. When I need deep spiritual feed-
ing, I go to the Spanish-speaking Catholic church.”

These are voices of people who are committed to our vision. They serve as
the voices of our congregations. They are telling stories that need to be heard.
If we will but listen, their voices will help us all live deeper, more authentic,
more creative lives.
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The Need for Foundational, Not Cosmetic, Change

Poet Caroline Kandler writes,

Here, I have some change.
I have some quarters.
Hey, I don’t want your change.
What I want is change—
real change. . . .
We want the changes that make room for us.6

If membership means a deepening of our commitment to the tending to our
neighbors, in the sanctuaries of our own communities, then we must engage in
the difficult conversations about whether and how our congregations promote
incarnational growth.

Clearly, explicit as well as implicit barriers to membership exist. But each
of us, as an individual, has boundaries that can be extended. So, too, do our
churches. Those of us whose profiles do not match those of the majority of
church members are not looking for small adjustments or concessions. We are
looking for foundational changes in the culture of our institutions, changes
that will allow us to be present with one another in new, healthy, and holy
ways.

Diversity and inclusion are issues critical to who we are. By diversity, we
mean that there are many voices to be heard—voices informed by racial, so-
cial, psychological, physical, cultural, and religious experiences. Creating the
space for required listening can produce a new awareness, stimulate a new re-
action, and give rise to a new sense of community based on its commitment to
its shared vision. But it can also give rise to the uncomfortable recognition that
inclusion means we have to share the deep and vulnerable parts of ourselves
with others who are not quite like us; whose gender or race, physical charac-
teristics, religious beliefs, or gender preferences make us squirm. 

“One of the truths of our time,” writes Mary Caroline Richards, “is this
hunger deep in people all over the planet for coming into relationship with
each other.”7 That is what brings us to the table—that yearning for commu-
nity, the great desire to find others of like mind, the pursuit of spiritual deep-
ening. And in the first flush of excitement at having found kindred spirits, it
might seem as if there is only one kind of person at the table. Yet all too soon
we realize that in the words of a popular hymn—sung most often when we
celebrate the diversity espoused in our Principles and Purposes—there are, in
reality, all kinds of people around the table. But when asked to dig deeper, this
affirmation of difference quickly dissipates as our individual characteristics
not only become evident, but threaten to separate us. The religious instruction
(or lack thereof) that we received as children, the languages in which our par-
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ents and grandparents spoke to us, our choices of life partners, our racial
makeup, and our varying physical and mental abilities all combine to make us
very different from one another. Thus, the challenge that lies before us is to
find a way for all of us—some of us omnivores, some vegetarians, and even a
few vegans—to stay at the table and be nourished.

The Hard Work Required to Make Change Happen

In Genesis 11:1-9, we read that “the whole world had one language and the
same words.”

Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. And as they
migrated from the east, they came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and
settled there. And they said to one another, “Come, let us build ourselves a
city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for
ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the
whole earth.” The Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which
mortals had built. And the Lord said, “Look, they are one people, and they
have all one language; and this is only the beginning of what they will do;
nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them. Come,
let us go down, and confuse their language there, so that they will not un-
derstand one another’s speech.” So the Lord scattered them abroad from
there over the face of all the earth, and they left off building the city.
Therefore it was called Babel, because there the Lord confused the lan-
guage of all the earth.

Could this story have served, on some unconscious level, down through the
ages, to support the concept of homogeneity? The people all spoke the same
language and thus would become so powerful they could actually penetrate
heaven. Therefore, having one language and one religion would make an em-
pire impenetrable and allow its practitioners to get as close to heaven on earth
as God would allow.

Of course, Unitarian Universalists advocate the principle that great
truths lie in all religions. And most of us probably believe that paradise does
not lie above the clouds. In fact, it is part of our unofficial credo that if we
use our resources to surmount barriers rather than to erect them, we will
achieve heaven on earth. We hold what Toni Morrison calls a “complicated,
demanding . . . view of heaven as life; not heaven as past life.”8

The complicated, demanding part, of course, is that in order to break down
barriers, or to resist building them, we have to do the messy, difficult, and oc-
casionally heart-wrenching work of acknowledging the worthiness of all be-
ings, not just the ones who “speak the same language” we do.
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Rev. Mark Morrison-Reed concedes that change is difficult, not just for
those who feel marginalized, but also for those who are not quite ready to put
the old table out with the trash. Yet he offers compelling reasons to move
through the fear and resistance:

To move forward as a denomination, we need first to ask ourselves why. I
think there is only one authentic answer. For yourself. For yourself because
you will feel more comfortable in a multicultural, multiracial congregation.
For yourself because being part of an inclusive movement is more conso-
nant with the self-image you hold of yourself as a religious liberal. For
yourself so that the piece of you [that] feels guilty or angry about what “we
aren’t” can stop feeling guilty and let go of the anger. For yourself because
you want the whole world to know about liberal religion. For yourself be-
cause you want a style of worship that strikes deeper spiritual [chords]. For
yourself, not because you should, but because you yearn to be different.
Not for them but for yourself—ourselves.9

Echoing Morrison-Reed, one person told the Commission, “The goal should
not be to ‘recruit’ people, but rather for our congregations to understand the
Latino culture and perhaps help community organizations. Why? . . . we do this
for ourselves.”

The Commission maintains that our theology of membership requires us to
address the issues raised by the UUs who so candidly and courageously “spoke
truth to power.” It requires us to reduce and eliminate the barriers that
threaten our ability to truly live our faith in the world.

Of course, we must be wary of letting the desire for a “politically correct”
membership cloud our vision and lead us to invite newcomers in only to aban-
don them. The act of signing a membership book does not guarantee the elu-
sive yet equitable sense of “ownership”—of belonging—that comes when a
person truly feels welcomed into membership because of the gifts he/she brings,
not because that individual’s presence means increased numbers on the con-
gregation’s roster or one more substantial contribution to the coffers, or be-
cause her/his skin color or physical disability will salve the congregation’s guilt
over the homogeneous character of its membership.

As it stands today, in more congregations than not, if we welcome a person
who is a minority of one (or two)—whether gay or disabled or more theocentric
than the rest of us, for example—and he/she becomes an established member of
the community, we cannot help but think that that person has “hung in there”
with “all the rest of us” (different) congregants. If that person leaves, we can tell
ourselves that she/he didn’t really fit in. She/he will probably be more comfort-
able with her/his “own kind.” Thus, we exonerate ourselves from the hard work
of creating and re-creating community as each new individual broadens and
strengthens our circle.
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We would avoid some pitfalls if, instead of talking about growth and
membership and outreach, we talk about creating sanctuary. If we work as
hard—or harder—at creating safe and worshipful places as we do at creating
diverse congregations, we will most likely find that, paradoxically, transform-
ing the awareness of the congregation will result in changing its demographics.
As one African American UU put it, “If you do [anti-racism work] and you
don’t attract persons of color, you’re probably not really doing the work. Any
effort to transform our movement will succeed or fail on the local level.”

Accountability

A number of years ago, a young gay man was considering whether or not to
join a congregation that had not yet affirmed same-sex marriage. After some
time, he did apply for membership. “I realized,” he said, “that I could wait for
‘them’ to do what I wanted them to do, or I could join, and help ‘us’ to move
forward.” In taking this step, he was holding both himself and the congrega-
tion accountable.

As persons of faith we should be deeply concerned with the spiritual well-
being of our congregations. That concern could give rise to a stronger sense of
community, one that might even precipitate an enhanced, vibrant relationship
with those outside the walls of our own congregations. But for that to happen,
we will have to fearlessly examine our attitude toward those excluded from
power within our ranks. And for that to happen, we first have to recognize and
confront the fact that such exclusion does exist.

True appreciation of diversity can only be achieved if we stay engaged. We
must admit to ourselves and to one another that the issue of individual vs. in-
stitutional accountability in policy and structure can trigger as much discom-
fort, distress, and dissension as age, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, and political views. Paying attention to our own feelings
of dis-ease can help us avoid falling into such pitfalls as lack of respect for dif-
ference, ignorance, and inertia.

But let us be clear: We not only need to establish institutional mechanisms
that hold the dominant culture accountable but each of us needs to stand up
to those who would make us “less than” others. For instance, when a member
of one congregation left her congregation, never to return, it was whispered
about that a congregation officer had told the congregant in private conversa-
tion that there was no place there for the woman’s vocal concern about gun vi-
olence; that to raise this issue was not appropriate.

If, indeed, the woman left because of the reputed conversation, then the of-
ficial’s words were the “operative trigger” of the departure. However, the con-
gregant must also take some responsibility for allowing herself to be excluded
from the life of the congregation. When we let the power structure win with-

The Challenge of Incarnation 71



out a fight, we are collaborating in the system. But no matter how much of a
stand those of us who dwell on the margins of congregational life take, the ac-
tive participation of those in power is necessary to bring about the kinds of in-
stitutional changes required.

Some years ago, a white woman, concerned for and passionately dedicated
to helping abused women, was invited by another member of her denomina-
tion to attend a weekend conference linking sexism and racism. With all the
goodwill in the world, the woman replied, “Racism isn’t my issue,” meaning
that, while she supported efforts for racial justice, she didn’t see it as her own
personal ministry.

Not so, would argue a priest of African American descent, who has devoted
his life to social justice work. Applauding the decision of a white acquaintance
to attend a UU anti-racist workshop, he spoke at some length about the re-
sponsibility of members of the “dominant culture” to alter that culture; to build
a table large enough, accessible enough, and sturdy enough to seat all of us.

History abounds with myriad—often horrific—stories of what can happen
when members of the dominant culture dig in their heels and refuse to seat
“outsiders” at their table.

A poignant example can be found in our own history. In the late 1800s Rev.
Jenkin Lloyd Jones, as general secretary of the Western Unitarian Conference,
opened the door to Unitarian women by inviting Rev. Mary Augusta Safford
to co-found a church in Hamilton, Illinois. She became the “mother” of the
Iowa Sisterhood, a group of approximately twenty women ministers who lit-
erally changed the face of Unitarianism. The Sisterhood founded fifteen
churches, designing some of the buildings themselves. They preached and min-
istered, ran the Sunday schools, and established self-improvement groups.
Universalists, too, at that time, had begun opening their pulpits to women. By
1890 there were seventy ordained female Unitarian and Universalist ministers.

Enter Rev. Samuel Eliot, president of the American Unitarian Association
from 1900 to 1927. Almost immediately upon taking office, Eliot not only
closed the door to women but he locked it! Rather than encouraging more
women to assume pulpits, he began the promotion of a “manlier ministry.”
Adding insult to injury, Eliot invited leading Boston laymen and “prominent
ministers’ wives and alliance officers” to wait on tables at luncheons arranged
“for the men” at the annual meetings, and started an (unsuccessful) school to
train women to be parish assistants. Because of this attitude as well as other
cultural/economic factors, by the time of the merger of the Universalist Church
of America and the American Unitarian Association in 1961, there were very
few women in the ministry.

Cynthia Grant Tucker tells us, “Frustrated by the laity’s failure to take their
sermons to heart, and weary of being anathematized by an institution that
wanted them out, the clergywomen reluctantly shifted their ministry to the sec-
ular fields of settlement work, municipal housekeeping, suffrage, and world

72 Belonging



peace.”10 The moral of this tale is that no matter how assertive members of a
particular group might be, their solitary efforts will not take them very far.

Programs created by the UUA and by individual congregations suggest
that, perhaps for the first time in our history, there could be a paradigm shift.
Rather than “letting” marginalized or minority people sit at “our” table, we
are recognizing the need for all members of the congregation to work together
to redesign the table.

Looking to the Past for Strength and Inspiration

One of the many gifts of Unitarian Universalism is that our different ways of
thinking inform who we are. But this sometimes seems to be more bane than
blessing. Like those long ago Israelites building a tower to heaven, we are dis-
couraged by our inability to understand one another.

It is all too easy to forget that ours is a long walk to freedom. But consider
the convictions of some of our standard bearers: Michael Servetus, Olympia
Brown, John Murray, Julia Ward Howe, James Reeb, Whitney Young (to name
a very few). All these were “heretics” who felt led to leave the main highway
and strike off on their own on roads fraught with danger and even death. Yet
they did not return to the safety of the straight and narrow once it became clear
that they were on perilous paths.

Our path, too, often seems treacherous. On a journey fueled only by our
faith and tenacity, we find that looking back over our shoulders at the past can
sometimes help us to face the road ahead. As Harry Scholefield and Paul
Sawyer remind us, “Discovering the depth and strength of these roots of ours
is a nourishing experience that gives us the inspiration and stamina we need to
meet today’s great challenges.”11 Whether we give it voice or not, diversity is
present. What matters is that we take concrete steps to acknowledge and cele-
brate that presence. As members of a choir strive to have their individual voices
blend, so together we strive to be in harmony with one another. We may not
always hit the right notes, and we sometimes have trouble hearing one an-
other’s voices, but the potential for making a truly joyful noise keeps many
from looking elsewhere for a spiritual home.

Looking to the Future with Faith and Hope

To help ourselves lift up the themes around which we will weave our har-
monies and variations, we create mission statements. Mission statements give
voice to our visions, and embody the spirit of our congregational life. Yet in
creating mission statements, we must ask ourselves what diversity will do for
us. How will it help us build and sustain community?
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Remarking on the focus on diversity for diversity’s sake, Bruce Bush, a
member of another liberal religious tradition, has written that, “‘diversity’ is a
red herring. The search for it is not ultimately freeing but condescending and
patronizing . . . [and] seeks to impose our own progressive values on what
should be a free society. . . . What does it matter whether there are actually
many ‘diverse’ individuals among us?”12

We believe that diversity matters a great deal. When all, or most, of us have
more or less the same perspective on matters, we can only do so much to
change our small portions of the world for the better. The greater the variety
of perspectives, the more likely we are to come up with creative solutions to
congregational and societal ills.

The process of creating our mission statements affords us a tremendous op-
portunity to examine who we are and what is of worth to us. If we make hon-
oring diversity the bedrock of our statements, we will collectively widen our
boundaries and create the safe spaces from which we can welcome those who
could bring us the very points of view we might sorely need. For those who
dare to venture off the beaten path, into the unknown, the reward is worth the
risk: community and sanctuary, “a place to be creative, to seek meaning in life,
to do the work of transformation that, at times, calls for descent into pain and
chaos . . . a safe place to dance with the devil, to embrace lurking shadows on
hallowed ground.”13
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In the very distant past, people attended the only church in their community.
The choice was to attend or not, not which religion to be affiliated with. The
changes over the centuries and through the generations have altered this, and
now there are multiple paths to a religious community. People still seek out the
church around the corner, but they also seek out interest groups, support
groups, websites, recommendations of friends and families, and many other
routes to congregational involvement. Young people find Unitarian
Universalism through youth or young adult groups, those of differing religious
identities find UUism through covenant groups, activists find UUism through
involvement in social justice programs, etc. Our camps and conference centers,
our involvement in the community, our willingness to welcome and embrace a
diversity of people mean that people find our religious movement through non-
traditional routes.

Numerous people who are not legal members of congregations consis-
tently report themselves to be UUs through polling, survey, and census data.
Many who identify as UUs and are not involved in our congregations are in-
volved in some of the extra-congregational organizations within the
Unitarian Universalist movement. And many who are involved find them-
selves more comfortably at home within these extra-congregational organi-
zations. The extra-congregational routes to involvement provide
opportunities to expand and share Unitarian Universalism and to strengthen
individual commitment to Unitarian Universalism. No longer is affiliation
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with a member congregation of the Unitarian Universalist Association the
only way that people identify themselves as Unitarian Universalists or live
out UU loyalty and commitment (if it ever was!). Nor are UU congregations
the only way in which our tradition is supported and lived out in the greater
community.

Yet as a congregationally based Association, it has sometimes been difficult
to understand the way in which extra-congregational affiliation fits within our
system of congregational polity, and sometimes even the mere presence of these
extra-congregational organizations creates tensions. Questions arise about
competing loyalties to the congregation and to the extra-congregational or-
ganization, who is welcome in the congregation, how the corporate body re-
acts to the presence of extra-congregational groups within its sphere, who
controls the agenda of the congregation, and how responsive the congregation
is to a diversity of needs and concerns. The seeming polarities created by the
existence of people who are more closely tied to extra-congregational associa-
tions can end up being agents of creative change. Extra-congregational organ-
izations provide some people with a UU context, a greater sense of belonging
that they have not found within our congregations, and a deepening of their al-
ready strong congregational identity.

What Are Extra-congregational Organizations?

By extra-congregational organizations, we refer to the official and unofficial
UU-related, non-congregational bodies. Non-congregational organizations in-
clude several different types of organizations. They include groups at the clus-
ter and district level, but more relevant to this report are the Associate Member
and Independent Affiliate organizations. The UUA bylaws make provisions for
both Associate1 and Independent Affiliate2 organizations. Some of these
Associate and Independent Affiliate organizations are membership-based or-
ganizations, and several have groups either in local congregations, at the dis-
trict level, or both. The list of organizations that are, and are not, either
Associate or Independent Affiliate organizations fluctuates, based primarily on
whether or not the groups have filed the requested information with the UUA
and been subsequently approved by the UUA’s Board of Trustees. For purposes
of this report, these are referred to as unofficial organizations, with no slight
intended but rather in reference to their affiliation with the UUA as an institu-
tion at this particular time.

Some of these Associate, Independent Affiliate, and unofficial organiza-
tions require affiliation with a UU congregation for membership (most no-
tably the professional organizations), but most of these organizations do not.
It is almost impossible to say whether or not the majority of the Associate and
Affiliate groups’ members see their participation in these groups as an aug-
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mentation to their congregational involvement or whether it is an alternative
to congregational life. Rather, individuals may seek out these organizations as
entry points or end points of association with Unitarian Universalism.
Associate, Independent Affiliate, and unofficial groups provide an introduc-
tion to our values and to the things UUs care about and provide a way for eas-
ing out of the movement when Sunday morning activities no longer serve a
purpose.

For many others, however, these organizations are an outgrowth and con-
tinuation of their UU involvement. They are a way to focus on a particular topic
(such as with social justice-based organizations) or to obtain support around a
particular identity (DRUUMM, Latino/a UU Networking Association,
Interweave, as examples). These groups offer places to interact with others who
have similar opinions or identities, especially for those of us who are in the mi-
nority in our local congregations.

For others, participation in these organizations is their only UU participa-
tion, and for some of these, the fact that the organization is UU-related and/or
identified is insignificant—it is the program or people that draws them, not the
religious label. This can be especially true for those involved in camps and con-
ferences and in our youth and young adult movements.

The nature of these involvements creates tensions, simply by the fact that
for some individuals, their affiliation with the extra-congregational organiza-
tion pulls them away from congregational life, while for other individuals, it
strengthens their congregational ties. In some congregations, the struggle over
congregational identity is heightened by the presence of these organizations
and there is seen to be competition for the right to define the congregation,
while in other congregations, the presence of diverse groups strengthens the de-
sire for diversity.

Extra-congregational Organizations’ Experiences

To gain greater understanding of the role of extra-congregational organizations
within the UUA, and to understand the tensions better, the Commission met
with representatives from several extra-congregational organizations during
the 1999 General Assembly. Knowing we could not meet with all the existing
organizations, we chose a subset that we believed would give us a broader un-
derstanding of membership questions and issues. Clearly, all those in the focus
groups were also actively involved in congregational and the Association’s life,
or they would not have been at the General Assembly. As well, many were min-
isters and thus had a high degree of connection and commitment to the con-
gregational base of the UUA. However, in speaking with the Commissioners,
they spoke not only of their personal experience but of the experience of other
members of their groups who were not connected with congregational life.3

Pathways to Growth 79

The nature of these involvements
creates tensions.



Theological/Religious Extra-congregational Organizations

For those involved in the various theological/religious extra-congregational or-
ganizations, this extra-congregational association strongly supports their in-
volvement in local congregations and, in some cases, provides them with a
vehicle for continued association with Unitarian Universalism outside of the
congregational structure. Currently, there are five theological/religious extra-
congregational organizations associated with Unitarian Universalism:
Covenant of UU Pagans (CUUPS), Friends of Religious Humanism (FRH), UU
Buddhist Fellowship (UUBF), UU Christian Fellowship (UUCF), and UUs for
Jewish Awareness (UUJA).

UUCF and FRH differ from the other three theological extra-congregational
organizations in that either in the past or currently the theological approach
they advocate was or is the dominant theology of Unitarianism, Universalism,
and/or Unitarian Universalism. Both Unitarianism and Universalism originated
as part of the Christian tradition, and it was not until the middle of the twen-
tieth century, with the rise of the Humanist movement, that individuals, let
alone congregations, began to seriously question Christianity as a shared the-
ological understanding. By the end of the twentieth century, a large proportion
of our congregations was primarily Humanist in outlook.

On the other hand, the theological orientations represented in CUUPS,
UUBF, and UUJA have not had that level of popular support and understand-
ing in our congregations. Although CUUPS boasts the largest membership of
any of these groups, only 1 percent of our congregational membership is in-
volved in CUUPS. A survey done by CUUPS in the late 1990s found that 85 to
90 percent of its members were currently either members or pledging friends of
UU congregations. This survey represents only those who were official mem-
bers of the continental body, and there are many people who, while they may
claim CUUPS membership, are members of local chapters and may not be oth-
erwise affiliated with the continental body or with Unitarian Universalism.
Despite its relative newness in the pagan world (organized in 1985), it is one
of the larger pagan organizations in the United States. For a chapter to be ac-
cepted into the organization, it must have at least three officers who are both
members of a UU society and members of CUUPS.

UUJA is comprised primarily of individuals who grew up either culturally or
religiously as Jews and who have made their religious homes since that time in
UU congregations. Many within this group are (or were) in interfaith marriages
and sought a theological middle ground that would honor both traditions. UUBF,
the newest of these groups, has only twenty local groups meeting throughout the
continent. In order to be identified as a UU Buddhist practice group, UUBF re-
quires the groups to have strong affiliation with a local congregation.

For UU Christians, the existence of UUCF offers support and resources for
Christians within our congregations. Although the predominant worship style
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in UU congregations follows the Reform Christian format (readings, hymns,
sermon, with the sermon as the focal point of the service), many UU Christians
do not feel affirmed in the worship. For them, Jesus and a liberal interpreta-
tion of the Christian Bible are important parts of their individual theologies,
and they find that, depending on their local congregation, this is rarely sup-
ported. (This is not true in the New England congregations that have retained
much of their association with Christianity but it is held to be so by those UU
Christians outside of predominantly Christian congregations.) As one member
of the focus group stated, “I wouldn’t be a UU anymore if it wasn’t for UUCF.
By maintaining a Christian presence in the UUA it makes it possible for me to
be a Christian and a UU. Christians are marginalized in the UUA.” Another
participant stated that he is involved in “a pluralistic church” and that he
“stays somewhat closeted about his Christian theology.” UUCF allows him to
express his “theological nature even if it is truncated” in his local congregation.
The spirit of the teachings of Jesus is there, but as a minister, he “dechristian-
izes” the language.

Similar stories are told by those who are Humanist. Many Humanists have
an abiding sense that the movement is losing its way in the recent swing toward
the inclusion of more spiritual, religious language in programming at both the
local and the continental levels. Gatherings of FRH at recent General
Assemblies have spent time considering the nature of the shift in theological
language. Many feel that they are in the process of losing their religious homes.
They believe that Unitarian Universalism is moving away from its place in the
theological/religious world and becoming very much like other liberal
Christian communities. FRH strives to keep a Humanist stance alive and ac-
cepted within our UU congregations.

UUCF and FRH are united in their belief that congregational life should re-
flect their particular theological outlook, at least part of the time. Members of
both organizations expect to hear language that reflects their theologies in serv-
ices and in the music and readings. While the atheist Humanists bewail the ad-
dition of spirituality and “god-talk,” the Christians appreciate the inclusion
but often long for explicitly Christian language and readings. There is an in-
herent tension in these requests: For Humanists and Christians alike, the ideal
worship community would offer language that evokes their imagery and be-
liefs, without need of translation. However, it is a logical impossibility to use
the language of both groups within the same service. One either uses language
that includes Jesus or does not; there is no middle ground except for long-term
balance.

Members of CUUPS long for imagery that evokes the goddess and earth-
centered spirituality. Pagan UUs seek out CUUPS on a continental and local
level in order to find worship that is most meaningful to them. Although many
of our congregations now celebrate some of the neo-pagan festivals and holy
days (most notably the solstices and equinoxes), very few, if any, congregations
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are focused primarily around goddess and earth-centered spirituality, despite
the addition of the sixth Source to the UUA’s Statement of Principles.4 CUUPS
provides an outlet and place of worship for many who identify with the neo-
pagan movement.

UU Buddhists do not, by and large, expect the worship services of their
local congregations to be primarily Buddhist in orientation. For Western
Buddhists, there is no established community of worshippers, and so those
who seek religious community must find it outside of their Buddhism. As one
Buddhist says, “Unitarian Universalism is culturally Christian (the metaphoric
framework is Christian), carries rationalist and nineteenth-century humanist
values (the liberal impulses in Christianity), and it also honors my Buddhism.
It challenges and questions me. I feel that Buddhism is not marginalized, but at
the center of lived UUism.”

Jewish UUs do not expect worship to be predominantly Jewish in nature,
but they prefer that the worship not be exclusively Christian either. Many find
it difficult to associate with something called a church and would prefer other
names such as congregation, fellowship, or society. As well, many culturally
Jewish UUs find support for the celebration of Jewish holidays and holy days,
such as Pesach, Hanukkah, Rosh Hashanah, and Yom Kippur in their UU con-
gregations, especially in cities with a larger proportion of Jews. This acknowl-
edgement, along with the blending of various religious approaches for those
who are in interfaith marriages, is an important part of their involvement
within a UU congregation.

Reactions to the existence of these groups within congregations varies
widely. Some congregations provide support for these extra-congregational or-
ganizations and find that the variety of theological services provided by these
organizations supplements what occurs on Sunday mornings. Other congrega-
tions prohibit, by custom or directive, the activities of these groups and the di-
versity of worship style they bring to our movement. We heard of several
congregations that do not allow CUUPS chapters to use their buildings or hold
their worship services in the congregational buildings, in some cases even when
the members of the chapter are members of the local congregation.

Extra-congregational Organizations Based on Ethnic and/or
Racial Identity

Although the UUA is and has been firmly committed to civil rights for persons of
color and those of differing ethnic backgrounds, there have often been strong dis-
agreements about what this means within the Association and how best to achieve
and practice an openness to non-European Americans.5 Since the early to mid-
1990s, the Association has taken on the goal of becoming an anti-racist organi-
zation that strives to be open to people of various racial and ethnic diversities.
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However, as the journey has not always been easy, members of various
racial and ethnic minorities have created Affiliate organizations to provide sup-
port and counsel in the process of the UUA’s transformation. The most recent
of these organizations are UU Network on Indigenous Affairs (UUNIA),
Diverse Revolutionary UU Multicultural Ministries (DRUUMM), and Latino/a
UU Networking Association (LUUNA). African American UU Ministers
(AAUUM) helped found DRUUMM, and it no longer exists as a separate 
organization.

DRUUMM and LUUNA (and formerly AAUUM) provide safe and sup-
portive places for persons of color and differing ethnic groups within our
Association. Members of the focus group explained their involvement in these
organizations this way:

• “AAUUM provided a place for African Americans to meet, share concerns
that only applied to them. It also was a safe place where I could say things
that might not be understood elsewhere. That helped me stay with the
UUA. It filled gaps that the congregation did not meet.”

• “On a personal level, the congregation has been important to me . . . the
sense of community. At the level of LUUNA, it supplements the involve-
ment at the congregational level. It’s a way of working on important proj-
ects; it’s fun and comradeship. There’s probably not a UU church that has
a half-dozen Latinos in the country.”

• “As an Indian person whose ancestors have been oppressed and exploited
by organized religion, joining a church was probably the last thing I
wanted to do. A professor said the UUA is ‘not that bad,’ not really much
of a church at all, good people, inclusive, it’ll work. . . . I found UUNIA at
General Assembly, ‘thank God.’ It’s very much a reason why I have stayed
through thick and thin. It’s hard for me to sit in our congregations. I feel
so completely invisible, calling myself a member is problematic. . . . There is
a home for me with these groups [UUNIA], but not in a congregation. 
I cannot be fully who I am in a congregation.”

For most, their involvement in UUNIA, AAUUM, DRUUMM, and
LUUNA are important parts of their involvement in Unitarian Universalism,
and for many these organizations are their primary loyalty and community
of nurture and support. For some, their participation in Affiliate organiza-
tions is the only thing that keeps them in Unitarian Universalism, for through
these groups they link up with others who share their identity and are com-
mitted to ensuring that the UUA becomes (and then remains) an anti-racist
organization.

These groups have served almost as political action groups within the UUA
to push for equality of all, regardless of racial or ethnic definition. AAUUM
began both to offer support to African American ministers, as well as to lobby
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with the Department of Ministry for those ministers who experienced difficulty
getting into Fellowship and into congregations once in Fellowship. DRUUMM
has worked within the UU Ministers’ Association to make sure that issues of
concern to ministers from various minorities are raised and dealt with and to
help further the UUMA in its goal of becoming anti-racist. LUUNA has
worked to ensure that material is available in Spanish for individuals who may
be interested in Unitarian Universalism.

The majority of the members of these organizations are also involved in
local congregational life, though the degree of individual involvement varies
greatly (as it does for individuals who are not members of extra-congregational
associations). However, many still feel marginal or invisible in their congrega-
tions. Frequently, these individuals are also expected to bear the burden of ex-
plaining themselves and justifying their existence within the congregation to
other congregational members.

The tensions felt in congregational life for members of these groups are
similar to tensions arising from differing theological orientations, primarily the
questions of who gets to define the culture of the congregation and the amount
of diversity in style of worship and other programmatic areas of congregational
life. Again, some congregations have found the presence of these groups sup-
portive of their efforts to provide greater racial/cultural diversity, whereas oth-
ers believe the existence of these groups provides unfair political pressure on
the congregations.

Extra-congregational Organizations Based on Sexual
Orientation and Gender

Interweave (formerly Unitarian Universalists for Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual
Concerns) was originally created in 1971, and was revived in the early 1980s.
It works alongside the UUA’s Office of Bisexual, Gay, Lesbian, and
Transgender Concerns (OBGLTC) to promote the support and inclusion of bi-
sexual, gay, lesbian, and transgender UUs within our congregations and in so-
ciety as a whole. It was through the work of Interweave and OBGLTC that the
curriculum The Welcoming Congregation6 and designation of Welcoming
Congregation were created. Although early on this group was essential in
forming a welcoming atmosphere within our congregations and ministry, by
now the cultural and social changes in our congregations (with help from
Interweave) and society at large have greatly changed for the better. As of July
27, 2000, 257 of our 1,032 congregations have received Welcoming
Congregation status, and 200 to 300 more are in process.

During our focus group sessions, individuals expressed that it is often
through Interweave involvement that individuals first feel fully free to be them-
selves within a religious context. Most members of the organization are ac-
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tively involved in their congregations and feel that they have been supported
by the presence of Interweave. There is an understanding that Interweave and
the OBGLTC have had a great impact in transforming our congregations, in a
way that the anti-racism work has not yet done. Most, if not all, of our con-
gregations have openly bisexual, gay, and lesbian members, and a large per-
centage of our bisexual, gay, lesbian, and transgender clergy are open about
their sexual orientations. Whereas in the past being bisexual, gay, or lesbian
made settlement in our congregations very difficult, problems in settlement
have now become isolated cases. (The same cannot be said for the relatively
small number of transgender ministers who have sought settlement. They still
experience difficulty in the settlement process.)

Individuals mentioned that they still have strong ties to their local congre-
gations, but there is often a sense of “coming home” when in groups of BGLT
people. Additionally, it was noted that involvement in Interweave helped indi-
viduals tie in with other movements within the Association, such as anti-racism
work and other social justice issues. It has brought an awareness of the larger
UU world into their lives and helps them keep perspective.

However, tensions still exist within our congregations about the involve-
ment of BGLT people. Some congregations are hesitant to be known as the
“gay church” within their communities and urge a low-key approach and lack
of advertising within the gay/lesbian community, whereas other congregations
warmly embrace Interweave chapters as viable components of their member-
ship, ministry, and outreach.

Yet another area in which the UU movement has made great strides over
the past thirty-five years is in the area of women’s rights and participation. The
UU Women’s Federation, founded in 1963 through the consolidation of the
Association of Universalist Women (organized in 1869) and the Alliance of
Unitarian Women (organized in 1890), was one of the major bodies through
which lobbying and support of women in Unitarian Universalism happened.
The UUWF brought many women to leadership in our movement, helped to
challenge the language of our governing documents, and supported women in
the ministry. UUWF, alongside the Women and Religion Task Force, worked to
ensure that our bylaws, and most notably our Principles, were written in lan-
guage that was inclusive of all people. These organizations also provided early
support for Interweave through working collaboratively with them, and they
helped to support women ministers as they sought parity in settlement and re-
muneration with their male colleagues. Like Interweave and BGLT individuals,
UUWF helped transform the face of Unitarian Universalism, especially its min-
istry, to be more reflective of society at large.

For many women, involvement in UUWF has provided a depth to their in-
volvement at the local congregational level and helped them achieve a sense of
wholeness in their congregational lives. This has been through the transforma-
tion of governing structures and the increased use of female imagery, as well as
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the use of inclusive language. For some women, however, UU involvement is
primarily through UUWF and its local and district chapters. There is still ten-
sion in some congregations over issues of inclusive language and over the var-
ious imageries used for the holy, but these tensions seem to have been greatly
reduced over the past thirty years.

Political and Economic Extra-congregational Organizations

Whereas Unitarian Universalism clearly states that it has no theological creed,
there are those who contend that we do have a political creed—that of liberal
politics, most notably Democrat in the United States and New Democrat and
Liberal within Canada. However, our members reflect a diversity of political
beliefs. For every resolution or statement that is passed at General Assembly,
there are people in the pews and pulpits who do not agree with it. Similarly, al-
though several surveys report that the majority of Unitarian Universalists is
middle-class, there are also some who are not and some who, regardless of
their own class, work for economic justice and the inclusion of a broader class
base within Unitarian Universalism.

Two Independent Affiliate organizations were created to address the con-
cerns and needs of these individuals within the UU movement. As described by
the 1999 UUA Directory, the main purpose of Conservative Forum for UUs
(CFUU) is to ensure that UUs “are free to pursue a responsible search for reli-
gious truth and meaning in our societies and denomination, regardless of indi-
vidual views on politics, economics, or social issues.”7 The main purpose of
UUs for a Just Economic Community (UUJEC) is “to focus our denomination’s
attention and power toward effecting systemic economic change that will serve
the common good” and in particular toward a “theology of relinquishment.”8

These membership-based groups are made up almost entirely of people
who are members of local congregations, and these groups aim to support their
members and to broaden the outlook and complexion of UU congregations.
Believing that liberal religion is not restricted to those who are liberal politi-
cally, or in the economic middle class, these groups aim to transform and open
up local UU congregations.

Camps and Conference Centers as Extra-congregational
Organizations

Many find that UU camps and conference centers are their closest ties to or-
ganized Unitarian Universalism. A person active in both a UU congregation
and a camp/conference center observes, “There’s something about the way a
camp community is formed that answers whatever seeking is under way.” She
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adds that worship in nature is more meaningful to her than worship in a closed
space. She speaks for many who choose to share their energies between a con-
gregation and a camp/conference center—or who choose to participate in the
life of a camp/conference only. A more direct connection with nature, with the
outdoors and those who are drawn to it, attracts people to active participation
in the life of camps and conferences. They feel part of a community with shared
values and concerns that outweigh the differences they experience in other as-
pects of their lives, including within congregations. Church as community is
very important to many who become members of congregations. It is equally
important to those whose primary affiliation is with a camp/conference center.

A second respondent, a recent retiree and board member of the camp that
he first attended as a child, expresses another view, also shared by others. He
lives in a small city with a UU congregation, but he despairs of “church poli-
tics,” citing the length of time to make and carry out decisions and the ill will
that, for him, too often accompanies the process. He has no involvement with
that congregation, describing himself as a “camp UU.” A committed environ-
mentalist, he goes to the camp when few others are there, thereby experienc-
ing very little of human community but observing the impact of people on the
camp’s setting and working on policies and procedures to maintain its physical
integrity. His identification combines his family’s religious tradition with his
personal commitment to the UUA’s seventh Principle.

Both people independently emphasize the importance of camp experiences
on the likelihood of young people’s remaining involved Unitarian Universalists.
One observed that “kids need rituals and formalities, and they develop these at
camp,” adding that young adults who stay with Unitarian Universalism
through and after college often do so in a camp/conference context. Both re-
marked that, at camp, young people find a peer group and develop friendships
in a unique, somewhat isolated context. They think this is especially true for
young people from small and mid-size congregations who share an intense ex-
perience with similar youth and are involved in team building and empower-
ment perhaps for the first time. This kind of positive experience, focused
expression of UU values, often provides a religious binding to Unitarian
Universalism that doesn’t happen—or happen to the same degree—in a con-
gregational context.

For a retired couple, a camp/conference center became family in their re-
tirement. They first saw and experienced the camp during a retreat sponsored
by the UU congregation in their retirement city. For them, the binding was al-
most instant. They sold their home, bought another close to the camp/confer-
ence center, and became deeply involved in its life. They cite the beautiful
setting, welcoming and appreciation of volunteers, and the warm, caring, and
visionary staff. People who come to the camp tend to have different social, re-
ligious, and political views from most of their neighbors, so their comfort level
is relatively high at the camp. In addition, all ages are welcomed and involved.
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Thus, people involved with this center became family, especially since the cou-
ple’s children lived several thousand miles away. This couple were members of
a religious community and an extended family within one institution, and they
supported it with time, energy, and money.

Mobile and volatile contemporary society leaves many people with unmet
needs: for a sense of belonging; for the opportunity to give their time and tal-
ent and make a noticeable difference; for a smaller, more manageable space in
which to live and reflect, even if only for a week or two; for others with whom
to share thoughts and feelings in an atmosphere of trust and respect.
Unitarian Universalist camps and conference centers provide a setting in
which many people find at least some of these needs met, often especially
those who have no other UU involvement. Some members find that camps and
conference centers are good places to augment that which they receive from
their congregational involvement. This can present the same sorts of tensions
that are created by involvement in other extra-congregational organizations.
Questions of higher loyalty and depth of commitment can be raised by those
in the congregation who resent the camp or conference center involvement.
Yet, these camps and conferences help cement some people more firmly within
our UU movement, providing them a valid place to express their religious
commitment.

Nonetheless, these camp communities, worlds within the greater UU world,
are as subject to the effects of first disillusionment as are traditional congrega-
tions. There can be “bad marriages” between campers/participants and camp
staff just as between congregations and ministers. People may not treat one an-
other well. Loyalties can be strained. Willingness to overcome obstacles, to take
the long view, to rate membership in these affiliate UU entities as more impor-
tant than the disappointment, functions precisely as it does within congrega-
tions and fellowships. Survival of the institution, or of the membership, requires
care, sensitivity, goodwill, and work on everyone’s part. Religious institutions
are no different from others in this regard. The human factor and relationships
affect deeply how Unitarian Universalists value their memberships.

Is Tension a Problem or an Opportunity?

The majority of these extra-congregational organizations exist for two reasons:
to support their members during their participation in local congregations and
to transform the face of Unitarian Universalism. They see their role as being that
of increasing and supporting the diversity in our movement and helping
Unitarian Universalism live up to the promise of diversity encompassed in our
non-creedal tradition committed to the inherent worth and dignity of every per-
son. As such, they and their members must be taken seriously in any consider-
ation of the meaning of membership within our Association and congregations.

88 Belonging



As a movement that upholds and values diversity, it is incumbent upon con-
gregations to provide welcome and hospitality to all those who are in agree-
ment with our UU Principles, values, and traditions. Congregations have an
affirmative responsibility to provide an atmosphere that is welcoming and en-
couraging of individual freedom of belief and conscience. There should be va-
riety in the images and metaphors used; in the readings, music, and other
worship components; and in the social and cultural life of the congregation.

However no one group, whether majority or minority, can expect an indi-
vidual congregation to focus exclusively on its particular religious approach or
identity. One aspect of the tension about diversity is a fear (sometimes well-
founded) that our congregations and their resources will be taken over by groups
whose missions and visions are not consistent with Unitarian Universalist tradi-
tions and values. Similarly, congregations fear that extra-congregational associa-
tions will become homes for the disillusioned, dissatisfied, angry membership
that tries to undermine the overall health of congregational life without being in
relationship. A balance must be strived for, despite the creative tension inherent
in such a proposition. Extra-congregational associations must be deeply com-
mitted to the well-being of our institutional life as well as to the particularity of
their individual foci. They must embrace the overall aims and intentions of our
movement, and they have the responsibility to promote to their members re-
sponsible membership and participation in local congregations, consistent with
our norm of democratic process. Extra-congregational groups should not set
themselves up in adversarial positions or as power blocks to manipulate congre-
gations, just as congregations should not use their power to block the existence
of extra-congregational associations.

Extra-congregational organizations and their local chapters should be wel-
come within our UU congregations, and congregations should support them in
creating worship, educational, and social justice experiences that are of value
to members of these organizations. Congregations should strive to educate
themselves about the various needs, issues, concerns, and gifts that members of
extra-congregational organizations can bring to the congregation and not rely
simply upon members of these groups to do all the work to make deeper con-
nections. If the challenge of mutual respect and responsibility is embraced by
both congregations and extra-congregational associations alike, then each can
serve to deepen the individual religious journeys and explorations of those in-
volved in Unitarian Universalism and the tensions between the individual and
the community can be held in a creative, not destructive, tension.

Notes

1. An Associate organization is an organization whose purposes and programs
are “auxiliary to and supportive of the principles of the Association and
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which pledges itself to support the Association” (Bylaws, Section C-3.7).
These organizations are limited to “major continent-wide organizations,”
and a list of the current Associate organizations can be obtained from the
UUA or found on the UUA’s website, www.uua.org. 

2. An Independent Affiliate organization is one whose purposes and intentions
are “in sympathy with the principles of the Association” (Bylaws, Section C-3.8).
Such status is for a one-year renewable term. The list of Independent
Affiliates is fluid, based on whether the proper forms have been filed and ap-
proved by the UUA Board of Trustees. Some groups “disappear” for a year,
and then return. A current listing of Independent Affiliates can be obtained
from the UUA or found on the UUA’s website, www.uua.org.

3. Groups invited to be part of the focus groups included UU Buddhist
Fellowship, UU Christian Fellowship, Friends of Religious Humanism, Young
Religious Unitarian Universalists, Continental UU Young Adult Network,
Latino/a UU Networking Association, Diverse Revolutionary UU
Multicultural Ministries, Urban Church Coalition, UUs for a Just Economic
Community, Liberal Religious Educators Association, UU Ministers
Association, Interweave, Council of UU Camps and Conferences, UU
Women’s Federation.

4. The sixth Source, “Spiritual teachings of Earth-centered traditions which cel-
ebrate the sacred circle of life and instruct us to live in harmony with the
rhythms of nature,” was added at the 1995 General Assembly.

5. Much of this history is captured in Commission on Appraisal,
“Empowerment: One Denomination’s Quest for Racial Justice, 1967–1982,”
available in Unitarian Universalism and the Quest for Racial Justice (Boston:
Unitarian Universalist Association, 1993) and Mark Morrison-Reed, How
Open the Door? The Experience of Afro-Americans in Unitarian
Universalism (Boston: Unitarian Universalist Association, 1989).

6. UUA Office of Bisexual, Gay, Lesbian, and Transgender Concerns, The
Welcoming Congregation Handbook: Resources for Affirming Bisexual, Gay,
Lesbian, and/or Transgender People, 2nd ed. (Boston: Unitarian Universalist
Association, 1999)

7. Unitarian Universalist Association, UUA Directory, 1999-2000 (Boston:
Unitarian Universalist Association, 1999), 401. 

8. Ibid., 410.
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One of the problematic areas of membership for many congregations is that of
youth and young adults (age 18–35). There is a tension between wanting youth
to be involved in the congregation and the need of youth for a healthy separa-
tion as part of their development. When can young people become members?
How can children be recognized as members of the congregation community?
Are young adults welcomed into leadership? Does membership in a district
young adult group discourage membership in a congregation? In this chapter
we will consider the application of the three categories described above
(Identification, Affiliation, and Membership) to the situations of youth and
young adults.

We say that young people represent the future of the church. However, we
often push them to the periphery, rather than welcoming them into the con-
gregation. Meg Muckenhoupt writes,

Here are the four easy steps to denominational death:

1. Separation—Gather together the most energetic, creative, socially con-
scious new members of your church in one big room. Let’s call them
the “Boosters.” Tell them that they’re special, wonderful people.
Continue by telling them that they’re so amazing that they have dif-
ferent needs from the rest of the congregation, which would be better
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filled by meeting with other Boosters than bothering with the rest of
the church.

2. Isolation—Arrange for the Boosters to have their own meetings at
times when no one else is in the building. Encourage them to take on
new leadership roles and responsibilities but only in groups made up
entirely of Boosters. Casually mention that non-Booster committees are
“boring” and “don’t get anything done.”

3. Disaffection—Lead small-group services where each Booster gets to
talk about his or her own problems, but isn’t required to respond to
what anyone else has to say. They’ll get used to concentrating on them-
selves instead of learning how to listen and worship as part of a con-
gregation. If a few of the Boosters do sneak off and attend the regular
Sunday-morning service, they’ll complain that the service is “boring”
and “doesn’t speak to me,” and leave.

4. Rejection—After the Boosters have been meeting for a few years, tell
them that they can no longer use the church. Do not invite them to
New U classes. Let them find their own heartbroken way back—they
will if they’re really UU, after all.

The scheme is guaranteed to be effective. After a few years, only weary
refugees from other religions will be left in your church—hardly a group
that can maintain its numbers, much less threaten the right-thinking world
with a liberal faith.

There’s even a name for this plan. It’s called YRUU. And you wonder
where all the young adults are. . . . 1

Youth

For our discussion, youth are people under the age of eighteen. Some have par-
ents who consider themselves Unitarian Universalists, while others don’t. Most
of these youth would self-identify as UUs, particularly those who have had sev-
eral years of participation in an effective religious education program. For
youth the question is not one of formal membership but of connection to the
larger congregation. Are they just attendees at the church school, or are they
recognized as members of the larger congregational community?

The questions are, “Has the religious education that youth have received
helped prepare and motivate them for the step of affiliation and eventual mem-
bership?” “Are they moving along the path of maturational and incarnational
growth?” “Do the curricula teach age-appropriate understandings of the
meaning of membership in a UU congregation?” “Do they learn how the
church really runs?” “About the relationship between this congregation and
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other UU congregations?” Sheri M. Prud’homme, a lifespan religious educa-
tion consultant, says, “I have noticed that it tends to be easier for adults in their
twenties and thirties who were not raised in the UU church to find homes in
congregations. On some level, our youth ministries are not preparing our youth
to be adult members of our congregations.”2

Affiliation often begins with a child dedication ceremony in which an in-
fant is accepted into the congregation. Some congregations have a ceremony
that welcomes newly arrived older children into the congregation. These cere-
monies are important recognitions of affiliation.

Especially for youth, affiliation often means connection at the district or
continental level. This occurs for several reasons:

• As children grow, their horizons widen and they seek wider connections
outside the congregation, just as they seek connections outside the
home.

• Local congregations often don’t have a large enough cohort of a narrow
age range to form a viable group.

• District and continental programs are richer and more varied because they
serve a larger group.

• There is often more adult support, including professional staff, at the dis-
trict and national levels than at the local level.

Sometimes a congregation sees these connections as competitive, taking
youth away. Instead, these groups should be seen as opportunities to encour-
age youth’s development of their UU identity. 

Children

The question of children becoming members is complex. Congregational prac-
tices vary widely, from no restrictions on youth membership to a minimum age
requirement of eighteen. Why is there such a variety of practices?

• Because every congregation sets its own criteria for membership.
• Because the UUA makes no recommendations about age criteria for 

membership.
• Because it is mistakenly believed that minors can’t be legal members.3

(Congregations should check their state’s or province’s statutes to see whether
there are restrictions on allowing minors to make financial decisions.)

• Because it is believed that youth cannot fulfill the obligations of membership.
• Because each congregation evolved its own practices differently.
• Because adults believe that children don’t wish to become members.
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When we asked youth about membership we received quite uniform opin-
ions. Here is a typical example:

I am seventeen years old and a member of Foothills Unitarian Church in
Fort Collins, CO. The topic of youth membership is especially relevant to
our church because in May the Congregational Meeting voted to approve a
bylaw change concerning membership that was proposed by our youth
group. Under the old bylaws, membership was restricted to those eighteen
years or older. The new bylaws allow anyone to become a member, provided
they go through a membership class or suitable substitute. . . . A membership
class or other requirement of some kind gives the feeling (regardless of age)
that membership is important and not something to be taken lightly.

The bylaw change was passed almost unanimously, and we already have
had seven youth (including myself) join the church. Although we won’t be
able to see the effects of this decision until the next congregational meeting
this spring, I feel that our church is better off having made a statement that
it values people regardless of age.

And another:

I feel very strongly that no age should be imposed on membership because
different people choose to become members at different times. . . . I feel that
UU Principles compel our congregations to allow anyone who chooses to
become a member to become a member.

I really hope that your work encourages congregations to stop treating
youth as second-rate UUs and when they become members to stop ignor-
ing their potential to lead and actually teach adults quite a bit. For these
reasons I would be against having a second category for youth member-
ship; yes we are different but we don’t need to be shut off any more from
our faith. We want to be UUs and although we have different needs we try
to meet them ourselves through YRUU and be active congregation mem-
bers when we are given the chance.

While we have no intention of infringing on the member congregations’
right to set their own criteria for membership, we believe that considering the
issue of youth membership will help congregations to clarify their views of the
meaning of membership. If a congregation has established clear requirements
for adult membership, it can then review those requirements to see how they can
apply to youth. If the requirements are well defined, we see no reason to have
an arbitrary age limitation. Young people will be able to meet the requirements
at differing ages, depending on their maturity and congregation experience.

Many congregations have a Coming of Age program that marks the tran-
sition from childhood to youth. Participation in such a program might be rec-
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ognized as equivalent to the new member classes given for adults. The com-
pletion of this program is a particularly appropriate time to invite youth to be-
come members. It is a time when they are most connected and willing to
consider joining. The argument that they are soon going to leave for college or
other venues is specious. Youth need to be welcomed into the UU community,
and this connection would encourage them to continue their UU affiliation as
they move on.

Some congregations have established a special category of Youth Member.
This may be just a way to avoid paying to the UUA’s Annual Fund by not
counting them as adult members. However, the UUA bylaws are clear that any-
one who can vote is a member.4 Of course, if the basis of the Fair Share con-
tribution is changed this will cease to be a motivation.

Congregations need to value youth for their contributions, but not exploit
them by just asking them to do tasks like baby sitting or dish washing. It is, for
most congregations, not a good idea to have a designated seat for a youth on
the board of trustees. If a youth is qualified and interested, he/she can be nom-
inated and elected through the regular process. Too often, a designated youth
is not sufficiently prepared or interested and soon drops away, not having had
a good experience.

One of the questions that occurs for all ages, but particularly affects youth,
is whether or not to have a minimum pledge amount. Here is one answer:

If churches really understood and valued all of the contributions that they
need to survive, these questions become a bit irrelevant. Anyone, regardless
of age, ability, color, native tongue, or economic class can contribute some-
thing to the effective running of a church. This over-emphasis on money as a
measure of commitment to church keeps youth and children from being able
to be members, but it also throws off the balance of power in churches and
is the birth of bad politics. (As in so-and-so has a little more say in the color
of the sanctuary walls because so-and-so is paying to have them painted. And
we all know that’s the least of it.) Yes, I think all members should be can-
vassed every year to re-evaluate their pledge to the church. . . . A re-evaluation
of this kind would not only take into consideration the new abilities, re-
sources, and skills of the member, but give her a chance to remember what
the church means to her, what it merits from her as a member.

One religious educator suggests,

As a religious educator, the primary criterion I would use to determine
whether an individual is old enough for congregational membership is
whether the individual has reached Piaget’s formal-operational stage of de-
velopment (i.e., whether they can think abstractly). The formal-operational
stage usually begins by about fourteen, but may come later. The bylaws of
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the congregation I work for state that “any person who is at least sixteen
years of age, or who has completed the ninth grade” may become a mem-
ber. I feel this is a good practical statement of my primary criterion, since
successful completion of the ninth grade typically calls for abstract think-
ing, and by age sixteen most persons in our culture have reached the 
formal-operational stage.

Young Adults

Young adults are defined by the UUA’s Young Adult Ministries as age eighteen
to thirty-five, but many of the older members are settled in their work and rais-
ing families. We therefore focus here on the younger of the young adults, age
eighteen to twenty-five. This group is more likely to still be in school or in
entry-level jobs. Why are they not found more often in our congregations?
Sharon Hwang Colligan writes,

At most congregations I visit, I look around the pews and see a sea of older
faces. There are maybe three young adults there. But when time comes for
visitors to stand and be greeted, two of the three young adults stand up.
Clearly, they are not going to stay. But they came. And then at coffee hour,
when I ask the elders why there are no young adults in the congregation,
the answer I most often get is that “young adults are not interested in
church.” I think of all those young adult visitors, and I wonder what is not
getting through.5

Young adults may come to identify as UUs by growing up in a UU congre-
gation, or they may come as adults. They may find us through one of the many
campus ministries at college, or they may connect through district or conti-
nental activities of the UU Young Adult/Campus Ministries Office. Frequently
they are more involved with a district Young Adult group than with a local
congregation. There are several reasons for this:

• Congregations, particularly smaller ones (and most of ours are smaller)
may not have a large enough cohort of young adults to support specific
programming for them.

• Congregations’ programs are primarily directed to families and older
adults, which constitute the majority of most congregations.

• Young adults are frequently in transition, changing their jobs, schools, and
housing. Staying connected to a group in a larger area may be easier.

• The communications style of young adults, such as using electronic com-
munications rather than mail, may be different from the traditional meth-
ods of our congregations.
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• The leadership of congregations is mostly older, making it hard for young
adults to relate to them. Young adults are not invited into leadership positions.

The question is then, “How do we encourage young adults to affiliate with
and become members of our congregations?” This happens most frequently
when they have children and bring them for religious education. Does your
congregation do things like the following to connect it with young adults in the
congregation?

• Support district young adult programs by offering the use of the congrega-
tion’s facilities.

• Ask young adults what adult education programs would be of interest to them.
• Ask them when these programs should be offered. (They might not want

to come at 9:00 on a Sunday morning.)
• Have older adults offer programs of interest to young adults either at the

congregation or district levels. These might be on religious topics like ethics
or theology or on more secular topics like writing skills.

• Invite young adults into leadership positions in the congregation. Actively
recruit them, and then provide training and mentoring that will help them
be effective. Although they are often busy, some do make time for volun-
teer activities. They often have special skills, like communications, finance,
or publicity.

• Use contemporary music in the worship service, at least occasionally.
• Suggest to young adults in your congregation that when other young adults

come to Sunday morning worship they invite the newcomers to join them
for brunch afterward.

• Encourage your minister and lay leaders to meet with the young adult
group in your congregation or district. Be clear that the ministry of the con-
gregation is to young people as well as to older ones.

• Offer worship at other times as well as on Sunday morning. Young adults
usually prefer a more informal and participative service, perhaps on a
weekday evening.

Don’t assume that all new members are new to Unitarian Universalism. Sheri
M. Prud’homme says, “Simply put, if our congregation’s worship life, educa-
tional programs, and spiritual practices cater to the New Unitarian Universalist,
those who grew up Unitarian Universalist or those who have been members for
over seven years will tend to look elsewhere for religious community.”6

Our purpose here is not to present a description of a fully developed pro-
gram but to indicate that action by congregations is needed if we want to have
young adults affiliate.

Membership barriers for young adults (YA) are different from those of
youth. Age requirements are not the problem. Their main problem is the lack
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of attention by the congregation to their needs and styles. Financial require-
ments can be a significant barrier. Donna DiSciullo, Young Adult/Campus
Ministries director for the UUA says,

With YAs being eighteen to thirty-five, you have a wide range of financial
conditions. The younger group (eighteen to twenty-five) being the most
transitory, financially strapped, low income. Others, especially the older
YAs, don’t want to be treated differently. At one GA, C*UUYAN7 even
sold buttons saying, “I’m a YA and I pledge.” I do think there needs to be
more work done on the part of congregations on getting YAs involved in
the life of the congregation beyond the traditional child care and furniture
moving—like invitations to sit on committees and boards—and leadership
training to enhance those skills.

Here is one young adult’s perspective on membership:

I’ve never been able to put my finger on exactly what being a member (as
opposed to a “friend”) really means. OK, it means that one has voting priv-
ileges. It means a pledge is expected (as opposed to desirable). Of course
one has certain privileges of use of church resources (fees for weddings are
often reduced, for example). . . . Ultimately the obligation of being a mem-
ber is to be a part of the collective whole. The privileges and any other ob-
ligations then are whatever the collective whole decides to award itself.

Here is another:

I don’t really feel that the “meaning” is different for me because I am a
young adult. Key obligation: Contribute time and finances. Key privileges:
Voting on issues. Officially part of the community.

Of course, not all young adults are without funds. Recently, a young mem-
ber of one of our congregations received several million dollars when the com-
pany he worked for went public. If we stop focusing on the cost of membership
in payments to the UUA and district, we may be able to pay more attention to
the relationship of potential members.

The UUA has been expending a great effort toward becoming an anti-racist
institution. Many of our young adults have a broader experience with people of
color than our adults. This will be even more marked in the future as the multi-
racial children in our congregations mature. Here is one illustrative statement:

One of the most important ideas I learned from communities of color is that
ethnicity matters. UUs have a keen awareness of each individual’s profound
spiritual need to be unique, to express and be acknowledged for who you
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are. What UUs are less often able to perceive is that this spiritual need for
uniqueness, to be who I am, extends into the collective or ethnic dimension.

I also learned that ethnicity is an especially strong part of young adult
spiritual experience. Taking up the mantle of adulthood is taking up the
legacy of the ancestors. Finding your calling as an adult is finding the way
in which you will serve your people. If a young adult is not given an op-
portunity to reflect on this in a spiritual context, important developmental
needs will not be met, and connections that could ground a person over a
lifetime will not be made. The urgent young adult need to be a warrior, to
serve, to lead, to make an impact on the world, risks being wasted in shal-
lowness, misdirection, or despair.8

Campus Ministry

Campus ministry is different from young adult ministry. It takes place on col-
lege campuses but maintains a connection to a local congregation. Campus
ministries have increased greatly over the past five years, due in large measure
to the creation of a Young Adult/Campus Ministry staff at the UUA.

Campus ministries provide an affiliation for young adults, even if they are
not members of a congregation. This affiliation maintains the contact that
leads to future membership when the person moves to a new congregational
community.

Why should congregations be interested in campus ministry? It is an out-
reach to young people that supports them in a transitional period in their lives
and keeps them connected to Unitarian Universalism. It is both a service and
an investment in the future, helping those served by providing a religious com-
munity and maintaining relationships with those who will become members of
UU congregations later in life. In the past, some congregations marked the
graduation from high school with a ceremony that essentially said “goodbye.”
More recently there has been a shift to a “bridging ceremony,” which honors
the change but emphasizes and encourages the continuing connection with
Unitarian Universalism.

The connection can be maintained in many ways. You might see whether
your congregation

• keeps young adults on the newsletter mailing list so they will know what is
happening in their home congregation

• hosts a holiday gathering of young adults
• sends gift subscriptions to the UU World magazine or a college subscrip-

tion to Quest, a publication of the Church of the Larger Fellowship
• sends HUUG’s Baskets (see the YA/CM Information Packet) to new college

students in their area
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• offers rides to the congregation
• has a Host Homes program (connecting a UU student with a UU home)
• sponsors a campus ministry outreach program in your congregation

The bibliography lists many recently developed resources for both con-
gregations and campus groups. They can easily be used if the congregation
sees ministry to young adults on campus as an integral part of its outreach
program.9

The Role of the Congregation

Congregations have a central role in keeping our youth and young adults con-
nected with Unitarian Universalism. Sheri Prud’homme says, “There are at
least three reasons we can’t give up on the congregations. (1) Congregations
carry our movement through time. They have proven to be flexible and en-
during. (2) They are the embodiment of our values, providing the very real con-
tainer in which we live out what we believe. (3) They provide critical mass
through which we can act collectively.”

The issue, then, is whether our congregations can see how important young
people are to their future and whether the congregations can then adapt to the
needs and interests of youth and young adults. We urge you to consider ways
in which you can support young people in their relationships with your con-
gregation and how you can encourage them to develop within our faith.

Notes

1. Meg Muckenhoupt, “How to Kill a Religion,” Ferment: A Publication of the
UU Young Adult/Campus Ministry Office (Issue 13, January 2000): 6.

2. Sheri M. Prud’homme, Keynote address at ConCentric 2000 (Denton, MD,
August 2000).

3. See Appendix B, “Legal Opinion on Youth Membership.”
4. The “Members of Member Societies” section of the UUA bylaws states, “For

the purposes of these Bylaws, a member of a member society is any individ-
ual who pursuant to its procedures has full or partial voting rights at business
meetings of the society and who is certified as such by an authorized officer
of the society” (Bylaws, Section C-3.11).

5. Sharon Hwang Colligan, “Children of the Same Tribe” (paper presented at
UUA General Assembly, Nashville, TN, June 2000), 17. Visit www.circle
maker.org/cdt.html to order copies.

6. Prud’homme, op. cit.
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7. C*UUYAN Continental UU Young Adult Network. The community of young
adults that encourages the formation, growth, and networking of UU young
adult groups and provides leadership training and experience for young
adults. C*UUYAN is a sponsored program of the UUA—hence its YA/CM
program arm.

8. Colligan, op. cit.
9. All referenced resources can be reviewed and ordered on the UUA website at

www.uua.org/ya-cm.
10. Prud’homme, op. cit.
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In 1997, the Commission decided to study membership because the topic was
important to our movement. Now, at the completion of our study, we are even
more convinced of the significance this issue has for our liberal religious move-
ment. We believe that a deeper and broader understanding of the meaning of
membership is vital to our growth. The individual personal spiritual growth of
each person who identifies with Unitarian Universalism and the growth of our
congregations depend on deepening the theological understandings of mem-
bership and expanding the perspectives that are represented in our congrega-
tions. The challenges and opportunities abound.

A key concept underlying this report is our understanding of membership
as a process. The theological perspective that grounds our work begins with St.
Paul’s classic metaphor of the relationship of the various “members” of the
body and goes on to incorporate contemporary insights and ideas from many
sources, liberation and process theology in particular. We chose our title,
Belonging, near the end of our work, but it is central to Paul’s original
metaphor: Each organ of the body belongs to a whole that would not be whole
without it. We find our wholeness in relationship, in community with others,
people both like and unlike ourselves. Individually we are changed, trans-
formed by our relationship with others; at the same time the community as a
whole is changed by the presence and participation of each individual. Both in-
dividually and collectively we are in a constant state of change, of transforma-
tion. Transformation is the fundamental purpose of and reason for a religion
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of seriousness and depth. What we have called the process of membership is
such a process, leading from superficial levels of identity and affiliation to
deeper levels of commitment, to true membership.

We suggest three categories to outline this progression: identification, affil-
iation, and membership. The first is primarily self-identification: those who
label themselves Unitarian Universalist but make no observable demonstration
of their commitment—what someone has called “UUs without showing it.”
Affiliation implies some level of connection or participation in a congregation
and/or other organizational involvement—for example, in youth programs,
summer camps, or special interest groups. Membership suggests minimally an
overt commitment, demonstrated by fulfilling stated institutional require-
ments, which is, however, only the beginning of a process of deepening partic-
ipation and commitment, a process that may be lifelong. Again, our
fundamental thesis is that membership is a process.

In this light we are asking our congregations to reconsider the meaning of
membership and their practices relative to welcoming and incorporating new
members. In our view all who participate in the life of a congregation are ef-
fectively members in some sense, whether or not they have signed the book or
otherwise formalized their relationship. Practical considerations such as re-
porting requirements and denominational annual fund appeals based on Fair
Share giving encourage a precision of definition that may be organizationally
necessary but is essentially false. A congregation, any true community, is in an
almost constant state of redefinition, based upon the complexities of the rela-
tionships and inter-relationships of which it is composed. At a given point in
time the most influential member of a given congregation may not be techni-
cally a member at all but an individual whose behavior positively or negatively
focuses the energy and direction of the whole.

Congregations, in other words, are also always involved in a process of
transformation. They are different communities virtually every Sunday, af-
fected by the changing needs and aspirations of their changing constituen-
cies, those who are in the truest sense their members. A congregation that
takes itself seriously, that takes its work seriously, will have a clear under-
standing of what its central purposes are, of what it is calling its members to.
This is the basis of our claim that a study of membership is really a study
about evangelism.

In order to build and sustain healthy congregations, we all have to work
hard. Our questions of membership are directed at you, someone who has
enough interest in our Unitarian Universalist faith to read this book. As a part
of your own growth and development, we ask you to reach out to those who
have not yet taken that step. In developing a new meaning of membership, we
can better communicate what it means to be a Unitarian Universalist to others
who are seeking. UUs must examine and clarify the concept of spiritual home
and grapple with tough issues in creating it. The Commission calls you to ex-
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amine your own theology—your meaning making—and how that calls you to
live your life. We challenge you, as we challenge ourselves, to think creatively
about what UUs are called to be and do in the world. We ask you to invest
yourself in your local congregation so that it and the more than one thousand
like it provide healthy, nurturing, and challenging communities of faith—
communities that are open to all who seek.

In the course of our study, we asked ourselves whether one can be a
Unitarian Universalist without being a member of a congregation. We know
that one’s identification with Unitarian Universalism does not necessarily de-
pend on membership in a UU congregation. While we believe that affiliation
with a UU congregation is the most common way of strengthening that identi-
fication and deepening a personal theology, it is not the only way. Some have
told us that congregation affiliation is difficult and painful. Therefore, it is in the
best interests of our movement to honor and affirm those extra-congregational
paths because they make it possible for many who would not otherwise be
among us to remain. We call for congregations to look at the ways they exclude
those with different voices so that all may find affiliation with a congregation
deepening and meaningful.

We call on you to expand your thinking to get beyond numbers. Any dis-
cussion of membership that focuses only on numerical growth is incomplete.
Not only are such assessments misleading but they consume time and energy
that can be better used to build relationships and focus on common goals. In
order for our congregations to be sources of strength, vitality, and vision we
must pay attention to the quality of congregational life as well. Congregations
are organic structures, reconstituting themselves with every person who joins
or leaves them. If we do not view membership as being in continual formation
and reformation, our congregations will become static and calcified. As
Unitarian Universalists we must be continually challenged to reflect on our
faith, on our relationship to congregations, to the Universalist movement, and
on how our faith takes shape in the larger community. In doing so, the mean-
ing of membership will be clarified and strengthened for each of us as individ-
uals and for the congregations with which we affiliate.

Our congregations face particular challenges in carrying out the practices
that we identify with deepening the meaning of membership. If we are to build
an inclusive and dynamic theology of membership, we must live with the ten-
sion that comes from identifying common goals and interests at the same time
that we welcome and incorporate differences. This is a creative tension that
strengthens rather than diminishes our movement. In order to live our faith, we
must understand and embrace practices and processes that overcome conflicts
that inevitably arise in a dynamic, growing system.

In order to create healthy, open congregations, a systems perspective rec-
ommends an open discussion of norms and expectations of membership.
Engaging in a discussion and clarification of the expectations of membership is
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what matters most. Avoiding that discussion results in ambiguity and ambiva-
lence, which in turn create confusion, resentment, and alienation.

Our commitment to embracing diversity compels us to address the signifi-
cant role that extra-congregational groups play in building the congregations
that will, in turn, build a strong UU movement. Congregations are the foun-
dation of our movement. They can and do provide support and community, es-
pecially in times of personal or spiritual crisis. Congregations can also become
too comfortable. We get too comfortable thinking that everyone looks like us,
believes as we do, and sees the world through the same cultural lenses. The re-
sult is a failure to live up to the theological basis of our free faith. We are called
to listen to different voices and honor different experiences of the world. This
call transcends tolerance. Indeed, tolerance is not enough. We are diminished
individually and collectively if we fail to go beyond tolerance. We must cele-
brate and affirm the ways in which different experiences and perspectives en-
rich and strengthen our movement. The extra-congregational organizations
discussed in this report play a vital role in helping us live our theology. They
provide support and connection to many who do not yet feel included in a local
congregation. They provide a beginning to important conversations. Such con-
versations are necessary if we are to truly learn and understand experiences of
the world that are different from our own. Our congregational base does not
mean we cannot find a broader understanding of how people come to identify
with our movement and make stronger connections between our congregations
and these important groups.

Youth and young adults present unique and important opportunities for
they are the future of our movement. Most self-identify as Unitarian
Universalist yet do not feel a connection to a local congregation. Many have
participated in our religious education programs and are moving along that
path of maturational and incarnational growth. All too often our congrega-
tions are not successful at engaging them in the life of the larger congregational
community. We fail ourselves as well as our younger UUs when we overlook
their contributions and their unique needs.

There are those who believe that we cannot survive the tension created by
our efforts to address diversity. They call for us to emphasize what we have in
common, minimizing the differences. This is not our conclusion. Rather, we be-
lieve that choosing to live in this tension will help our movement grow, not
only numerically but in all respects. Our world cries out for a vision of differ-
ent religions, different cultures, and different traditions living in harmony. We
believe our faith community offers such a vision.

We acknowledge a risk in engaging in the kinds of discussions we propose.
We have raised provocative questions that will foster discussion around the
continent—questions that may well introduce difference of opinion into the
daily life of our congregations. Bringing a discussion of norms and expecta-
tions into the open raises the likelihood of conflict. How congregations deal
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with these conflicts has a significant impact on membership and is an impor-
tant dimension of organic growth.

We believe that we are up to the challenge. We encourage you to act on our
recommendations. Most of all, we ask you to deepen your commitment to
growth, your own and that of your congregation. Together we will all reach
new experiences of belonging and an enhanced understanding of the meaning
of membership.
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Our common covenant:

In the love of truth and the spirit of Jesus Christ, we unite for the worship of
God and the service of humanity.

I own this covenant by. . .

committing to my own integrity. I fearlessly seek the truth of my life. I reflect
on my beliefs and actions and take responsibility for my spiritual growth.

committing to be open to the spirit of Jesus Christ. I make his life and teach-
ings my guide. As he loved God and neighbor, so I strive to love ever more fully.
Especially, I love and learn from people of different religions and backgrounds,
recognizing—as Jesus taught—that all people are loved by God.

committing to the health of this congregation. We unite by giving of ourselves
to the tasks we choose together. I commit to give to my greatest capability and
learn to discern my human limitations, that I may be a cheerful giver.

committing to the worship of God. I honor the presence of the divine in my
life, that my relationship with God may grow. I am faithful in our common
worship, recognizing that there is a strength in coming together which I can-
not find alone.

The Epiphany
Covenant



committing to the service of humanity. As God works through me, I become a
servant of the greater good.

That you may keep this covenant in faithfulness, Epiphany Community
Church. . .

commits to providing opportunities for truth-seeking. Worship, classes, book
studies, and discussion groups are available.

commits to providing opportunities for building community. In small groups,
over time, authentic love develops. You are encouraged to join one.

commits to fair and just stewardship of resources. Your giving, whether of time
or of money, will serve the greater mission of the church.

commits to providing regular worship opportunities. We grow with God every
Sunday and whenever we gather.

commits to providing ways and means for you to find your particular “path of
service.” Leadership opportunities, workshops, and service projects are readi-
ly available.

—Epiphany Community Church, Fenton, Michigan
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June 8, 2001

Ms. Kathleen C. Montgomery
Executive Vice President
Unitarian Universalist Association
25 Beacon Street
Boston, MA 02108

Re: Unitarian Universalist Association—Board of Trustees

Dear Kay:

At your request, here is our opinion concerning whether a minor may serve
on (1) the Board of Trustees of the Unitarian Universalist Association, a
Massachusetts non-profit corporation organized under Chapter 180 of the
General Laws, or (2) the governing board of a member congregation.

In rendering this opinion, we examined such documents and made such
other investigations as we deemed appropriate. The opinion is limited to
Massachusetts law.

In short, there is nothing in Massachusetts law that prohibits a minor from
serving as a board member, director, trustee or officer. While Section 3 of
Chapter 180 provides that: “One or more persons, of the age of eighteen years

UUA Corporate
Counsel Opinion on
Membership



or more in the case of natural persons, may act as incorporators to form a cor-
poration...,” there is no similar age restriction for corporate directors, trustees
or officers.

A non-profit corporation or association may prescribe in its Articles of
Organization or bylaws a minimum age and other qualifications of its direc-
tors, trustees and officers. Absent a restriction, however, a minor is not dis-
qualified from serving. The UUA’s bylaws do not preclude a minor from
serving as trustee.

Congregations organized under the laws of states other than Massachusetts
will need to check the applicable laws of their states, as well as their Articles
of Organization and bylaws.

Very truly yours,

Edward P. Leibensperger
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Alexander, Scott W. ed. Salted With Fire: UU Strategies for Sharing Faith and
Growing Congregations. Boston: Skinner House Books, 1994.

A collection of voices inspired with enthusiasm for championing the cause
of our liberal faith. UU leaders from our own local communities discuss
historical and modern interpretations of UU evangelism and offer ideas and
practical advice for congregational growth.

Barber, Benjamin R. A Place for Us: How to Make Society Civil and
Democracy Strong. New York: Hill and Wang, 1998.

Benjamin Barber attempts to retrieve the ideals of “civil society” from
those who want to re-create old-fashioned (and discriminatory) small
communities and from the free-marketeers who associate it with unfettered
commercial activity. The book offers strategies for civilizing public dis-
course and promoting civic debate.

Beard, Margaret L., and Roger W. Comstock, eds. All Are Chosen; Stories of
Lay Ministry and Leadership. Boston: Skinner House Books, 1998.

These are first-person accounts of people who have become deeply
involved in various aspects of UU life as lay leaders. They range from brand
new churches to New England “churches on the green,” from campus min-
istries to worship associates. There are some very eloquent descriptions of
lay ministries: worship associates, pastoral associates, social justice, and
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youth ministries, etc. Especially recommended are the essays by Beverly
Smrha (“Congregations as Seminary for the Laity”—using Roy Phillips’s
language), Mary Ella Holst (“Social Justice as Lay Ministry”—makes the
distinction between a volunteer and a lay minister), Laila D. Ibrahim
(“Paul Just Died”—incredibly eloquent), Roger Comstock (“Ministry to
Each Other Comes First”—talks about membership as a covenant). 

Callahan, Kennon. Twelve Keys to an Effective Church: Strategic Planning for
Mission. San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1983. 

This oldie-but-goodie identifies the essential characteristics of an effective,
growing, healthy congregation and suggests ways to develop each of them.
Not all of the chapters will be relevant to Unitarian Universalist congrega-
tions. For instance, the chapter on pastoral and lay visitation is probably
one you will want to skip. But the section “Significant Relational Groups”
is particularly relevant, as are the sections “Specific, Concrete Missional
Objectives,” “Strong Leadership Resources,” and “Streamlined Structure
and Solid, Participatory Decision Making.”

Continental Unitarian Universalist Young Adult Network website: www.uuyan.org.

Links to information about programs for young adults, including district
groups and resources.

Emerson, Dorothy May, ed. Standing Before Us: Unitarian Universalist
Women and Social Reform, 1776–1936. Boston: Skinner House Books, 1999.

This anthology includes writings by, and biographical sketches of, fifty
Universalist and Unitarian women. The four sections—“Call to Reform,”
“Search for Education,” “Struggle for Racial Justice,” and “Reform in
Religion”—demonstrate the impact of women’s leadership in creating sig-
nificant social change.

Essex Conversations Coordinating Committee. Essex Conversations: Visions
for Lifespan Religious Education. Boston: Skinner House Books, 2001. 

As Unitarian Universalists enter the twenty-first century, what is central for
our evolving faith? What are our goals for lifespan religous education?
What are the vital components for our curricula?

Foster, Charles R. Embracing Diversity: Leadership in Multicultural 
Congregations. Washington, DC: Alban Institute, 1997.

Explores a variety of approaches congregations have taken to embrace dif-
ferences, identify leadership issues diversity creates in congregations, and
discover programmatic suggestions drawn from the experience of multi-
cultural congregations to address these issues.
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Foster, Charles R., and Theodore Brelsford. We Are the Church Together:
Cultural Diversity in Congregational Life. Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press, 1996.

On-the-scene research in three culturally diverse congregations in a large
Southern city addresses what it means to be “church” in a culturally diverse
congregation. The authors call for a radical rethinking and reconfiguration
of conventional theological, educational, and polity assumptions.

Friedman, Edwin. Generation to Generation: Family Process in Church and
Synagogue. New York: Guilford Press, 1985. 

This classic text applies systems theory to congregational life. Much of the
material in this book is the underlying basis for assumptions in this report
about the way congregations function as organic entities. Friedman’s discus-
sion of the nature of healthy leadership in a system is particularly helpful.

Heller, Anne Odin. Churchworks: A Well-Body Book for Congregations.
Boston: Skinner House Books, 1999. 

Covers all vital congregational concerns—spiritual development, growth
and new membership, conflict resolution, lay and professional ministry,
building and grounds, congregational structure, and fundraising.

Hertz, Walter P., ed. Redeeming Time: Endowing Your Church with the Power
of Covenant. Boston: Skinner House Books, 1998.

Resource for congregations to renew their foundational promise for sup-
port and accountability in our liberal religious community. Includes sample
covenants and discussion questions.

Kirkpatrick, Thomas. Small Groups in the Church: A Handbook for Creating
Community. Washington, DC: Alban Institute, 1995. 

Kirkpatrick begins by talking about the challenge of creating community in
our contemporary culture. He then offers some specific guidelines for plan-
ning small-group ministry, training leaders and facilitators, and sustaining
small groups in the congregation.

Lavanhar, Marlin. “Soulful Sundown: a Manual.” Boston: Young Adult/Campus
Ministry Office, UUA, 1999. Available at www.uua.org/ya.com.

A new contemporary UU worship style for young adults that explores the
arts and spirituality through the interaction of local and national artists—
i.e., blues, jazz, and folk performers; storytellers; comedians; dancers; and
other artists with UU worship leaders. A new resource for young adult
worship. This manual will help you re-create the successful Soulful
Sundown worship experience in your congregation or district.
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Mann, Alice. The In-Between Church: Navigating Size Transitions in
Congregations. Washington, DC: Alban Institute, 1998. 

Mann’s book is a good resource for congregational leaders who are feeling
the tension and frustration of being in size transitions. She offers a good
framework for understanding how people in churches experience growth
and change and suggests ways that these transitions can be navigated in
good faith by the leadership and the membership. 

Mead, Loren B. More Than Numbers: The Way Churches Grow. Washington,
DC: Alban Institute, 1993. 

This book has informed the growth strategies of many of the new and
growing congregations in the UUA. Mead builds on the work of Ted
Buckle in suggesting that there are four distinct dynamics to church
growth: numerical growth, maturational growth, organic growth, and
incarnational growth. In the context of Mead’s model, growth is under-
stood to be a complex and multifaceted phenomenon that is inseparable
from the meaning of membership. 

Oswald, Roy M. Assimilating New Members: The Workshop. Washington,
DC: Alban Institute, 1990. Videocassettes. 

Based on Alban and other studies that led to the book The Inviting Church
(see below), these tapes identify the common characteristics of congrega-
tions that are warm, inviting, and growing. Taped by sponsoring church in
VHS format, runs about four hours on two tapes. Includes a Discussion
Leader’s Guide.

Oswald, Roy M., and Speed B. Leas. The Inviting Church: A Study of New
Member Assimilation. Washington, DC: Alban Institute, 1987.

Although somewhat old and not specifically UU, this is one of the standard
guides to membership. Ever wonder why some people never return after
their first visit? Why some join but you rarely see them? Or why others
become active participants in your church family’s life and worship?
Discover how your congregation can meet growth challenges. Based on
Alban Institute research, The Inviting Church includes a self-study design
for assessing assimilation processes and analyzing visitors’ perceptions.

Parsons, George, and Speed Leas. Understanding Your Congregation as a
System: The Manual. Washington, DC: Alban Institute, 1993. 

This book provides a short and accessible course in the basics of congre-
gational systems theory. Vocabulary, concepts, real-world examples—
they’re all here. 
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Phillips, Roy. Transforming Liberal Congregations for the New Millennium.
St. Paul, MN: Unity Church—Unitarian, 1996.

This book actually began as the 1995 Minns Lectures. Phillips’s premise is
that we need new models for growing and sustaining liberal congregations
in order to keep our movement healthy and vital. He draws extensively on
a number of well-known writers in contemporary congregational life
(Kennon Callahan, Loren Mead, Parker Palmer). His theological under-
pinnings come from the nineteenth-century Transcendentalists and from
the more recent work of Henry Nelson Wieman. 

Phillips, Roy D. Letting Go: Transforming Congregations for Ministry.
Washington, DC: Alban Institute, 1999.

This is a slightly revised version of Transforming Liberal Congregations
for the New Millennium and is easier to acquire. Pioneering thinkers have
been saying for decades that the key to church renewal lies in nurturing
the ministry of the laity. Based on his thirty-plus years of experience in
parish ministry, Phillips makes the case that in order for lay ministries to
flourish, pastors need to let go of their traditional views about their role
in the congregation. Letting Go forthrightly explains what it means for
pastors to do less so their members have the opportunity and freedom to
grow. Foreword author Michael Cowan promises, “Pastors and lay lead-
ers approaching this book with practical hopes, needs, and questions will
not be disappointed.”

Rendle, Gilbert. Leading Change in the Congregation: Spiritual and
Organizational Tools for Leaders. Washington, DC: Alban Institute, 1998. 

A well-written book about how congregational leaders can help their
organizations to get “unstuck” and to embrace change as a welcome and
healthy way to grow. It includes lots of short exercises for church leaders
who want to understand where their congregations are, what is keeping
them there, and what can help them to get moving again.

Southworth, Bruce. At Home in Creativity: The Naturalistic Theology of
Henry Nelson Wieman. Boston: Skinner House Books, 1995.

Wieman is a process philosopher and theologian. His writing is often com-
plex and hard to penetrate; the vocabulary of process theology is obscure
to most of us. Bruce Southworth has done a good job of explaining and
translating him. The core of Wieman’s theology is his understanding of
God as the creative event—creative interchange as God operating in human
history. Southworth summarizes this complicated philosophy: “Wieman’s
philosophical and theological goal responded to the question, ‘How do we
know/experience God?’ The answer: In creativity. Simultaneously he was
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asking, ‘How might we be saved?’ The answer: By faith—by ultimate com-
mitment to God, which is commitment to the Creative Process, a commit-
ment that necessitates our co-creativity.” 

Steinke, Peter L. Healthy Congregations: A Systems Approach. Washington,
DC: Alban Institute, 1996. 

Steinke offers ten principles of health in a congregation, beginning with
“wholeness is not attainable, but it can be approximated.” A reassuring
and easy-to-read book that covers the basics of congregational systems the-
ory, including chapters on anxiety and fear of change preventing rather
than resolving serious conflicts over growth. 

Trumbauer, Jean Morris. Sharing the Ministry: A Practical Guide for
Transforming Volunteers Into Ministers. Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress
Publishers, 1995.

Helps congregations look at their members in terms of providing them with
“ministries” in the church and the surrounding community.

Trumbauer, Jean Morris. Created and Called: Discovering Our Gifts for
Abundant Living. Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 1999.

Explores the interrelationship between God’s creation and us, as well as the
mission and ministry we do both as individuals and as communities of faith.

Unitarian Universalist Association. InterConnections. Published five times per year. 

This small newsletter is sent to the lay leadership of each congregation and
is available on the web at www.uua.org/interconnections. There is a search-
able InterConnections Resource Library at this web address. Vol II, Issue
V, contains an index of articles in the first two volumes. See particularly
Vol II, Issue V, for the article on small groups, and Vol III, Issue IV, for arti-
cles on newcomer classes and encouraging youth involvement. 

Weeks, Andrew D. Welcome! Tools and Techniques for New Member
Ministry. Washington, DC: Alban Institute, 1992.

This toolkit of intentional and compassionate strategies takes an encour-
aging, incremental approach to help even small groups get started quickly.
Adapt an additional thirty-four pages of template forms, brochures, and
procedures to your needs while employing Weeks’s point-by-point recom-
mendations to make sure your signs and property invite, not confuse; cre-
ate powerful, welcoming ads and print communication; train and prepare
greeters; develop programs to incorporate and track newcomers during
their critical first three, six, nine, and twelve months.
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Wells, Barbara, and Jaco B. ten Hove. Articulating (Y)Our Faith: A Creative
Way to Explore and Express the Basics of UUism. Boston: Young
Adult/Campus Ministry Office, UUA, 2000. Available at www.uua.org/ya.com.

Responding to the complaints they have heard throughout their ministry
about how difficult it is to describe UUism, Barbara and Jaco designed this
workshop Leader’s Guide (with an Addendum of Resources). They have
found creative ways to encourage folks over the hurdles that keep them
from expressing their UU faith to others. While written with young adults
in mind, it can be productively adapted and used by all generations.

Young Adult/Campus Ministry Office. “Bridging Ceremony Resource Packet.”
Boston: UUA, 1997. Available at www.uua.org/ya-cm.

A packet of materials to assist you in changing your traditional end-of-year
CLIFF ceremony to a BRIDGING ceremony, a ceremony that recognizes
the important transition from youth to young adulthood. It includes a his-
tory, sample orders of service, readings and suggestions, testimonies, and
ideas for staying connected to your young people after high school.

Young adult annotated resource list: www.uua.org/ya.

This web page has a wealth of information about a variety of publications
for creating and sustaining programs for young adults. It also has links to
some web sources.

Young Religious Unitarian Universalists (YRUU) resource list: www.uua.org/
YRUU/resources.html. 

See “The Five Components of a Balanced Youth Program” for descriptions
of worship, community building, social action, learning, and leadership.
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Introduction 
 
This study guide is intended to stimulate reflection and discussion, 
and to assist congregations in working through some of the 
questions raised by the Commission on Appraisal’s report, 
Belonging: The Meaning of Membership.  The report is not a how-to 
guide to church membership.  Nor is it a source for improving 
congregational membership procedures.  Rather, it explores why 
people join our congregations, what sustains them, and ways to 
enrich and deepen membership experiences.  Like the report, this 
guide is designed to help individuals or small groups engage in 
deeper reflection about what it means to be a Unitarian 
Universalist. 
 

Ways to Use This Process and Study Guide 
 
� Individual reflection and study 

� Small groups or committees (e.g., young adult groups, 
membership committees, extra-congregational1 organizations) 

� Sunday forums 

� Adult enrichment/education classes 
� Reflection for congregational or extra-congregational leadership 

teams 
� Religious professionals’ study groups (e.g., ministers, religious 

educators, membership directors, church administrators, etc.) 
� Sermon source 

Process Suggestions for Groups 

� Getting started. The publication of Belonging: The Meaning of 
Membership presents a renewed opportunity to learn about how 
your congregation works.  Determine who will sponsor the 
program.  You might begin by contacting the person responsible 
for organizing adult programs.  If you don’t know who is 
responsible, ask your minister or the adult religious 
education/enrichment chair or committee.  Another place to 

                                            
1 The Commission uses the term extra-congregational to refer to "the official and unofficial 
UU-related, non-congregational bodies" including district-level and cluster formations and 
associate and independent affiliate organizations.  (p. 78) 
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begin is with the Membership Committee.  The structure and 
roles of church membership committees varies widely.  You may 
wish to conduct an informal survey to determine if there is 
sufficient interest in a thematic time-limited group with a 
structured discussion about membership.   

� Who should attend?  This study guide is designed for youth, young 
adults (high school-age and beyond), and adults with all levels 
and lengths of affiliation or membership. It is especially 
important for all groups to be invited to attend Session 4: 
Investing in Youth and Young Adults.  It is appropriate for 
general use in congregations or for congregational leadership 
groups.  It is also designed for use by religious professionals and 
extra-congregational groups.  A registration process will enable 
facilitators to do better planning. 

� Group or class size is optional.  Groups of six to twelve 
participants work well.  Keep in mind that while more 
participants can stimulate a rich dialogue, they can also stifle 
real engagement with the subject. 

� Scheduling.  This curriculum is organized in four 2-hour sessions, 
but scheduling can be adapted to reflect different needs.  No 
time frame is suggested for activities within each session; nor is 
it expected that groups will address all the questions offered.  
Sessions may be planned weekly, biweekly, or monthly.  If a 
biweekly or monthly schedule is chosen, it is important that 
publicity indicate the schedule clearly.  Frequent reminders may 
be needed for irregularly scheduled events. 

 4

The time and place this program is offered depend on the 
culture of your congregation or group.  A stable location may 
lead to greater continuity.  If there is already an established 
pattern (e.g., Sunday mornings, afternoons, or week nights), it is 
probably best to schedule this program within that time period.  
If no such pattern exists, you might wish to conduct an informal 
survey and include several options for preferred times.  Because 
most congregations and affiliated groups gather in a particular 
place regularly, it is suggested that where possible, the venue for 
this program be the group or congregation’s regular meeting 
place.  Use your best judgment to determine which room or 
space best suits the needs of members as well as your needs as 
facilitator.  If you meet in rented or borrowed space, select a 



 

location that is convenient to most people, with attention to 
transportation needs.  If you are going to meet in private homes, 
decide whether there will be one or several hosts, and consider 
factors such as size of the group, comfort, and flexibility of 
seating.  Rotating locations will relieve the problem of the 
burden falling to any one individual. 

� Leadership.  This series can be led by a professional religious 
educator or lay leader.  While it is perfectly acceptable for one 
individual to facilitate the classes, two facilitators are 
recommended, because co-facilitators offer different voices, 
styles, and experiences as well as a diversity of gifts, talents, and 
perspectives.  In addition, co-leadership lightens the 
responsibilities of any one individual.  If you choose co-
leadership, intentionality around difference is desirable in terms 
of gender, age, physical ability, racial/ethnic/cultural heritage, 
theological orientation, sexual and affectional orientation, 
and/or style.  Facilitation skills, time, and willingness to do pre-
reading and reflection will be important in selecting leadership.   

It is important for facilitators to read the report, Belonging: The 
Meaning of Membership, and this guide fully, carefully reviewing 
those sessions that may pose a challenge for facilitators or 
participants.  Study the exercises and discussion questions and 
modify them in ways that are comfortable for you. 
 

� Publicity.  In order to ensure a successful program, you should 
begin planning several months in advance.  Publicity should be 
completed four to six weeks prior to the first session.  Church 
newsletters and weekly bulletins are good places to start.  These 
can be supplemented by adult religious education brochures or 
fliers strategically positioned throughout the church.  If your 
congregation has a tradition of staffing tables during fellowship 
hour, a flyer about this curriculum and a registration form are 
good publicity boosts.  

   

5 

Several weeks in advance, advertise the program and post a sign-
up or registration sheet.  You may wish to emphasize that the 
program is not a discussion about membership procedures but is 
intended to deepen the spiritual significance of what it means to 
be a Unitarian Universalist, whether affiliation is congregational 
or extra-congregational. 



How the Sessions Are Organized 

This study guide follows the basic structure of the report as follows: 

Session 1  The Process of Commitment 
Theologies of Membership 

Session 2  Measures of Membership 
Creating Thriving Congregations 

Session 3  The Challenge of Incarnation 
Pathways to Growth 

Session 4  Investing in Youth and Young Adults 
 

You may wish to start each session with a simple chalice- or candle-
lighting.  Each session includes suggested opening words taken 
directly from the text of the report, which are intended to serve as a 
reflective thought for the entire session.  If you have words that 
seem more appropriate, by all means use them. 
 
Opening words are followed by an exercise designed to stimulate 
participation and underscore a primary theme for each session.  
Following each exercises is a series of suggested questions from 
which facilitators can choose.  Facilitators are encouraged to 
prioritize the questions according to the group’s expected interests 
and needs, and where needed, to pose questions in an open-ended 
manner. While this curriculum suggests a particular structure, 
facilitators should use their judgment in guiding the discussion 
based on the needs and interests of participants.  Begin where your 
congregation is.  Facilitators are encouraged to recall events from 
their congregation’s life that might illustrate some of the issues and 
questions raised by the report.  This should make the material more 
accessible to participants, and lead to greater depth and spiritual 
meaning.  If a different approach would, in your judgment, better 
meet your congregation's needs, tweak the wording as needed, or 
skip the question altogether. 

Materials Needed 

� Chalice or candle and matches 
� Extra copies of the book (Belonging: The Meaning of Membership) 

for loan, if possible 
� Blackboard or newsprint and markers 
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� Name tags for each week (Note: In Session 3, participants will be 
asked to write on their name tags so design appropriately.) 



 

Advance Preparation 
 
1. If it is customary to reserve rooms for adult religious education 

events, make the reservation early enough to be consistent with 
your church’s schedule.  

2. Establish a registration process that, at minimum, involves a 
commitment to purchase Belonging: The Meaning of Membership.  
After you know the initial enrollment, order the book from the 
UUA bookstore (800-215-9076, bookstore@ uua.org).  
Determine beforehand whether the books should be sent to the 
church, to your home, or to another address. 

3. You may wish to prepare a packet for each participant that 
includes a letter from the facilitator confirming enrollment and 
a schedule of the sessions with weekly reading assignments.  For 
groups that do not have a tradition of book discussion groups, 
you may need to emphasize the importance of doing the 
reading.  This study guide is designed to take into account the 
likelihood that not all participants will complete all reading 
assignments.  Whether or not they have completed the reading, 
participants should be able to grasp the essence of the questions 
and engage in meaningful dialogue.  Every program has 
associated costs, which participants should expect to help pay.  
Donations for a sexton or limited photocopying may be an 
associated cost for some congregations. 

Day of Event 
 

1. Arrive at least 30 minutes before the scheduled event.   

2. Set up the chalice, candle, or other centering object(s).  You may 
wish to decorate the table with a colorful cloth, a simple flower, 
or other objects that might provide a focal point and promote a 
feeling of relaxation.   

3. Room set-up is optional.  Reflection and discussion are more 
important than note-taking.  Arrange chairs informally or set up 
tables and chairs classroom-style as you wish. 
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4. When the first class begins, welcome participants and open with 
a centering—the suggested reading for each session or your own 
selection.   

mailto:bookstore@uua.org
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5. If participants do not know each other, brief introductions are 
encouraged.



 

 

Session 1: The Process of Commitment & Theologies of 
Membership

 

Begin this session by distributing name tags. Ask participants to 
wear their name tags at every session. 

 
EXERCISE 

 
Ask participants to find a partner whom they don’t know well.  
When the pairs are formed, ask them to take 10 minutes for 
each partner to share the story of his/her experience in the 
congregation.  Write the following list on newsprint or 
blackboard and explain to participants that these are themes 
that might emerge during their conversation: 
 
� How I found my congregation or religious community 
� What I was seeking in a religious community 
� How I was welcomed into the community 
� When I felt I belonged in the community 
� When I was conscious that I had made a commitment to the 

congregation or community 
� How I learned about the congregation as a system 
� The decision-making process around affiliation and/or 

membership 
� Lingering issues 
 

At the end of 20 minutes, ask participants to briefly share key 
insights and learnings from their experiences and/or from the 
sharing, then proceed with any of the following questions. 
 

1.  "We each want a religious home where our own spiritual needs 
will be met.  But we also each need to take a part in creating the 
kinds of religious communities that attract people who are searching 
for the same kind of spiritual home we have found—people who have 
left the religious practices of their childhood, people who grew up 
unchurched, interfaith couples and young adults and youth—all of 
 
Opening Words   
 
 

 

“To be human is to be 

religious.  To be religious 

is to make connections.  

To lead a meaningful life 

among the many 

competing forces of the 

twenty-first century, each 

of us needs support in 

making meaningful re-

connections to the best in 

our global heritage, the 

best in others, and the best

in ourselves.”  

—Rev. John Buehrens
p. 1
 
the people who would fill our pews if we would only invite them in.”  
(p. 1) 
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� Is your congregation one that attracts people who have a great 
deal in common or does it nurture people with a wide variety of 
needs? 

� How do you measure your congregation’s openness to difference?   
� What methods has your congregation used recently to welcome 

people with different needs into the life of your congregation?   
� Does a direct approach to inviting newcomers feel appropriate to 

your congregation, or does it feel like proselytizing?  If the latter, 
what would make the experience feel more comfortable?  

 
2. “Making connections is the essence of the religious experience… . . .  

The connections that people seek when looking for a religious home 
are both internal and external.  While becoming connected in a 
‘spiritual network’ within the congregation is essential, committed 
membership also means getting connected to the larger 
community.”  (p. 2)  

 
� How do you judge religious experience?  Can you give an 

example? 
� Does your congregation place greater emphasis on internal or 

external connections?  What do you think accounts for this?  If 
your congregation were more deeply connected to its 
neighboring community, how might this affect congregational 
life?   

 
3. “In educating our newcomers we commonly focus on religious 

ideas, and the ways in which our non-doctrinal approach to faith 
differs from others.  But a religion is more than ideas.  It is also a set 
of behaviors, practices, ways of being in community.”  (p. 3) 

� Stepping back for a moment from your congregational 
affiliation, which would a family visiting your congregation 
notice more: a sense of the spiritual or particular practices and 
behaviors, whether formal or informal? 

� What would you like your congregation to convey to visitors and 
prospective members?  

 
4. Rev. Maxwell Savage argues that “nobody knows or can know” how 

many Unitarians [and Universalists] there are at any given time: “Let 
us stop vying with the denominations of the land.  We are not that 
kind of church. . . . We boast no capital C.  As a whole we are not 
even an organization. ”  (p. 7) 

� Who are we as a religious body—a movement, a church, a group 
of congregations, a denomination, and/or an organization?  
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“Life is just a chance to 

grow a soul.” 

 
—Rev. A. Powell Davies

p. 3

 
 
 

 
“A study about membership is

a study about evangelism … 

the process of building and 

sustaining healthy 

congregations.”  

p. 1

 



 

What difference, if any, do these or other such designations 
make? 

� Why do we have such difficulty defining ourselves?  Does it 
matter what we call ourselves?  Why? 

 
5. Citing historian Dr. Conrad Wright, the Commission on Appraisal 

report indicates that in spite of ever-changing congregational 
membership, a tension exists between two different value systems—
one “the covenanted body of worshippers,” the other “the 
corporation established by law, with power to hold property for 
religious, educational, and philanthropic purposes.”  (p. 8) 

� Have you observed these two systems in your congregation?  Do 
you experience tension between them?   

� Are both systems necessary for a religious community or is one 
dispensable? 

6.  The Commission's report makes a case for the necessity of 
community.  It cites Rev. Peter Fleck, who states that the church, in 
spite of or because of its shortcomings, is “infinitely better than no 
church. ”  And yet, disillusionment with church communities seems 
to increase loyalty and commitment to the values and ideals to which 
the church aspires.  (p. 10) 

  
� What is the difference between community in the generic sense 

and a spiritual or religious community? 
� Have you witnessed times in your church life when commitment 

to membership increased in spite of initial disillusionment?  If 
so, how do you explain this phenomenon? 

7.  Disillusionment, the Commission says, “plays a key part in the 
process of membership.”  Theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, “The 
sooner this shock of disillusionment comes to an individual and to a 
community the better for both.”  (pp. 10-11) 

� Do you recall your first experience of disillusionment with your 
congregation?  What helped you to move from disillusionment to 
commitment?   

� If a new member voiced a concern to you that appeared to be 
heading toward disillusionment, how might you respond to  help 
him/her move toward faith and a deepened commitment? 

8.  The report states that loyalties, commitments, covenants, and the 
promises we make to one another represent the deepest meanings of 
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If one member suffers, they all 

suffer together with it; if one 

member is honored, all rejoice 

together with it. 

--Paul of Tarsus,
I Corinthian 12

         p. 17 
 
 



church membership, that they “tell us what we belong to,” and by so 
doing, “tell us who we are. ”  (p. 12) 

 
� To what extent does your church community (or its 

denominational affiliation) shape your personal or group 
identity?   

 
9.  The late ethicist and theologian Rev. Dr. James Luther Adams 

understood the purpose of the church as transformation. Rev. Dr. 
George Kimmich Beach, an Adams scholar, adds that the church 
also exists to “expose us to perspectives that fall outside our 
commonly circumscribed, self-protected existences ... [so that we can] 
read the signs of the times and change. ”  (pp. 12-13) 

   
� Have you experienced or witnessed moments in the life of your 

church when you or others were transformed? 
� What happens to identity in a transforming church? 

 
10.  In challenging Unitarian Universalists to carefully consider what it 

means to say, “We, the member congregations,” the Commission on 
Appraisal cites the parallel ways in which Paul of Tarsus understood 
citizenship in the Greco-Roman world and church membership.  
Citizens and church members alike had a common identity and 
sense of responsibility to each other.  “A meaningful religious 
identity” says the Commission “is a reflection of a meaningful path 
to membership.  And a meaningful path to membership can only be 
laid by people who have committed to our congregations. . . . 
Identity, spirituality, and sense of commitment all depend on each 
other to develop.”  (p. 16) 

 
� What does commitment look like in a congregational context?   
� What leads people to make a commitment to a congregation?  

Beyond meeting formal membership requirements (e.g., signing a 
membership book, pledging, etc.), to what extent do you think 
theology leads to a deepening sense of identification with a 
Unitarian Universalist congregation? 

� If it is true that “a religious identity both bestows something 
upon and asks something” of us, what is that “something”? 
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 11.  The Commission cites identity formation, worship, and ritual  
     as key elements in the development of a Unitarian Universalist  
     theology of membership.  (pp. 18-19) 



 

� Would you use the same or different elements as key 
components in your theology of membership? 

� How do you understand theology in relation to membership in 
Unitarian Universalism? 

12. The Commission views process theology and relational theology 
as synonymous.  The report highlights these theologies as well as 
liberation theologies as major threads in contemporary thinking 
that can serve as a Unitarian Universalist theology of 
membership.  (pp. 21-26) 

 
� Do you agree or disagree with the Commission’s premise that 

process or relational theology is germane to Unitarian 
Universalism?  Are liberation theologies equally germane? 

� How would you explain process or relational theology?   
� What are some of the characteristics of liberation theology? 
� How might process or relational theology be applied in your 

congregational or group setting?   
� How does liberation theology inform how your congregation 

thinks about its context?  
 

13. “The distinguishing characteristic of our Unitarian [and 
Universalist] congregations is that they are covenantal bodies.  
We are united as congregations not by common beliefs but by 
common commitments.” (p. 33)   

 
� Does your congregation think of itself as a covenantal 

community?   
� Can you name or describe the explicit covenant(s) of your 

congregation?  Is such described in your congregation’s 
mission or vision statement and membership procedures?   

� Does being a non-creedal faith make us unique as covenantal 
communities?  Are creeds and covenants mutually exclusive?   

 
14. “Implicit covenants are a fact of life.  A community would not 

really be a community without them.  But they also represent 
the greatest barrier to change.” (p. 27)  As an illustration, the 
report suggests that one of the implicit covenants in Unitarian 
Universalism is our promise to create environments of respect 
for difference and diversity.  

 
� Do implicit covenants in your congregation support the 

status quo or represent barriers to change? 
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15. Some of the fastest-growing congregations make joining the 
church difficult, not easy; they place a “high bar” at the 
membership threshold.  While some Unitarian Universalists 
value our “easy in, easy out” approach to membership, “others 
recognize the need to imbue the membership experience with 
significance.”  (p. 31) 

 
� Should congregations have low or high expectations of their 

members? 
� What exactly should the minimum expectations of members 

be?  Why? 
 

16. In his book Why Conservative Churches are Growing, Dean M. 
Kelley lists four “Minimal Maxims of Seriousness” for religious 
groups (p. 31): 

 
¾ Do not confuse [faith] with other beliefs/ 

loyalties/practices, or mingle them together 
indiscriminately, or pretend they are alike, or of equal 
merit, or mutually compatible if they are not. 

¾ Make high demands of those admitted to the 
organization that bears the faith, and do not include or 
allow to continue within it those who are not fully 
committed to it. 

¾ Do not consent to, encourage, or indulge any violations 
of its standards of belief or behavior by its professed 
adherents. 

¾ Do not keep silent about it, apologize for it, or let it be 
treated as though it made no difference, or should make 
no difference, in their behavior or in their relationships 
with others. 

 
� In thinking about the extent to which we are serious about 

our faith as Unitarian Universalists, which, if any, of these 
maxims might be relevant? 

� Ignoring the assumption that they are rules, how would you 
re-word any of the four maxims to more appropriately fit a 
liberal congregational or group setting? 
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Session 2: Measures of Membership & Creating Thriving 
Congregations 
 
 

EXERCISE   
 

Divide participants into groups of four.  Copy, retype, or write the 
following statement and questions on newsprint or a board so that 
all participants can see it:   

 
“Within our system of congregational polity there is a remarkable 
variety of ways to count membership or participation in 
congregations. . . .  There are voting members, honorary voting 
members, active members, out-of-town members, lifetime members, 
emerita/us members, inactive members, youth members, and 
student members. . . . ” Then there are friends—“pledging friends, 
contributing friends, newsletter friends, and RE friends”—who 
participate in the life of the congregation but have chosen not to 
sign the membership book. (pp. 40-41) 

 
Give the groups 15 minutes to discuss the following questions:   
 
� Which of these categories (member or friend) do you 

 recognize within our congregation?   
� What assumptions and values are at work in maintaining so 

 many categories of membership or affiliation?   
� Which categories might be consolidated or eliminated? 
 
After 15 minutes, ask participants to highlight key observations and 
insights; then proceed to address any of the following questions:  

 
1. The report cites four kinds of growth in congregations as 

identified by Loren Mead of the Alban Institute: numerical 
growth, maturational growth, organic growth, and incarnational 
growth.  What is meant by numerical growth is self-evident.  
Briefly, maturational growth refers to “the experience of 
individuals as they are transformed by membership”; organic 
growth refers to “the congregation as a living system whose 
structures must constantly change and adapt to inputs (new 
members, more mature members) in order to sustain growth”; 
and incarnational growth is “the relationship between a particular 
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Opening Words 
 
 

 
 
“Membership is about deep-ening 

individuals’ connect-ions with 

their congregations as well as 

encouraging their own spiritual 

journeys.  It is about developing 

an under-standing and theology of 

membership that renews 

individuals and our movement.” 

p.  43



congregation and its environment” as the living embodiment of the 
faith. (pp. 39-40) 

 
� In addition to the fact that congregational rolls are 

 “notoriously unreliable,” what are some limitations 
 of measuring congregational growth strictly in numeric 
 terms? 

� Which form of growth has your congregation most 
 emphasized?  Why do you think this is the case? 

 
2. “Unitarian Universalists have a reputation for being fiercely 

independent in their theology and their social views, and this 
sense of independence can be expected to manifest itself in 
attitudes about paying one’s own way.”  At the same time, “if we 
seriously intend to be economically diverse, there must be ways 
to readjust the relationship between membership and money.”  
(p. 41) 

 
� To what extent should membership depend on the ability to 

pay for it?   
� In order to move beyond numbers—to maturational, organic, 

and incarnational growth—which is more important: 
membership (determined by whatever standard you wish) or 
participation in the life of the congregation? 

� Is economic diversity a recognized need in your 
congregation? 

� What are the fairest and most responsible ways to balance 
the ideal of the congregation as a caring and compassionate 
community with the congregation as a viable economic 
entity?   

� By what formula should congregations support the UUA 
and its districts so that there is no perceived advantage in 
keeping membership numbers low?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

� Can you imagine a membership and governance structure 
based on a philosophy of hospitality of spirit rather than on 
money?  What might such a structure look like? 

 
3. The quality of membership in our congregations is witnessed 

through “support, acknowledgement, affirmation, caring, [and] 
response.” (p. 44) 

 
� To what extent does the quality of membership or affiliation 

in your congregation reflect caring and compassion?  How 
have you witnessed this?   

� Do you understand this as a characteristic of theology?   
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4. According to Wade Clark Roof, “Liberal congregations may be 

more conflict-prone because they are more democratic.”  This is 
especially so where there is a high degree of diversity.  Another 
source, Penny Edgell Becker et al., states that “liberal 
congregations were the only ones to fight about inclusive 
language and becoming ‘open and affirming,’ while conservative 
congregations had the only conflicts over premarital or 
extramarital sex.” (pp. 44-45) 

 
� Is conflict a byproduct of diversity or pluralism?  What is it 

about our democratic governance structure that may lead to 
congregational conflict? 

� To what extent are these divisive issues of a religious nature, 
to what degree are they societal, and how much are they 
mixed?   

� Does our democratic governance structure deepen 
congregational participation and commitment or does it 
lead to greater conflict? 

� Do we accept people who share our values unconditionally, 
or do we impose our identity and/or religious filters upon 
them?  How might we increase acceptance? 

� If we are a covenantal religious community, beyond 
tolerance, what can we promise each other in the face of 
conflict? 

 
5. The Commission argues that although there is no creedal or 

faith test in our Free Church tradition, defining membership is, 
nevertheless, an important dimension of defining our 
boundaries as a religious movement and deepening 
commitment to our faith: “The inevitable differences of opinion 
that arise in any human community can be transcended, 
forgiven, or resolved and in the end contribute to a stronger, 
healthier congregation.”  (p. 50) 

 
� How shall we define our congregational boundaries?   
� How can we create a membership that participates more 

fully in the democratic process of our congregations? 
� Given that we are open to and accepting of many points of 

view to the point that our boundaries are not always clearly 
distinguishable, are we in danger of ‘tolerating’ ourselves out 
of existence as a significant religious movement that offers, 
all in all, an alternative to mainline religions?  
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6. “Our commitment to a free and responsible search for truth and 
meaning can make it difficult to find that center of gravity that 
can help a congregation develop cohesiveness and a sense of 
purpose.” (p. 52) 

 
� What holds us together as a religious movement?   
� What or where is the vital center of our faith?  Is it our 

beliefs, our values, our norms, or something else? 
 

7. “Unwritten rules can be confusing to newcomers and often 
become an impediment to creating healthy, open communities.”  
(p. 51, also see p. 52) 

 
� Are “Responsibilities of Membership”-type statements 

helpful in clarifying the covenantal relationship between 
congregation and member, or do these border on 
authoritarianism?   

 
8. “It is not uncommon to hear UUs relate stories of the elation 

they felt upon first finding a liberal religious environment … 
only to experience profound disappointment that their ‘truth’ is 
somehow not accepted by others in the congregation despite the 
statements of openness and tolerance.”  (p. 52) 

 
� Does your congregation view change in individual 

theological perspectives as healthy and necessary for spiritual 
growth?  Does your congregation have a strategy that 
supports people in moving along a path of lifelong spiritual 
development?  

� What approaches can congregations use to affirm and 
respect people who are pursuing faith development that 
deepen commitment rather than lead to feelings of 
exclusion based on a set of beliefs that will inevitably 
change? 

 
9. The Commission on Appraisal report addresses four particular 

issues that are frequent, “trigger discussion and, at times, confuse 
our understanding of the meaning of membership. ” (p. 54)  After 
reviewing the issues (outlined on pp. 54-60), consider the 
following questions outlined by the Commission:  

 
� Annual Program Fund:  When dealing with fundraising 

policies and practices, how do we best avoid obsession with 
the peripheral issues and get on with the business of growing 
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“The particular definitions of 

membership matter less to us 

than do the steps taken by our 

congregations to define and 

clarify expectations on the part 

of each congregation.”   

p. 54



 

strong congregations that take the message of our free liberal 
faith to the world? 

� Dual Membership: How can congregations be encouraged to 
see dual members as welcome participants and resources 
instead of problems?  How might congregations with a 
substantial incidence of dual membership work together to 
help individuals deepen their commitment to the movement 
and to both congregations?  Identify strategies to provide a 
connection with the larger UU movement for youth and 
young adults as they leave the home community. 

� Increasing Membership Requirements: Do explicit criteria for 
membership violate the premise of our free faith?  Are such 
criteria congruent with the Principles and Purposes of the 
UUA?  How can a congregation best maintain the “creative 
tension” needed to define effective boundaries?  What 
benefit accrues to congregations that help members 
strengthen their sense of affiliation with the larger UU 
movement?  Should members coming into membership 
from another UU congregation be expected to participate in 
orientation programs and other classes designed to deepen 
commitment, such as those offered as part of the path to 
membership? 
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� Exclusion From Membership: What fundamental values are so 
central to the core of our Unitarian Universalist 
congregational life that to threaten them would justify 
formal exclusion from membership?  What kinds of 
behaviors diminish the appeal of the congregation?  What 
would it mean to a congregation to have a discussion of this 
issue as part of a process to define its center of gravity?  
What if the norms and expectations were to be become 
more explicit rather than implicit? 



Session 3: The Challenge of Incarnation & Pathways to 
Growth 
 
 

EXERCISE 

Announce the following purposes of this exercise:  

� To provide a forum for participants to engage in an intimate 
encounter with someone whose identity is different from their 
own 

� To increase communication and understanding about difference 
and identity 

� To engage in empathy and active listening 

Ask each participant to choose one identity based on his/her 
gender, racial/ethnic/cultural background, or sexual or theological 
orientation and to write a word or phrase on his/her name tag that 
describes the chosen identity.   

 

*  Opening words can be musical or spoken.  Sacred Ground by Sweet Honey in the 
Rock, available on CD or audio tape, contains “Would You Harbor Me?” by 
Ysaye M. Barnwell.  
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Opening Words* 
 
 

 
“Would you harbor me? 

Would I harbor you? 

Would you harbor a 

Christian, a Muslim, a 

Jew, a heretic, convict or 

spy? 

Would you harbor a 

runaway woman or child, 

a poet, a prophet, a king? 

Would you harbor an exile 

or a refugee, a person 

living with AIDS? 

Would you harbor a 

Tubman, a Garrett, a 

Truth, a fugitive or a 

slave? 

Would you harbor a 

Haitian, Korean, or 

Czech, a lesbian or a 

gay?” 

--Ysaye Maria Barnwell



 

� Ideally, each participant should find a partner whose name tag 
differs in language and substance from his/her own.  Ask 
participants to explain the identity they have written on their 
name tags to their partners.  Each partner should grant the 
other 10 minutes of uninterrupted time to discuss his/her 
identity card.  Encourage participants to give as little or as much 
detail as is comfortable.   

� At the end of 20 minutes, when each person has completed 
his/her explanation, ask partners to reflect back to each other in 
2 minutes or less what they heard—how they now understand 
their partners' chosen identities.  Each partner should be asked 
to clarify any points of misunderstanding. 

� When each group has completed the exercise, process what 
happened with the whole class.  Ask a series of questions such 
as: How did it feel to do this exercise?  How did it feel to listen 
to another person?  Did you feel heard and understood? 

Continue the session with any of the following questions: 

1. The report states that some UUs believe that “the important issues 
are those related to recruitment and retention of a membership base 
that corresponds to populations most nearly matching the 
demographic characteristics of the present membership.  New 
members are welcome as long as they ‘fit in,’ but the movement 
should not shift from its traditional demographic base in order to 
attract and include those of different backgrounds. . . .  
Incarnational growth is not about recruiting; it is about 
transforming perspective and awareness.”  (p. 65)  

� How important is it that congregations maintain their 
traditional demographic bases?  Why?  What values are being 
upheld? 

� How important is it that congregations reflect the demographics 
of their neighboring communities?  Why?  What values are 
being upheld? 

� What are the implications of (a) maintaining the traditional 
Unitarian Universalist demographic base, and (b) reflecting the 
demographic makeup of the neighboring community?  

� What does your congregation need to do in order to make a 
space for new members who do not fit your congregation’s 
current demographic portrait? 

�  
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“It is part of our unofficial 

credo that if we use our 

resources to surmount barriers 

rather than to erect then, we 

will achieve heaven on earth.  

We hold what Toni Morrison 

calls a “complicated, dem-

anding … view of heaven as 

life; not heaven as past life."  

The complicated, demanding 

part, of course, is that in order 

to break down barriers, or to 

resist building them, we have 

to do the messy, diff-cult, and 

occasionally heart-wrenching 

work of acknowledging the 

worth-iness of all beings.” 

p. 69



2. The Commission states that because of racial/ethnic, cultural, 
theological, and/or class differences, “people who self-define as 
Unitarian Universalist but feel ‘left out’ of their local congregations, 
lead to the inescapable conclusion that exclusion is indeed a 
problem.  Ironically, congregations that espouse respect for the 
inherent dignity and worth of all beings nevertheless engage in 
behaviors that exclude some others who identify with that same 
Principle.”  (p. 66) 

 
� Are there explicit or implicit barriers to membership in your 

congregation?  Is exclusion (including unconscious and 
unintentional exclusion) an issue in your congregation?  Are you 
aware of one or more persons who, over the years, may not have felt 
welcomed because of their racial/ethnic, cultural, class, or 
theological identity or any other form of difference?  

� What concrete steps might your congregation take to make space for 
persons who do not fit your congregation’s demographic 
mainstream that would represent a foundational change?  

 
3. “We would avoid some pitfalls if, instead of talking about growth and 

membership and outreach, we talk about creating sanctuary.  If we work 
as hard—or harder—at creating safe and worshipful places as we do at 
creating diverse congregations, we will most likely find that, 
paradoxically, transforming the awareness of the congregation will result 
in changing its demographics.”  (p. 71) 

� How has your congregation or group approached growth?  How has 
it approached diversity?  How do these approaches compare to what 
is being called for in the above statement? 

� What might your congregation or group do to create a sanctuary for 
people who are different from your congregation’s cultural norm? 

 
4. “‘There are seasons in human affairs,’ wrote William Ellery Channing, 

‘when new depths seem to be broken up in the soul, when new wants 
are unfolded in ‘multitudes,’ and a new and undefined good is thirsted 
for.’  We believe that such a season is upon us.  The challenge lies in 
satisfying the thirst of the ‘multitudes’ in each of our individual 
congregations.  A thirst for what?  Sanctuary—what Laura Cerwinske 
describes as a ‘place of order and tranquility, a retreat from the 
disharmony of the world’ … ‘a place to be creative, to seek meaning in 
life, to do the work of transformation that, at times, calls for descent 
into pain and chaos’?  Unquestionably.  Community?  Undeniably.”  
Paradoxically perhaps, the Commission says, both “community and 
sanctuary” may be rewards for those who “dare to venture off the beaten 
path, into the unknown” in order to honor diversity.  (pp. 63, 74)   
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“Unitarian Universalism is 

culturally Christian…, carries 

rationalist and nineteenth-century 

humanist values…, and it also 

honors my Buddhism.  It 

challenges and questions me.  I 

feel that Buddhism is not 

marginal-ized, but at the center of 

lived UUism.” 

p. 82



 

� Are we living in a kairos2 moment when our congregations can 
create a larger, more inclusive soul by expanding a heretofore 
narrowly defined identity into a movement that affirms our 
common humanity?   

� What can your congregation do to create a sanctuary or a 
community for people of diverse backgrounds and theologies? 

 
5. “No longer is affiliation with a member congregation of the Unitarian 

Universalist Association the only way that people identify themselves as 
Unitarian Universalists or live out UU loyalty and commitment (if it 
ever was!).  Nor are UU congregations the only way in which our 
tradition is supported and lived out in the greater community.”  (pp. 77-78) 

 
� How do you respond to the above statements?  Does either of the 

statements challenge your presuppositions?   
� Do you know Unitarian Universalists who do not have a primary 

congregational affiliation but find their needs met in an extra-
congregational organization, i.e. a UU camp or conference or 
affiliate or associate organization? 

 � Have extra-congregational relationships created tension for you or 
your congregation?  If so, has the tension subsided?  How? 

 
6. The Commission mentions five UU theologically focused extra-

congregational organizations: UU Christian Fellowship (UUCF), 
Friends of Religious Humanism (FRH), Covenant of UU Pagans 
(CUUPS), and UUs for Jewish Awareness (UUJA), and the UU 
Buddhist Fellowship (UUBF).   

 
� Are there other theologically focused extra-congregational 

organizations that could be mentioned? 
� Do you know members of any of the four organizations cited above?  

If so, to what extent are they affirmed within a local UU 
congregation? 

� Are you comfortable with Unitarian Universalists defining themselves 
in terms of their theological orientation (rather than simply 
“Unitarian Universalist”)? 

� Keeping in mind our fourth Principle (“encouragement to a free and 
responsible search for truth and meaning”), how can congregations be 
more affirming of Unitarian Universalists who have strong 
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2 kairos (Gr.): qualitative time such as an occasion, a season, an age, or an era. In this sense, it may 
designate a ‘special’ time (e.g., just the right time)--a particular time that has a distinctive quality or 
significance, and may thereby be potentially transformative, a turning point that demands a 
particular response.  Kairos can be contrasted to chronos,  measurable time that moves forward 
quantitatively. 



identifications with theologically focused extra-congregational 
organizations?  

  
7. Many Humanists “believe that Unitarian Universalism is moving away 

from its place in the theological/religious world and becoming very much 
like other liberal Christian communities,” says the Commission.  “While 
the atheist Humanists bewail the addition of spirituality and ‘God-talk,’ 
the Christians appreciate the inclusion but often long for explicitly 
Christian language and readings.  There is an inherent tension in these 
requests: For Humanists and Christians alike, the ideal worship 
community would offer language that evokes their imagery and beliefs, 
without need of translation. ”  (p. 81) 

 
� What is the unique “place” of Unitarian Universalism in the world?   
� What does Unitarian Universalism have to say to the world that is 

different from other liberal Christian communities? 
� Have you observed a tension around religiously pluralistic worship in 

Unitarian Universalism?  If so, how would you articulate the tension? 
� Who should determine the mix of theological expressions in worship 

and other programmatic aspects for your congregation? 
 

8. “Although the UUA is and has been firmly committed to civil rights for 
persons of color and those of differing ethnic backgrounds, there have 
often been strong disagreements about what this means within the 
Association and how best to achieve and practice an openness to non-
European Americans.  Since the early to mid-1990s, the Association has 
taken on the goal of becoming an anti-racist organization that strives to be 
open to people of various racial and ethnic diversities.  However, as the 
journey has not always been easy, members of various racial and ethnic 
minorities have created Affiliate organizations to provide support and 
counsel in the process of the UUA’s transformation. … for many, these 
organizations [AAUUM, DRUUMM, LUUNA, UUNIA] are their 
primary loyalty and community of nurture and support.”  (pp. 82-83) 

 
� Are there members of non-European ethnic groups in your 

congregation or organization?  If so, are they active in or members of 
a UU extra-congregational ethnic affiliate group?  If so, has your 
congregation been actively supportive in addressing their needs?   

� Who should determine the cultural expressions, worship styles, and 
other programmatic aspects for your congregation? 
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9. “Tensions still exist within our congregations about the involvement of 
BGLT [bisexual, gay, lesbian, and/or transgender] people.  Some 
congregations are hesitant to be known as the ‘gay church’ within their 



 

communities and urge a low-key approach and lack of advertising within 
the gay/lesbian community, whereas other congregations warmly 
embrace Interweave chapters as viable components of their 
membership, ministry, and outreach.”  (p. 85) 

 
� Have you observed tension between the BGLT community and your 

congregational leadership or membership? 
� If your congregation has been successful in welcoming BGLT 

people, how might your congregation help others who are struggling 
with this issue? 

 
10. Our camps and conference centers often attract people who “have 

different social, religious, and political views” than a nearby 
congregation.  Thus, because of a higher comfort level, our camps and 
conferences help to “cement some people more firmly within our UU 
movement, providing them a valid place to express their religious 
commitment” that they often don't find in congregations.  And yet, 
questions of “loyalty and depth of commitment can be raised by those 
in the congregation who resent the camp or conference center 
involvement.” (pp. 87-88) 

� Do you know people who are actively involved in one of our camps 
or conference sites but are not as active in the congregation?  If so, 
can you affirm the Commission's premise stated above? 

� How can there be a closer relationship between congregations and 
Unitarian Universalist camps and conference centers? 

� What can your congregation do to increase understanding of why 
some people feel more comfortable in a camp or conference setting 
than in a congregation? 

 
11. “The majority of these extra-congregational organizations exist for two 

reasons: to support their members during their participation in local 
congregations and to transform the face of Unitarian Universalism.  
They see their role as being that of increasing and supporting the 
diversity . . . encompassed in our non-creedal tradition committed to 
the inherent worth and dignity of every person.  As such, they and 
their members must be taken seriously in any consideration of the 
meaning of membership within our Association and congregations.”  
(p. 88) 
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� Should there be a hierarchy between congregations and extra-
congregational organizations?  When it comes to how we should 
think about membership, are congregations more important than 
affiliate and associate groups, or should the two entities be 
considered more equal? 



 
� Can extra-congregational organizations strengthen congregations, or 

vice versa?  If so, how? 
� In considering the meaning of membership, what would 

membership look like if we were to take extra-congregational 
organizations seriously? 

  

Session 4: Investing in Youth and Young Adults 
 
 

 
Because this session is based on one chapter (as compared to other sessions, 
which cover two chapters), and given the need for a dynamic interchange 
between children, youth, young adults, and adults over the age of thirty-five, 
this exercise is designed for the first hour of a 2-hour session. 
 
Ideally, youth and/or young adults have already been participating in the 
program.  If not, it is suggested that a special invitation be made to children, 
youth, and young adults for Session 4.  Ideally, several children, several youth, 
and several young adults should participate, representing a wide spectrum of 
ages from six through seventeen and eighteen through thirty-five.  If this 
program is scheduled to take place on a weekday evening during the school 
year, consider whether the time should be changed so that children can 
participate.  If, after your best effort, children or youth cannot participate, try to 
include parents of young children or youth. 

 
Prior to the start of the session 
 
1. Arrange up to six chairs in the inner side of a circle of two rows. 
2. Arrange additional chairs (as there are regular participants over the age of 

thirty-five) on the outer side of the circle. 
 
EXERCISE 
 
This fishbowl exercise has three parts:  

 
Part 1 (18 minutes) (as participants enter the room): 
1. Ask children under the age of fourteen to occupy the chairs in the inner 

circle. 
2. Ask adults over the age of thirty-five, as well as youth and young adults, to 

occupy the outer chairs.   
3. Inform the group that those on the inner circle (children) are the only ones 

allowed to speak during the exercise.  Those on the outer circle are listeners. 
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Opening Words 
 

 
 
“I have noticed that it 

tends to be easier for 

adults in their twenties 

and thirties who were 

not raised in the UU 

church to find homes in 

con-gregations.  On 

some level, our youth 

min-istries are not pre-

paring our youth to be 

adult members of our 

congregations.” 

p. 93



 

4. Ask the children to complete the following statement and discuss it freely 
among themselves: I wish the adults in our congregation would 
__________________. 

5. At the end of 15 minutes, in your own way, express appreciation to the 
children for their participation and ask them to now occupy the outer 
circle.   

 
Allow 2 minutes for people to switch places. 

 
Part 2 (18 minutes) 
1. Ask youth, ages fourteen to eighteen, to occupy the chairs in the inner 

circle. 
2. Ask adults over the age of thirty-five, as well as children and young adults, 

to occupy the outer chairs.   
3. Remind the group that those on the inner circle (youth) are the only ones 

who can speak during the exercise.  Those on the outer circle are listeners. 
4. Ask the youth to complete the following statement and discuss it freely 

among themselves: If we were planning our own Religious Education and 
participation in our congregation, it would be __________________. 

5. At the end of 15 minutes, express your gratitude to the youth for their 
participation and ask them to now occupy the outer circle. 

 
Allow 2 minutes for people to switch places. 

 
Part 3 (18 minutes) 
1. Ask young adults, ages eighteen to thirty-five, to occupy the chairs in the 

inner circle. 
2. Ask adults over the age of thirty-five, as well as children and youth, to 

occupy the outer chairs.   
3. Remind the group that only those on the inner circle—(young adults)will be 

speaking.  Those on the outer circle are listeners. 
4. Ask the young adults to complete the following question and discuss it 

freely among themselves: What I need most from my congregation at this 
stage in my life is __________________. 

5. At the end of 15 minutes, express your gratitude to the young adults for 
their participation. 

 
At the end of the exercise, take the brief remaining time (probably not more 
than 2 minutes) to process how the exercise felt.  For example, say something 
like “In two words or fewer, tell us how it felt to do this exercise when you were 
on the inner circle? When you were on the outer circle? ” 
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Thank all your guests (children, youth, and young adults), and invite them to 
stay for the second hour if possible.  Considering the issues that arose in the 



exercise, proceed to the second hour with any of the following questions that 
might enlarge points already raised in the exercise.  (Please note that the final 
question for this session is not specific to children, youth, and young adults but 
applies to the full report.) 

  
 
1. The report states that the “question of children becoming members is 

complex.  Congregational practices vary widely, from no restrictions on 
youth membership to a minimum age requirement of eighteen.”  (p. 93) 

 
� Do we need a uniform age standard for membership in Unitarian 

Universalist congregations, particularly for children and youth?  If so, 
how should the question of congregational polity be addressed?  If not, 
is it important for the Unitarian Universalist Association to know how 
many Unitarian Universalists children and youth are among us? 

� Does there need to be an affirmation of faith in Unitarian Universalism 
for children and youth, or should they be assumed to be Unitarian 
Universalist based on their upbringing in our faith from an early age? 

� Should there be a more formal process to offer membership to children 
who were raised Unitarian Universalist?  If so, should there be a 
financial expectation of the child, the parents, or the family unit?  

� How should we think about membership for youth who find Unitarian 
Universalism on their own--whose parents are not Unitarian 
Universalists?   

� In other times and other religious traditions, membership for children 
and youth has been determined through family ties, christening or 
baptism, or nationality.  Can you think of any non-financial approach 
to membership that might work for children and youth who consider 
themselves Unitarian Universalists? 

 
2. Responding to a question from the Commission, one youth said, “I would 

be against having a second category for youth membership; yes we are 
different but we don't need to be shut off any more from our faith.  We 
want to be UUs.” (p. 94) 

� After reading pp. 92-95 of the report, what do you think are the pros 
and cons of having a separate category for youth membership? 

� What are your congregation's policies or practices regarding youth 
membership?  Were youth included in the discussion or decision? 

� How does your congregation's policy or practice compare to your 
personal perspective? 
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3. “Many congregations have a Coming of Age program that marks the 
transition from childhood to youth.  Participation in such a program might 



 

be recognized as equivalent to the new member classes given for adults.  
The completion of this program is a particularly appropriate time to invite 
youth to become members.  It is a time when they are most connected and 
willing to consider joining.”  (pp. 94-95) 

 
� If you believe that youth membership is a good idea, should it be full 

voting membership with a financial expectation?  If not, how would you 
distinguish between youth membership and regular adult membership? 

� Does you congregation have a Coming of Age program or its 
equivalent?  If so, in your view, to what extent does it substitute for a 
new member program?  If it does not, how might you reimagine it as a 
formal initiation process for youth who are already involved with the 
congregation?  

 
4. “It is, for most congregations, not a good idea to have a designated seat for a 

youth on the board of trustees.  If a youth is qualified and interested, 
he/she can be nominated and elected through the regular process.  Too 
often, a designated youth is not sufficiently prepared or interested and soon 
drops away, not having had a good experience. ”  (p. 95) 

 
� Can you cite a case in which a youth served well in any leadership 

capacity?  What was the quality of that leadership? 
� Do you believe that youth (ages fourteen through eighteen) are ready to 

serve on the board of trustees of a congregation or an extra-
congregational organization?  If so, should the youth be elected through 
the regular process or should there be a designated seat? 

� Is youth leadership in a camp or conference similar to or different from 
a congregation; does the particular setting matter? 

 
5. One youth interviewed by the Commission said, “If churches really 

understood and valued all of the contributions that they need to survive, 
[the question of money] becomes a bit irrelevant.  Anyone, regardless of age, 
ability, color, native tongue, or economic class can contribute some-thing to 
the effective running of a church.”  (p. 95) 

 
� Do our congregations emphasize money too much as a measure of 

commitment? 
� Even if there are other ways to measure commitment, how can we help 

congregations to change their traditional reliance on pledges in order to 
maintain the ministries and facilities of the church?  

 
6. The UUA Office of Young Adult and Campus Ministry defines young 

adults as those who are ages eighteen to thirty-five.  The Commission, 
however, focuses on “the younger of the young adults” (ages eighteen to 
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“I’m a young adult and I 



twenty-five) because many over the age of twenty-five are “settled in their 
work and raising families.”  (p. 96) 

 
� Do young adults who are eighteen have enough in common with those 

who are twenty-five or with those who are thirty-five?    
� Given that young adults are at various life stages (e.g., living at home, in 

college, beginning a career, partnering and starting families, or perhaps 
even approaching mid-career), should age be the determining factor for 
organizing a young adult group? 

� Is the current UUA age range defining young adulthood adequate, or 
should it changed?  

 
7. For a variety of reasons, the Commission states that frequently young adults 

“are more involved with a district Young Adult group than with a local 
congregation?”  (p. 96) 

 
� How do we encourage young adults to affiliate with and become members of our 

congregations?   
� Given that young adulthood is the time when young adults are making 

faith decisions that may ground them through adulthood, how can we 
encourage congregations to become more attentive to the needs and 
interests of young adults? 

 
8. The Commission points out that many of our congregational programs 

focus on new members rather than those who were raised Unitarian 
Universalist or are long-term Unitarian Universalists--a factor that Sheri 
Prud’homme believes may alienate some young adults who grew up 
Unitarian Universalist.  They may tend, she says, “to look elsewhere for 
religious community.”  (p. 97) 

 
� Does Prud’homme’s observation ring true for you?  If so, what can be 

done? 
� Does your congregation place as much emphasis on programs for long-

time members as it does for new Unitarian Universalists?  
 

9. “The UUA has been expending a great effort toward becoming an anti-
racist institution.  Many of our young adults have a broader experience with 
people of color than our adults.  This will be even more marked in the 
future as the multiracial children in our congregations mature.”  (p. 98) 

 
� Do you think that Unitarian Universalist young adults are more aware 

of racial issues than their parents' generation?   
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“If a young adult is not 

given an  oppor-tunity to

reflect on this [racial 

justice] in a spiritual 

context, important 

develo-pmental needs 

will not be met, and 

connections that could 

ground a person over a 

life-time will not be 

made.  The urgent 

young adult need to be 

a warrior, to serve, to 

lead, to make an impact

on the world, risks being 

wasted in shallowness, 

mis-direction, or  des-

pair.” 

p.  99



 

� Are Unitarian Universalist adults over the age of thirty-five as prepared 
as young adults seem to be in bringing about racial justice and social 
transformation in our congregations and communities? 

� If you answered ‘yes’ to either of the above, how do we bridge the 
divide? 

� Given that racial/cultural diversity in our congregations is most visible 
in multicultural families (e.g., inter-racial partnerships and cross-cultural 
adoptions), how can Coming of Age programs celebrate a congregation's 
commitment to diversity and address identity issues? 

 
10. The Commission argues that congregations should be interested in campus 

ministry because it “provides an affiliation for young adults,” because it is 
“an investment in the future, helping those served by providing a religious 
community and maintaining relationships with those who will become 
members of congregations later in life.” (p. 99)  Yet it is in the college years 
that so many young adults are deeply engaged in life exploration. Thus it is 
not surprising that many do not maintain membership in a congregation 
during these years. 

 
� How does your congregation maintain its connection and commitment 

to college students who are or have been part of your congregation, or 
to campus ministries in your local region? 

� Of the approaches mentioned in the report (pp. 99-100), what 
approaches might be used to deepen the relationship between 
congregations and Unitarian Universalist college students? 

 
11. Considering the Commission on Appraisal's full report, Belonging: The 

Meaning of Membership, and the fact that more than twice the number of 
people who show up on our congregational records self-identify as 
Unitarian Universalists,3 is membership in a congregation important?  
Why?  Should one of our goals as a movement be to encourage more people 
who already embrace our religion to join a congregation?  Does it matter? 
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3 The National Survey on Religious Identification conducted in 1990 reported that 502,000 adults 
in the United States self-identify as Unitarian Universalist, but only 145,250 adults reported 
membership in a Unitarian Universalist congregation for the same period.  
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