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Reading: Unitarian Universalist minister Jane Rzepka wrote this piece remembering the 

Unitarian congregation of her childhood, but I hope her feelings and experiences there might not 

be so different than those of children and adults experiencing Unitarian Universalist 

congregations today.  

She wrote, 

 “I grew up in one of those Unitarian fellowships in the Midwest. And that little religious  

community really left its mark on me.  

“For one thing, the grown-ups there believed we ought to use our heads.  They encouraged us to 

ponder the big questions of beginnings and endings and anger and love and what was before and 

what comes next and what helps and what hinders.  They thought we were smart kids, they 

listened to our ideas, we believed we were good thinkers. Now of course I know that the use of 

reason is a cornerstone of our long religious heritage, but then I just thought it was the way we 

did things at the Unitarian Church. 

“And then in another mode we planted daffodils, we looked at the stars, we searched for guppies, 

we held a worship service at the river. These days we call it spirituality I suppose or earth-

centered religion, but then we called it ‘miracle’ and ‘wonder.’ And that rootedness is in my 

blood as a Unitarian. 

“Finally, back then, we children knew that we were a part of congregation that loved us. They 

taught us Sunday School. They doled out the cookies at coffee hour. They chaperoned the Youth 

Group. They wanted to know what we would do after graduation. They wrung, their hands; they 

clapped their hands – for us, for one another. Now we call it community; now we call it 

connection. But, for me, back then, it was just Unitarianism.” 

 

 Community, connection.  People who will make us think and who will challenge our 

thinking. People with which to share wonder.  People to offer support.  People to call us to 

account.  This is what Unitarian Universalism is, or, at least, should be.   

 And where does a minister or a time-limited interim minister fit into this? 

 

  Well, the Janus Workbook of resources for interim ministries begins with these words 

from Andrew Backus.  “I once leaned over the pulpit in a church packed with people and pointed 

to my colleague in the front pew.  He had asked for my advice, so I said this:   

 ‘Congratulations, my friend.  And welcome to the parish ministry.  Allow me as you 

begin, however, to remind you of just a few things- things you may know already: 

 ‘You are not in charge here. 

 ‘This is not your church. 

 ‘You are not indispensable. 

‘You are called to be a minister among the people of this church as they conduct its affairs.  It is 

much less their responsibility to minister to you than you to them, and you can and will be 

replaced.  



 ‘There was a stunned silence. 

 ‘Why’ I thought, ‘aren’t theses things obvious?’  

I continued: 

‘All this is not to say that you won’t be offered power within this religious community.  

Knowing you I can say with confidence that you will be.  It is just that you will fail badly if you 

do not give it away as fast as it is turned over to you.  For ministry is nothing, if it does not 

empower people to conduct their own religious lives and growth.’” 

 

 I arrived here a week ago.  I know little to nothing about you yet.  I know what was in the 

interim search packet and what Rev. Onnie and several of you have told me.  So far, there are 

two things about you that, at this point, I guess may be most important for our work together this 

year. One is that you have a membership of 126 with, in many past years, about 100 attending 

weekly services, close to the threshold between what is called a pastoral size congregation and 

what is called a program size congregation.  And two, several of you see a need to address 

challenges to your systems and roles of lay leadership. 

 

 That makes perfect sense.  Those two things go together.  In a pastoral size church, 50-

100 attending, the pastor is central, relates to everyone, and is involved in almost everything.  In 

a program size congregation 150-350 attending it is no longer the pastor who is central but the 

lay led groups.  Delegation of responsibility is assumed.  The clergy role shifts to team 

leadership and administration: recruiting, planning, training, evaluating and coordinating.  Lay 

leadership is essential.  Activity and program groups connect and assimilate new members and 

nurture friendships.  You, Tri County Unitarian Universalists, are sitting right in the middle of 

those two sizes. 

 

Most of our UU congregations stay in the pastoral size range.  Often that is because our 

members decide either purposefully or by default that that is where they want to be. My guess, 

on this my first Sunday with you, is that this may be one of the things you will want to consider 

purposefully as you prepare to begin the search for your next settled minister. Our theme this 

month is reciprocity.  The minister you call deserves to know what you want, and, that minister 

should be able to tell you what they have to offer you.  You need to know what you as lay 

leaders are willing to devote to the ministry of this community and what you want the minister to 

do. 

 

 In the story told by Fannie Lou Hamer the young protagonists ask, ‘This that we hold in 

our hands today, is it alive or is it dead?”  That is not your question for this congregation.  I am 

sure all of you want the community here to live and thrive and not to die.  But there is a question, 

“This congregation that you hold in your hands today, do you wish it to grow or to remain as 

close to as it is as possible with the inevitability of some change?” 

 

It is really not such a simple question.  Congregations have answered it in multiple ways, 

some grow by becoming larger, some grow by creating new communities, some seek to retain 

what they have. 

 

In the story, the old man looked at the young people and he smiled.  And he said, ‘It’s in 

your hands.’ 



 

 This beloved community is in your hands.  Allow me to help you determine what you 

will do with that responsibility. 

 

 I believe that there are three things a spiritual community, a beloved community, should 

do. 1) It should offer a community in which the world and one’s place in it may be contemplated.  

2)It should offer a community that will celebrate with you in times of joy, support you in times 

of need, and mourn with you in times of sorrow.  And 3) it should offer you a community with 

which to make a difference for the better in the world.  

 

 Rev. Rzepka said of her childhood congregation, “They encouraged us to ponder the big  

questions of beginnings and endings and anger and love and what was before and what comes 

next and what helps and what hinders…. And then in another mode we planted daffodils, we 

looked at the stars, we searched for guppies, we held a worship service at the river. These days 

we call it spirituality I suppose or earth-centered religion, but then we called it ‘miracle’ and 

‘wonder.’”   

 

This is what I mean when I say a congregation should be a spiritual community in which 

the world and one’s place in it may be contemplated.  I began my ministry as a United 

Methodist.  Back in seminary we were taught that the United Methodist faith rested on a 

quadrilateral, four authorities: scripture, tradition, reason and experience.  As Unitarian 

Universalists while we may look to scriptures and traditions, we don’t tend to see them as 

authorities in the same way that we trust our own reason and experience. But reason must be 

tested, and experience shared if we are to trust them as the base of our faith. Contemplation 

needs community.   

 

 Next people need people.  Many people first come to a congregation at a time in their life 

when they have a particular need.  They are going through a divorce.  They are trying to 

overcome an addiction.  They have realized they have no life outside of their job.  Someone 

close to them has died, and they are feeling bereft.  Unless they connect quickly with a few 

individuals or a small group who can offer them the support and care they need, they may leave 

as quickly as they came.  But, for those who develop a network of caring people around them, 

their congregation may be a rich support.   

 

 Several years ago, my father, who is now gone, had a major heart attack.  This was on 

Thursday, and I was to preach on Sunday, but one of the lay leaders of the congregation I was 

then serving stepped up to take over the service so that I could go to Pennsylvania to be with my 

family.  Members of that congregation allowed me to be with my family while I needed to be.  

Meanwhile, the minister and members of my parents’ church came by the hospital regularly.  

Most weren’t allowed in to see my father, but they brought my mother, brother and sister and I 

food and said they were praying for or thinking of my father and us.  The doctor took us into a 

room at one point and told us they did not expect my father to make it, but he did, and I think the 

support of his church community had something to do with that. 

 

Many years ago, I served as interim minister to the congregation in Charleston, West 

Virginia.  There was a very small Iranian community there.  One of that community was married 



to woman very active in the Unitarian Universalist congregation.  And so, the tradition began 

that the Iranian community would do a No Ruz, Iranian New Year, service and dinner each year 

with the UUs.  The UU community was a place where they could share their tradition and find 

others who would celebrate with them.  

 

As George Odell wrote, “We need one another when we mourn and would be 

comforted… when we are in trouble and afraid… when we despair, in temptation, and need to be 

recalled to our best selves again. 

“We need one another when we would accomplish some great purpose, and cannot do it alone… 

in the hour of our successes, when we look for someone to share our triumphs [and] in the hour 

of our defeat when with encouragement we might endure and stand again. 

“We need one another when we come to die, and would have gentle hands prepare us for the 

journey.  All our lives we are in need, and others are in need of us.” 

 

One of the roles of our congregations is to provide that community.  As Rev. Rzepka 

said, “They wrung, their hands; they clapped their hands – for us, for one another. Now we call it 

community; now we call it connection. But, for me, back then, it was just Unitarianism. 

 

Finally, our congregations need to be a place where we can work with others to change 

the world for the better.  

I am reminded of a reference Jonathan Haidt made in his book The Righteous Mind.  Haidt noted 

that “In their book American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites Us, political scientists 

Robert Putnam and David Campbell analyzed a variety of data sources to describe how religious 

and nonreligious Americans differ.”  Haidt continues the reference, “’By many different 

measures religiously observant Americans are better neighbors and better citizens than secular 

Americans – they are more generous with their time and money, especially in helping the needy, 

and they are more active in community life.’ 

 

“Why are religious people better neighbors and citizens?  To find out, Putnam and Cambell 

included on one of their surveys a long list of questions about religious beliefs (e.g., Do you 

believe in hell?  Do you agree that we will be called before God to answer for our sins?) as well 

as questions about religious practices, (e.g., ‘How often do you read holy scriptures? How often 

do you pray?’) These beliefs and practices turned out to matter very little.  Whether you believe 

in hell, whether you pray daily, whether you are a Catholic, Protestant, Jew or Mormon… none 

of these things correlated with generosity. The only thing that was reliably and powerfully 

associated with the moral benefits of religion was how enmeshed people were in relationships 

with their co-religionists.  It’s the friendships and group activities, carried out within a moral 

matrix that emphasizes selflessness. That’s what brings out the best in people.” 

 

It has been because of my relationships with other Unitarian Universalists that I have 

been prompted to show up at rallies for immigration reform and march in Pride parades, have 

overcome my anxiety about such things to go with others to lobby Senators and Representatives, 

and have written letters to the editor.  It is often because the requests made through my UU 

congregation that I have volunteered at a homeless shelter or given money and food to a local 

food bank.  I have become more generous with my time and money.  I have become more of an 

activist in my community because of my associations with others in my congregation. 



 

My educated guess is that many of you could say the same thing or something similar.  

We are more generous with our time and money, and we are more involved in community life 

because of our relationships with other Unitarian Universalists.  As Putnam and Campbell noted, 

“The only thing that was reliably and powerfully associated with the moral benefits of religion 

was how enmeshed people were in relationships with their co-religionists.” 

  

There are three things a spiritual community should do: be a community in which the 

world and one’s place in it may be contemplated, be a community that will celebrate with you, 

support you and mourn with you, and be a community with which to make a difference for the 

better in the world.  

 

Who is going to create and keep alive such a community?  Remember the words of 

Andrew Backus at the beginning of the resources for interim ministry I shared earlier. ‘You are 

called to be a minister among the people of this church as they conduct its affairs 

‘All this is not to say that you won’t be offered power within this religious community.  …  It is 

just that you will fail badly if you do not give it away as fast as it is turned over to you.  For 

ministry is nothing, if it does not empower people to conduct their own religious lives and 

growth.’” This congregation, this beloved community is in your hands.  

 


