Notes from HUU Retreat, Nov. 14, 2009, led by Annette Marquis
Review of TJ District , growing, but often has folks who retired to area, so we may not be actually recruiting more UU’s.

Goal  of district: Build dynamic, healthy growing congregations

There are many people who long for our vision; weneed to figure out how to reach them.  Annette described a man whose friends didn’t tell him about the local UU church they attended, and he was angry they hadn’t shared this faith with him when he really needed it. Our connection to other congregations is important. Goal for congregation to determine the one thing we do really well and are willing to share with other congregations. What do we feel confident about—create model to share with others.  It is up to congregations to teach each other. 

District’s Chalice lighters most successful in UUA. Small contributions about $15 three times a year. Grants given to other congregations.  Raised $45,000 last year. Some congregations set 100% goal for participation. 
Congregation’s job to be the best UU congregation in this area of VA. How to be dynamic, vital congregation? Create space where people feel a connection to something bigger than themselves.  Language of god, community, family. Sitting at home was not enough. Each small contribution creates community. 

Report from David Lane on HUU documents and recent history. The Beloved Community document began in 2003. Rev. Tyger left and board was struggling. Conflict appeared, draft created, but not implemented because not grounded in UU principles. Covenents of relationships are important in ongoing community. Change brings difference of opinion. For these reasons the Beloved Community Covenant was revisited and changed to bring in UU principles.
Next in October , 2005, there was a congregational retreat. A focus was Religious Education (RE), and soon thereafter came HUU’s first RE director. A strategic planning group was created. It didn’t do much polling; congregation wasn’t so interested. The planning group created a menu of possibilities for the board. Many of these have been implemented. Such events give us the opportunity to examine our hopes and beliefs, attending to the things we do well, and building on our strengths. We need to think beyond the box and find new ways to strengthen our nature as a religious community. 

Annette led an exercise encouraging us to accept ourselves and hold ourselves close, then move out to connect with the larger community. We hold our congregation, like we imagined holding ourselves, in our hands. All we can do is move forward together. Three things HUU has done are models for other congregations: 1.Covenent of beloved community—incredibly powerful document.  2. Model for shared ministry, which is relevant because at least half of TJ congregations have fewer than 100 members. 3. Key tasks of our religious community: sense-making, care-giving, and justice-seeking. 

Annette outlined the plan for the day : Experience of the holy. : transcendent values of the congregation. Finding our purpose, fulfilling our purpose, paradigm shift , next steps for growth, closing. 
Experience of the holy. Contemplate for yourself, think about time when you experienced the holy.  Key values identified among the small groups:

· Generosity
· Connectedness

· Reverence

· Interconnected

· Sensitivity

· Listening

· Awareness

· Observation

· Wonder

· Reverence

· Authenticity

· Connectedness

· Empowerment

· Wonder

· Humility

· Communion

· Questing

· Authenticity

· Empowerment

· Connection

· Mystery

Common:

· Connectedness*

· Reverence*

· Wonder

· Empowerment

· Authenticity

*Most common

What is this congregation doing to promote connectedness and reverence? How do we feel connected:
· More connected to things beyond our congregation: connecting to other congregations, district, etc.

· Social justice work in the community has increased tremendously in the past couple of years; connects us to other denominations

· Friendship through circle dinners. How do new people get connected? Personal invitations. Most important thing to do is invite people to our homes. NOTE: Majority of UUs qualify as introverts (rest of the population qualifies as extroverts); this makes it difficult for people to connect. Must invite multiple times. Must make 7 friends in 6 months (know their names, be comfortable calling them, must be comfortable having meals together). Have dinners around special interests: poetry, etc. NOT committees: if they do more before they feel the connectedness, you will lose them after 2 years.
· At services: very warm and welcoming (Willow, a new attendee, shared this)

· Website: informative and welcoming

How do we create Reverence:

Services: ritual, SS Committee has made services more reverent, moving music

Challenged by the word “reverence—“some haven’t felt reverence; difficult word. We’ve often been criticized for not having a sacred space (quiet); have tried but hasn’t worked. Difficult to attain in UU churches. Think about: just because you tried something once doesn’t mean you can’t try it again; doesn’t mean you have to do it all the time, every time (“Sacred Sunday”). For many of you, reverence came from something new and unexpected. Think about ritual in a bigger way. Think about the liturgical cycle in many Christian churches. UUs tend to think that every service needs to be the same with a different talk thrown in (we have aspects, e.g., Flower Communion, Water Communion). How do build on core values? HUU needs to help us come back to the values most important to us; otherwise, we have a lot of activity with no focus.
Story that ended with: “They were last seen driving in an unknown direction.” Many UU congregations experience this.

About Annette: not a minister (a lay person). Grew up in Michigan. Went to UU church to find a connection. Has been very involved in lay work, including getting a new church started. Has been in the District position for 3 years. What she would do differently: think about focus; think about how to prevent people from getting so tired. We honor everyone’s ideas and try to get invested in them. If we do them all, we die, we drive in the unknown direction.
Thom S. Rainer and Eric Geiger: Simple Church. Must develop one clear statement of purpose. Everything is organized around that purpose. While for Christian evangelical churchs, idea can be applied to us.  Hone your purpose down to 3 things and help people to connect to who we are as a congregation. Connecting, Growing, Service (sense-making, care-giving, justice-seeking). Intentional, active thing.
1. Design a simple process

2. Place your key programs along this process

3. Unite all ministries around the process

4. Begin to eliminate things outside the process

We don’t provide a plan for individuals to develop; we hesitate to provide that. But if we don’t show them a way, we fail. We have to help them figure out their own truth. People are coming to us for that guidance: as people develop their faith, they move through the congregation’s purpose to find their own. Most of us come here during a transition in our lives. 

Small groups: most effective way to minister and move people through the process. Their work would be around the 3 key tasks.
Recommendation: Post our 3 key tasks on the wall, but instead of a list, present it as a process. We invite you to join us in doing these.
How does this feel to you?
· It’s awesome

· At first, uncomfortable. But seeing the key religious tasks, “it’s pretty sweet.”

· Does this work best for people who are in a relationship? What do we provide for single people who are in pain? Small group may answer that.

· Is Simple Church concept based on a hierarchical model? Would this work in a UU congregation? Is it too cookie-cutter? Our task: help people find out where they are. 
· Difficulty staying on task. Do we need stewards to keep us on task? Sometimes we let our ducks fall into the water (flying analogy). Annette: major reason for burnout is that we try to do too much and without focus, don’t know if we’re accomplishing anything. Give ourselves permission to do one thing and do it well. 
· “Sense-making” may be too cerebral. Maybe it should be “Meaning-Making” (would allow for spirituality). 
· How do we maintain our focus? Annette: write it into everything you do (calendar, RE, etc.). What is your congregation about? We’re about sense-making, care-giving and justice-seeking.
· We fall down on the sense-making. We’re all such individuals that we can’t see others’ paths. We never discuss them as paths of worth. Annette: we’re so concerned about stepping on others’ theologies, we don’t talk about it. We’re so afraid of our experiences outside the church, that we’re afraid to bring any of that into our experience here. But it’s so rich to talk about it. Honor the sources of our truths. 
· The “Our Spiritual Journey” services help us share our stories, help us find that we have more in common than we think we do. Annette: what are our common values? What are our individual values? We have the capability of doing that but we shy away from it.
· Very few people probably did NOT share that having a good discussion was a holy experience. It was likely experience, not just talking.  It’s not just having the conversation, but doing it. It’s action.
· Some of us may feel we need to we have better communication skills (I’ll get angry or someone else will get angry with me). Workshop on civil communication? Annette: good training on compassionate communication.  
· We have our Beloved Community document; we just need to know how to put it into practice. Annette: we have a classist mentality (“I’m smarter and more well-read than you”). Storytelling is our way of bridging the gap between “smart” and “not as smart.” 
· The Empowered Learning Model: facilitator creates a space for people to find their personal truth. 
· Not all of our sense-making experiences are intellectual; many are emotional. Most impressive are others’ stories. 
· Be sure to stay open to new ways. Message of tennis balls. Let’s hear all the ideas. Let’s figure out what might work better.
· Just because something didn’t work last time, doesn’t mean it wouldn’t work now. 

· We are not either/or people, we are the both/ and people.
· The model says nothing about what each of us believes, but encourages each of us to determine that.
· Minimize the “church work;” do it with as few people as possible. The real work of the church is the sense-making, care-giving and justice-seeking. 
REPORTS FROM THE BREAK-OUT SESSIONS
Spiritual-Sense-Making

In worship and life we must begin speaking the language of the heart and the hand, as well as the head. Some need intellectual information, some need outreach to the world, some need heart. Some we do well: children’s RE, services when life and spiritual journeys focused. 52 Sundays a year have scheduled services.  Series of guest ministers which allows us to have connections to professional ministry.

Where we need growth; differences of opinions=-role of the talk back. Guided reflection instead; guided meditation about topic. 

Important to finish services on time, going past 11:30 can be problematic.

· Could be doing better: purpose of our worship, can we be clearer on what we’re up to.

· Reflection and connection, inspiration. Does service connect us to each other?

· Does service allow us to consider our workday lives

· Covenent groups: provide adult education, make connections, perhaps could meet on Sunday morning before church. 

· Accessible music:  easy to sing hymns.

· Role of facilitator: has a huge role. Needs attention. Could ask for application of speakers talk to our own world. Connection from sermon and our own lives.

· Training for facilitators and covenant group leaders

Caregiving/community building/membership
· Enable feeling connected to each other/ both 

· What we do well: circle dinners (more that are kid friendly), e-news/newsletter/wheel of life, Red Tent group (self-sustaining), mom’s night out also (self-sustaining)

· Don’t yet know how Caring committee will connect with us. Still learning. One of the fundamental expectations of people coming is that someone will visit them in the hospital, will give them a ride to the doctor. Small groups may help with this. 
· Someone said if you ask the congregation, they will help you. Need committee for those who aren’t comfortable asking.

· Entry points for people without putting them on committees. Circle dinners, B&G activities, Red Tent/Mom’s group, 

· Spiritual retreats—new ideas.  Could be done with clusters of congregations. (Annette)

· How to deliver UU info before ready to join. Periodic/regular/programmed/oursiders welcome. UU 101. Might be attractive to current members, as well. 

· Care giving can be a weak point. Connected to creating community. How identify who needs our moral and spiritual support. (Good place for extroverts to use their skills.)

· It means so much when people ask you to come back/we want you to come. We want you to be part of our community. 

· Covenant groups: won’t let each other slip away. Because we are small, the primary way we  could deliver care is through covenant groups. May have a group that doesn’t meet so often, so even those who are busy would have a group.

Justice Seeking

Doing well: execution vigils (consistent with sense-making and care giving.) Bravery of people who were willing to stand up changed others. 
Participation in Standing on the Side of Love. Broaden to immigrants/those executed.

More broad-based: Food pantry and Dana collection. They are more remote/passive. 

What not aligned? Why give up basketball?  Adopt a highway? Principal 7, care-giving (bonding between people while picking up trash. Does caregiving extend to the environment? 

These minor things do in a real sense take up what energy folks have. Confused and puzzled. Should we force ourselves to have a more narrow focus?

What could we do that is aligned with all three tasks? Specific task in the community that would require involvement of all ages of the congregation. Bringing UU principles in a demonstrable way. SJ Committee has tried to find this, but feels they have failed. Plans such as supporting HART homeless program, providing Meals on wheels for a week, bringing food for the Free Clinic—None of these had long-term traction. SJ Committee is seeking guidance from  Board. 

Annette clarified that Standing on the Side of Love is focused on all who are discriminated against due to their identity.

Annette suggested we attend to the differences between charity and justice work. Justice work means going deeper to the root causes. 

Adopt a highway might be part of a large focus: Green Sanctuary 

How do we focus our human resources? Draw ourselves together. 

Economic justice, food justice, ethical eating, environmental justice –priorities for UUA. Great resource on ethical eating.  Can be public witness. 

How do we live our values in the world? 

Might be good to have a focus and time limit for projects. Select one aspect for focus with a time limit. Embrace something that is doable. 

Social justice focus newer for us, as young congregation. Doesn’t have to be all-consuming or too hard. Film nights, education. Friday night film night open to community plus discussion afterwards.  

We’re a small congregation. It’s OK to start small.

From the Shared Ministry Team of HUU

