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WELCOME AND INTRODUCTIONS

David: I would like to welcome everyone to Our Practices of Board Leadership. We will
jump into the workshop in a minute, as we have condensed material from a day-long
version of the workshop down to an introduction that we can do in the very tight format of
General Assembly. A couple of notes first. All the materials and the notes from this
workshop, as well as some additional materials that we think would be helpful will be
available through a link that will be shown on the screen at the end of the workshop. This
will include the “script” that Paula and I are working from. You will be able to write down
or take a photo of the link before you leave today. This does not mean you cannot take
notes however! Also, my and Paula’s contact information will also be available for you to
connect with, although we highly recommend that you go directly to your own Regional
Staff with issues that directly relate to your congregation.
So, it is wonderful to have you here with us today, and it is my honor to introduce my
colleague on the UUA Congregational Life Staff, and previous colleague when we both
served on the staff of the Joseph Priestley District, Paula Cole Jones! Paula Cole Jones is
the founder of ADORE (A Dialogue on Race & Ethnicity), a former president of DRUUMM
(Diverse and Revolutionary Unitarian Universalist Multicultural Ministries) and an
independent consultant specializing in multicultural competencies and institutional
change. Paula is also a member of the staff of the Central East Region of the UUA. She
lives in Washington, D.C.
Paula: Thank you David! And I am happy to see so many of you all here today. Because of
the tight nature of this workshop, we will be going right up to the ending time in
presenting material, and so if there is somewhere that what we are trying to share is not
clear, please ask, but we would ask that we share stories with one another after the
workshop, and both David and I are available after the workshop by email. However, if
there is a point in the workshop where you are just not understanding what we are trying

to say, then please raise your hand to ask us to clarify. While we know from working with
other UU Congregational Boards that some of these ideas can be very generative and
remind you of stories and experiences that have happened in your congregation, we would
ask you to hold those stories for the moment, and share them with one another after, so
that we can get the ideas presented in this limited time.
And I would like to introduce my colleague in this workshop and on the UUA Staff, Rev.
David Pyle. David is a member of the UUA Congregational Life Staff, currently working
with the congregations in New England. He was previously a member of the Central East
Regional Staff, the Central Midwest District Staff. He has served as a minister for
congregations in Illinois, Michigan, and California, and as a Church Administrator for a
congregation in Texas. He also serves as a U.S. Army Reserve Chaplain. He lives in
northern Delaware.
Now that you know a little about us, let us ask a few questions. Raise your hands when
you hear something that applies to you:
How many of you are members of a Congregational Governing Board?
How many Congregational Presidents or Chairs?
How many congregational governing board officers?
How many have served more than one term on your governing Board?
How many of you are going to be serving on your governing board for the first time this
coming year?
How many of you are here because you have experienced frustration with how your
Congregational Governing Board Operates?
How many of you are here with other members of your Congregational Governing Board?
Good! Thank you for letting us know a little about who is in the room. David and I have
worked with well over 100 UU Congregational Governing Boards over the years, and this
workshop arises out of those experiences and observations.
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Do you have a vision for
who you/we are as a part
of a multicultural
community and world?

Slide 5

Important Dimensions of UU Life
Mission
Vision
Covenant
Accountability
Institutional History
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Accountability

History

Integrate the parts

Mission
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Dominant
Dominant
culture/
monoculture
Culture
paradigm
has
Paradigm

UU Principles are at the
center. …belief in the
inherent worth of each
individual.

Multi-culture
Multi-culture
paradigm has

Paradigm

The BELOVED COMMUNITY
is at the center…
of the UU Principles

To dismantle white supremacy a paradigm
shift is needed.

We need to be able to see ourselves in relationship to The Beloved Community.
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8th Principle
We support and advocate for an 8th UU principle:
The congregations of the UUA affirm and promote:
Journeying toward spiritual wholeness by building
a diverse multicultural Beloved Community that
accountably dismantles racism and other
oppressions in ourselves and our institutions.
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Dominant
Dominant
culture/
monoculture
Culture
paradigm
has
Paradigm

Multi-culture
Multi-culture
paradigm has

Paradigm

8th Principle

Historical Perspective

UU Principles are at the
center. …belief in the
inherent worth of each
individual.

The BELOVED COMMUNITY
is at the center…
of the UU Principles

1961 - Merger
1985 – 7 Principles
1992 – Began Study
1997 – JTW GA Resolution
2014 - Present

What we need is a paradigm shift.

We need to be able to see ourselves in relationship to The Beloved Community.
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In reference to
The Beloved
Community…

History

Integrate the parts

Mission

Accountability

DC

MC
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The Shift to Board Practices

• Moving away from “Tasks and Agendas” and towards a
series of Board Practices that the Congregational
Governing Board engages throughout a year
• Using these Board Practices to not only guide what the
Board does, but decide what the Board does not do
• The Board as the local Religious Leaders of Unitarian
Universalism rather than managers of the church

Paula: And one of those primary experiences we have heard and witnessed over and
over has been that serving on a congregational governing Board feels more like a “job”
and less like the spiritual leadership of a religious community. That the focus on Tasks,
Goals, Agenda items, and responding to the most recent crisis or complaint feels more
like the work one may do in a business than being the trusted stewards of a religious
faith.
David: One of the challenges of this “secularization of lay leadership” is that it draws
into our congregations some of patterns of cultures around us that run contrary to some
of our values and principles as Unitarian Universalists. Patterns that focus on
“Productivity” draw us towards moving to decisions quickly rather than making sure that
we are including everyone fully in our religious discernment. Patterns that emphasize
rules and clearly defined relationships draw into our congregational governance patterns
that can become legalistic and are used as weapons against the marginalized or those
who do not agree with the majority. Patterns that focus on “representation” negate the
concept of covenantal trust, and emphasize the needs of the individual over the needs
of the whole. These patterns and structures that focus us on productivity, efficiency,
rules based relationships, and formal meeting structures seem to come to us from
Academia and Business structures, but are actually rooted in patterns of White Culture,
and the strict adherence to them is a form of White Supremacy. When we say that they
run counter to our values and beliefs as Unitarian Universalists, what we are saying is
that they prioritize “getting things done” over “doing things together, with everyone”.
For those of us steeped in business or academic circles, utilizing these assumptions
about the “right way” to do things can just feel normal, can feel like “being professional”,
but what we often do not see is that it is at the cost of all being fully included.

Paula: When you are elected or appointed to serve on a congregational governing
Board, that is an election or appointment to Religious Leadership, and that is a different
kind of leadership than in other communities of our lives. Congregational Governing
Boards are the Religious Leaders of Unitarian Universalism in the communities they
serve, not just the administrators of a church or the elected representatives of the
members of a congregation. This is not just a semantic difference, but rather a
foundational difference that David and I believe should shift the entire focus of how
congregational governing Boards function, with each other, within the congregation, and
within the community your congregation serves. When we shift our focus away from
efficiency, rules, structures, and “getting things done” towards looking at Board
Leadership as a series of spiritual practices, we remember that the purpose of church is
not efficiency or productivity… it is transforming the world. It is being together in
covenant. It is about changing the way human being relate to one another, not
replicating the patterns of white supremacy culture that exist throughout the rest of our
society.
David: Recognizing the need to empower our congregational Board’s to be religious
Boards, I began teaching a program three years ago in the Central East Region called the
“Five Strategic Tasks of Governing Boards”. The purpose of this was to help boards move
away from either the busyness or the paralysis that they were experiencing, as well as
the hyper-focus on trying to get the perfect structure, the right system, the most defined
organizational chart, and instead move them towards a Practice understanding of their
work. The training said that, if you are doing these Five Things, and either limiting or
ceasing the things you do that are not these Five Strategic Tasks, then you will be
transitioning towards becoming a “Strategic Board”.
Like with all things however, the idea has developed. Having presented the Five
Strategic Tasks over a dozen times to more than 60 congregations, I learned that the first
transition that had to happen was a mental and cultural shift away from being task
oriented and towards being practice oriented. One of the things I have learned during
this year on the New England Regional Staff is the idea of framing Lay-leadership in
congregation as a series of Spiritual Practices, like walking meditation or journaling or
bird-watching… to bring that kind of energy to the basic practices of Religious
Leadership.
The second major transition that I learned in developing the Five Strategic Tasks of
Governing Boards, I learned through working with my colleague Paula here, in particular
in our shared support of a congregation going through a major conflict… and that was
that the Five Strategic Tasks were missing two fundamental Practices of Board
Leadership. In working with a congregation that had taken the Five Strategic Tasks
training through a difficult circumstance, Paula was able to show me that there were
two areas of vital importance that needed to be part of the Practices of Board
Leadership.
What I want to suggest is that, shifting from a rules based, task based, agenda focused,
issue focused way of working as a congregational governing board, to a series of Board
Practices will disrupt the patterns of white supremacy culture that exists in many of our
congregations. It will shift many people trained in more Corporate or Academic

governing board patterns into a new form of Board Leadership that is more focused on
relationship than efficiency, while also providing congregations with Religious
Leadership rather than business management. And in doing so, we disrupt the patterns
of white supremacy culture that exist in so many of our congregational board structures.
So, what are the practices that Paula and I have been able to discern, that we believe
focusing on these will not only allow congregational governing Board’s to define their
work but also to engage their leadership from a religious rather than a secular frame?
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Introducing the 7 Practices of Board Leadership

• Discerning the congregation’s Mission and Vision
• Holding the Fiduciary Responsibility
• Capturing institutional wisdom by Generating
Policy
• Assessing the Health of the Congregation
• Planning for the Congregation’s Future
• Building and Maintaining Relationships
• Transforming the Congregational Culture

Paula: I am just going to name them, so we get all seven of the Practices into the room
and then David and I are going to go a little deeper with each one of them. Now, each of
these practices could be, and may someday be a workshop or training in their own right.
We are just going to be spending a few minutes on each today, but in a deeper training
on them we would go into how to do these things. Many of them are things your
congregational governing board already may do… but in our experience they are too
often engaged only when there is enough time or energy left over after dealing with the
agenda items, crisis, and conflicts of the day. And in being focused on the immediate
moment, we can unknowingly loose track of the commitment to bringing everyone
along together.
The Practices of Board Leadership are:
Discerning the Congregation’s Mission and Vision, and how those apply to the decisions,
opportunities, and challenges before the congregation.
Holding the Fiduciary Responsibility of the congregation, ensuring that all of the
resources of the congregation are being utilized to fulfill the congregation’s mission and
build the congregation’s vision.
Capturing the congregation’s institutional wisdom in Policy, that allows future leaders to
not have to continue deliberate through the same issues over and over.
Assessing the health and performance of the Congregation, its programs, and its
leadership, to form the basis from which future planning can arise.

Planning for the congregation’s future, focused on the immediate future for the
congregations programming and goals, and the long-term future for the congregation’s
systems, facilities, and supports.
Building and maintaining the relationships within the congregation, between the
congregation and their Lay-Leadership, between the congregation and other UU
Congregations, between the congregation and the Association, and between the
congregation and the wider community.
Transforming the Congregational Culture to be more aligned with Unitarian Universalist
values and beliefs, with a focus on the ways that we continue to bring the marginalized
into the center of our congregation and our faith, and shifting the ways that our
governance practices manifest white supremacy culture.
David: Now, one of the things I have learned from presenting this earlier is that, at this
point, many are thinking “Well gosh, we can barely find time to deal with all of the
things that come before the Board now. How in the world are we going to do any or all
of that?” Am I right? So I have two answers to that concern. The first is that if you are,
as a Board living these Practices of Board Leadership, we find that it pro-actively
addresses many of the issues, complaints, and challenges that come before a
congregational governing Board that you are now responding to in a reactive manner. I
do not know about your experience, but one thing I have learned in life for myself is that
dealing with things pro-actively actually saves me time and heartache, even though it
seems like it takes more time and effort in the beginning. Congregations that actively
engaged the earlier model of this found themselves creating the time by addressing
issues before they became problems, not after.
The second point I will make in response to this concern is perhaps the most important
though. If something comes before your congregational Governing Board that does not
fit into one of these Seven Board Practices… then don’t do it. Decide that it is not the
work of the Governing Board. Empower the system to engage these issues elsewhere…
and back up those decisions, so long as they happen within policy and fiduciary
oversight, and within the planning for the future that you as the congregational
governing board have done. Exercise your Board Leadership through the Seven
Practices, not by intervening to make decisions that could be made elsewhere.
Congregational Governing Boards can create the time and the space to do what is
important. The key is defining what is important, and Paula and I are saying that these
seven things capture the important work of congregational Governing Boards.
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Mission and Vision Discernment
• Discern the Vision of the Congregation
• Who do we want to be / What do we want the world
to be?
• Discern the Mission of the Congregation
• What parts of the vision can we best help create
right now?
Vision Discernment takes deep listening to the
congregation – there are already Implicit Visions in every
congregation.

David: So let’s jump into saying a little more about each of the Seven Practices of Board
Leadership.
The first of the Seven Practices of Board Leadership is the practice of continually asking
the questions of what is the kind of world that the congregation is seeking to build, and
what parts of that world is the congregation ready, committed, and resourced to work
on creating right now… or the Vision of the Congregation and the Mission of the
Congregation.
Whenever I say the words “Mission” or “Vision” in workshops or trainings, I know that
about half of the room begins to go to sleep… because you have heard about this from
UUA Staff before. It conjures up images of Saturday workshops that lead to a beautiful,
flowery statement that you then print on the Order of Service or put on the website, and
then everyone promptly forgets about it. Or an image of how someone told someone
that you should boil down the mission statement to a few words that can be put on a
Tee-shirt… “BE, KNOW, DO!”
I get it… but I want you to imagine something else. You may do a congregational project
that leads to an understanding of what is important to the congregation, but without a
group of people who are dedicated to coming back to questioning what kind of
difference the congregation wants to make in the world, and how the congregation is
going about making those differences, then you just have some flowery phrases that go
on the website to die and be forgotten.
A Mission and a Vision are not something you create, they are something you do. They
are something that you live. And the first Practice of Board Leadership is to be dedicated
and focused on living the Practice of Mission and Vision discernment. A congregational

governing Board that is living this practice well is looking at the opportunities and
challenges before the congregation, and asking the question together “how will this help
us achieve our Vision of a world of no borders”? Or How do we apply our missional
commitment to providing opportunities for people to grow spiritually in discerning what
Budget requests get priority this year?
But more than just how to apply the mission and vision of the congregation, the
congregational Governing Board that is living this practice is making times for deep
conversation amongst Board Members and with the congregation and even the
community on the Change the congregation is called to make in the world, and the ways
that they are seeking to make that change. I have been told by Boards that are living
this practice well that their service on the Board begins to feel like a Covenant group on
what it means to be Unitarian Universalist in the world. On the future of the church and
of our faith. On what it means to be a church in the changing religious landscape of our
country.
And the mission and vision, when fully developed and lived deeply within the Board’s
discernment, becomes a source of accountability. The Board and its members are not
just accountable to themselves, or to the highest pledgers, or even to all of the voting
members of the congregation. The Board is accountable to the shared vision of the
world the congregation is building, and the mission of how they are building that world
right now. This accountability can interrupt the patterns of White Supremacy Culture
that say we are only accountable to the most powerful voices, or to money, or to the
majority. We are accountable to building the beloved community first.
There are lots of techniques for doing this, but it really comes down to making the time
and space for the members of the Board to have deep conversations with one another,
at every Board Meeting, in retreat settings, in other spaces, what the congregation is
called to in the world and how the congregation is fulfilling that call. Because, as the
elected leaders of a gathered congregation, you are called to be the religious leaders of
our faith, and this practice helps you live what that means.
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Fiduciary Responsibility
• A Governing Board’s Fiduciary Responsibility is to ensure that
all of the resources and assets of the congregation are used to
achieve and fulfill the congregation’s mission
• The assets and resources of a congregation are far more than
money
• Looking for the “Sweet Spot” between faithful stewardship of
the congregation’s resources and utilizing those resources for
the fulfillment of the mission
• When Fiduciary responsibility is not tied to fulfilling the mission
and vision, it can too often become an oppressive form of
control within a congregation

David: While I love and think that the most vital change a congregational governing
Board can make is to develop a deep practice of discerning together on the mission and
vision of the congregation, there are a few things that Congregational Governing Boards
need to do… and ensuring that the assets, resources, and strengths of the congregation
are being used for the fulfillment of the congregation’s mission and vision in the world.
This is why the Board Practice of Fiduciary Responsibility follows the Practice on Mission
and Vision. Because you need a living, dynamic and developing understanding of the
congregations Mission and Vision to fulfil the responsibility to ensure that the assets of
the congregation are used for the purpose of that mission.
There are two myths about a Board’s fiduciary responsibility that I want to begin by
challenging. The first is that fiduciary responsibility is about money. Money is one asset
of the congregation, but it is not the only one, and often it is not even the primary asset
of the congregation. Ensuring that the congregation’s property and facility are being
utilized in a way that supports the long-term fulfillment of the congregation’s mission
and vision is a Fiduciary Responsibility of the Governing Board. Ensuring that the
congregational members, leaders, and friends are begin fulfilled and drawn into helping
the congregation fulfill the mission and vision of the congregation is a fiduciary
responsibility… in other words burning out your lay-leaders is bad fiduciary practice.
Ensuring that the congregation’s spiritual and religious programming is fulfilling the
congregation’s mission and leading towards the creation of the congregation’s vision is a
fiduciary responsibility of the congregational governing Board. And yes, that the
congregation’s finances are healthy, that those who give are cared for, and that the
monies that the congregation is trusted with is utilized well and responsibly is a Board
Practice of Fiduciary responsibility.

The second myth is that Fiduciary Responsibility means never spending the
congregations monies or resources any more than you have to… or it is about protecting
the congregation’s resources from those who would spend it. The fiduciary
responsibility of the congregation is not about protecting the resources of the
congregation, but about expending those resources in a sustainable way to fulfill the
mission and vision of the congregation. Fulfilling the mission and vision comes first, it is
the priority… but doing so with wisdom. There are all kinds of tools for this kind of
discernment, but one I love is the “Sweet Spot” created by the New England Regional
Staff, and included in the additional materials for this workshop that you will be able to
download.
When fiduciary responsibility is not tied to fulfilling the mission and vision of the
congregation… when it is focused instead on protecting assets, building wealth, or
controlling others, then it too often can be a manifestation of the kind of control and
protectionism at the heart of white supremacy culture. The purpose of the church is the
transformation of the world. Unmoored from a mission and vision that calls us to
transformation, it too often becomes a tool of oppression.
But the key to the Fiduciary Responsibility Practice of Board Leadership is ensuring that
the resources, all of the resources of the congregation are sustainable and are being
expended to best fulfill the mission and create the vision of the congregation. It is a
practice that must be pro-active, and look for opportunities to apply the resources more
than protect them.

Slide 15

Policy Generation

• Policy Generation is about capturing
Institutional Wisdom
• Policy says “What We Do”
• Good policy can come from both within
and beyond the congregation
• Key is to keep all the congregation’s
policies in the same place and the
same format, and to review it regularly

David: So, how do you do that? How do you ensure that the Resources of the
Congregation are being sustainably applied to the fulfillment of the congregation’s
mission and the vision? Well, first you have to know that mission and vision that is
rooted in our religious mission of transformation, and ask the question of what it
requires of you in each challenge and opportunity that comes before the congregation.
Then you must look closely at the resources and what it takes to ensure they remain
sustainable, and apply them to the congregation’s mission and vision. And from the
discernment of the first two Practices of Board Leadership, you learn things.
The Practice of Policy Generation is about capturing those learnings in ways that can be
handed down to future lay-leaders, staff, and board members, to ensure that you do not
have to do the same discernment on the same thing over and over again. Policy is a
boring word to a lot of people who are not weird like me, but in essence policy is
captured and expressed institutional knowledge. We often react to policy as if it is rules
or laws, but I find that way of thinking actually encourages Unitarian Universalists to
break the policy as a way to “stick it to the system”.
Good policy generation captures the learnings of the community, and defines the
institutional wisdom of the congregation as it is understood at a particular time. Bad
policy generation defines a series of rules that congregation members must follow or
face some kind of coercive punishment. Do you see the difference? How you write
policy is not about efficiency or productivity or setting rules or laws. It is about
capturing learnings in a way that make them available and accessible to future leaders,
and guides practice and decision making in the congregation. Whenever it is written or
enforced in coercive manners however, Policy is being used as a tool of oppression and
white supremacy culture. Congregations are communities of people in covenanted
relationships, not communities of laws. When policy is not being followed, what is

needed is covenantal conversation to determine how to bring people back into
relationship, or perhaps even re-imagine the policy to be more inclusive of the
community.
Now, some institutional wisdom in the form of Policy may come from beyond the
congregation, such as the model Safe Congregation’s Policies or Personnel policies from
the UUA or from other congregations, but even these must be adapted to fit the
particular circumstances of every congregation. And there are many things where what
your congregation has learned, and what another congregation has learned are
different, because each congregation has different leaders, different histories, and
different understandings of the requirements of your mission and vision.
And so capturing the wisdom of your leaders in the form of policy is a practice that is
ongoing for a governing board. It involves looking at the experiences and challenges you
are having, and asking what there is for the congregation to learn. And turning that
learning into a cohesive set of policy to be the foundation for leaders, staff, and
members in the congregation to work to fulfill the mission and vision from.
There are lots of resources on what Policy Generation can look like, and to help you do it
well. A few are in the information packet you can download after this workshop, but
even more are in the UUA Leader Lab. I am less concerned with how a congregational
governing board creates its policy foundation, and more that it has a practice of turning
the learnings and institutional wisdom of the congregation into a form that can guide
decisionmaking and be available to future leaders.
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Assessment

• In order to know where we should
and can go, Congregational Boards
must assess where we have been
• It is the Board’s task to Assess the
health and vitality of the
Congregation in its wholeness – not
just certain parts of it Board must
also regularly assess its own
functioning and relationships

Paula: If you are sensing a trend in what David and I are sharing today that seems to be
us saying that the work of a congregational Governing Board involves Discerning,
Learning and being accountable to one another and to the vision and mission of the
congregation, you are not wrong. We have two other things to add, Connecting and
Transforming, but let’s stick with the first five of those for a little while longer.
In order for a congregational governing Board to see what institutional wisdom might
need to become policy, or to know if the resources of the congregation are being used
sustainably for the fulfillment of the congregation’s mission and vision, then the
congregational governing Board has to have a practice of looking deeply at the
congregation, its ministries, its administration, and its health to discern where the
congregation is and to see where the congregation might go.
The Practice of Congregational Assessment is often one of the most neglected of the
Board Practices by many Boards, and there may be many reasons for that. It could be
that, because you are members of your congregation, you may think that you do not
need to intentionally look at how well the congregation is doing, because you are there.
But unless a congregation is really small, it is natural that a member only sees the part of
the congregation and its ministries that they most connect with personally. A practice of
Congregational Assessment broadens the governing Board’s view of all that is happening
in the congregation, beyond what individual Board Members most connect with or are
involved in personally.
The drive to move onto the “next thing” without looking closely at where you are and
where you have been to draw wisdom and learning from both is itself a pattern of white
supremacy culture. This pattern is one of ignoring failure and harms, of pretending that
the future is what matters. A congregational board that is truly working to be anti-

oppressive builds up a strong practice of assessing where we are and where we have
been to build an understanding that must be the foundation for what the congregation
is called to do or be in the future.
Board’s with a healthy practice of congregational assessment also look beyond their own
congregation, to see what may be happening in the congregations of other
denominations in your area, or other UU Congregations both near and far. It is about
seeing not only how you are doing at a particular aspect of your ministry and administry,
but also what are the possibilities that you could even further fulfill the congregation’s
mission and vision in those areas. It calls upon those who are most versed in living and
applying the congregation’s practice of Mission and Vision discernment into seeing how
those are lived in different aspects of the congregation.
This takes some intentionality and effort, and we have included a few tools and models
of how you can live the Practice of Congregational Assessment in the packet that you can
download after the workshop. But the key here is that, beyond how you do it, the
Practice of Congregational Assessment is where the information that the Governing
Board needs to fulfill all of the other Practices of Board Leadership comes from. It is
essential… and when done well can be one of the most amazing aspects of serving on
the Board.
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Planning for the Future

• Strategic Planning is
explicitly naming the
congregations intentions to
fulfill the mission over the
short term of 3-5 years
• Long Range Planning is the
congregations intentions to
fulfill the vision over the next
5-25 years

David: When I was teaching the Five Strategic Board Tasks, I framed this practice as
“Strategic Planning”, but I learned from engaging with congregations and leaders over
the years that not only was that phrase so overlain with experiences people have from
their professional lives, it was one of the primary ways that we were disempowering the
Religious Leadership of congregational lay-leaders. And so, while strategic planning
techniques may be helpful in fulfilling the Board Leadership Practice of Planning for the
Future, the practice itself is much broader than Strategic Planning. Remember, most of
the ideas of Strategic Planning that we bring into our congregations come from the
corporate world, where the goal that you are trying to achieve is different than the
transformation and relationships that we are trying to build in religious community, and
bring with them often unacknowledged patterns of white supremacy culture cloaked as
“efficiency” and “Professionalism”.
Instead, what I mean by this practice is that it is the role of the congregational Governing
Board, having developed a deep understanding of the living mission and vision of the
congregation, having a understanding of the sustainable resources of the congregation,
having looked closely at the congregation’s ministries and ad ministries and seen what is
possible, to then chart a course of the congregation’s future for the continued fulfillment
of the congregation’s mission and vision.
I have to admit that, for myself, I have almost become agnostic about how a
congregation fulfills this Practice of Board Leadership. I think it is different in every
congregation. I have seen some congregation’s develop highly detailed Strategic Plans
that took a task force six months of work and then successfully implement that plan.
And I have seen congregations that have just set a few new goals each year, with an idea
of a future set of goals they want to achieve a few years out meet those goals and even
exceed them. I myself and personally attached to teaching congregations what I call the

“3 Year Rolling” strategic planning process as an ongoing aspect of the work of the
Board.
So, this practice is more about an attitude than it is about a particular way to do it.
There are tons of resources on planning for churches out there, in the Leader Lab and
beyond. But this practice is really about a congregational governing Board developing
practices that draw its vision towards the future, and looks for ways to fulfill the mission
and vision of the congregation. So much draws our attention to the present and the past
in congregational leadership that it takes intentional effort to look towards the future.
The key to this Practice of Board Leadership is that the Board maintains its focus on
fulfilling the mission and building the vision of the church, and is intentionally planning
the steps that will get the congregation and our world there.
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Relationship Building and Maintaining
• Building and Maintaining relationships as
a Governing Board, not just as individuals
• Relationships within and beyond the
congregation
• Think of anyone or any group invested in
the success of the congregation and its
mission
• Relationships are for partnering, learning,
and accountability

Paula: Amidst all of this, however, a congregational governing board has to remain
connected to all of the different and varied stakeholders. You might think this would be
easy in a congregation, where you are all going to church together, serving as RE
teachers together, sitting in worship together. Often times those you go to church with
are also your friends, both within and beyond the congregation. And so the Board
staying connected, staying in relationship with the congregation and other stakeholder
groups seems like it would be the easiest thing.
In reality, it can be very difficult for congregational boards to remain in relationship with
the members and other stakeholders, and it takes intentional effort and practice to do
so. In some congregations, previous years of broken relationship and distrust can make
it difficult for new board members to maintain even the personal relationships they have
when they join the congregation’s governing board. But beyond personal relationships,
Board members must seek to build and maintain the official relationship of the Board to
the other elements of the congregation… to the finance committee, or the choir, or the
minister.
We often frame this as “listening” to the congregation and other stakeholders, but
building and maintaining relationship is so much more than this. It is being accountable
to the congregation and other stakeholders. It is being pro-active in sharing with the
congregation and other stakeholders the work of and focus of the governing board. It is
drawing from the congregation and other stakeholders where the congregation is, and
where it is going… what is important.
Individual Board Members are still members of the congregation, and are still present in
the congregation as individuals… but this does not meet the need for the congregation’s
Governing Board to be focused on building and maintaining relationship with the

congregation. Think of it as building and maintaining the credibility of the Governing
Board in the life of the congregation. The Board depends on that credibility in order to
be trusted by the congregation, and everything depends on that trust. That means a
congregation’s governing board must be pro-active in thinking of how to build and
maintain the relationships that lead to that credibility.
You may have run into a theme in this workshop that prioritizing “professionalism” and
“efficiency” over relationships is a pattern of white supremacy culture. That pattern is
so strong in our culture that it takes an intentional effort at relationship building and
relationship keeping to counter it… to build new patterns that are more inclusive. In all
the things a Board does, how it will affect the relationships of the Board must be a
central part of the decision-making. And sometimes the Board will have to choose to
take the time or open the space needed to make sure that relationships, particularly
with those at the edges of the congregation or the decision, are at the center.
I have said here several times the “congregation and other stakeholders” because the
governing board’s need to build relationships goes beyond the congregation. It includes
anyone to whom the success of your congregation is important. This could mean, but
not be limited to the Board building and maintaining relationship with other
congregations in your area, within and beyond Unitarian Universalism. It could mean
building and maintaining relationship with justice organizations in your community who
share the vision of a world made whole. It could mean building and maintaining
relationship with your regional and national UUA Staff. It could mean building and
maintaining relationships with the local government where your congregation is. It
could mean building and maintaining relationship with those who have been members
of the congregation, but have chosen to leave for one reason or another. This Practice of
Board Leadership calls upon you to be pro-active in building and maintaining
relationships within and beyond the congregation.
What this could look like might be different in different governing boards. But one way
to start is by identifying everyone who might have a stake in the success of the
congregation, and inviting conversation with them. Perhaps it is the day school who
shares your building, or the neighboring progressive congregations. Perhaps it is a nonprofit in the area that cares about the homeless. The key to this Board Leadership
Practice is being pro-active of building and maintaining these relationships.
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Transformation

• Transformation is the Practice that
relies on all the other Practices of
Board Leadership
• To change, not just be better at being
what we are
• The congregational governing board as
the agent of change

Paula: Because all of the Practices of Board Leadership lead the congregational
governing board towards the Board Leadership Practice of Transformation. Whether it
is building relationships, or planning for the future, or assessing where the congregation
is, or discerning the mission and vision, or any of the other Practices of Board
Leadership, the purpose of the Practice is to build a congregational governing board that
has the credibility, the vision, and the purpose of leading Transformation in the
congregation.
Transformation is a difficulty idea to grasp, because we too often think of what is
possible through the lens of what we already know, what we have already experienced.
But just doing what we are doing better is too limited a vision for a congregational
governing board, and it will not lead us to building the beloved community.
The Board Leadership Practice of Transformation calls the Board to lead towards a new
paradigm, to not accept that the ways the congregation has always been is the way the
congregation will always be. This practice is to see the ways of the congregation, and to
imagine those ways being different.
Like all of American Society, our congregations have been built within the structures of
white supremacy. A Board that is practicing Transformation is learning about those
structures and patterns of White Supremacy, seeing them within their congregation, and
finding ways to transform those patterns into something else… even when what that
something else is may not be clear.
A Board that is practicing the Board Leadership Practice of Transformation is learning
about the ways that power is expressed in the congregation, how power is unequally
shared, and strategizing ways to transform the nature of power in the congregation.

A Board that is practicing the Board Leadership Practice of Transformation is noticing
how the leadership practices that are most often highlighted come from secular sources,
like business and academia, and chooses instead to highlight practices of leadership that
arise from more spiritual or religious experiences.
At its core, a Board that is practicing the Board Leadership Practice of transformation is
looking at where the congregation is not in-tune with the values of Unitarian
Universalism, and seeks to transform the congregation to be closer to those values.
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The Seven Practices of Board Leadership
• Discerning the congregation’s Mission and
Vision
• Holding the Fiduciary Responsibility
• Capturing institutional wisdom by Generating
Policy
• Assessing the Health of the Congregation
• Planning for the Congregation’s Future
• Building and Maintaining Relationships
• Transforming the Congregational Culture

David: What we hope you have taken away from this time together is not a new set of
agenda items to take back to your Board, but rather the beginnings of a way to re-envision
the work of a congregational Board away from the tasks and agenda items that we spend
so much time and energy on, but as a series of Practices of Religious Leadership that
Discerns, Learns, Connects, and Transforms both our congregations and the communities
and world that we share. Paula and I will both be around for questions and reflections
after the workshop, and our email addresses and the links to download the workshop and
additional information are on the screen. Thank you for being with us today!
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Our Practice of Board Leadership – GA 2019
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white supremacy culture
by Tema Okun . dRworks . www.dismantlingracism.org
I dedicate this piece to the late Kenneth Jones, a long-time colleague, mentor,
and friend who helped me become wise about many things and kept me honest
about everything else. I love you and miss you beyond words.
■

■ This piece on white supremacy culture builds on the work of many people, including (but not

limited to) Andrea Ayvazian, Bree Carlson, Beverly Daniel Tatum, M.E. Dueker, Nancy Emond,
Kenneth Jones, Jonn Lunsford, Sharon Martinas, Joan Olsson, David Rogers, James Williams,
Sally Yee, as well as the work of Grassroots Leadership, Equity Institute Inc, the People’s
Institute for Survival and Beyond, the Challenging White Supremacy workshop, the Lillie Allen
Institute, the Western States Center, and the contributions of hundreds of participants in the DR
process.

* These sections are based on the work of Daniel Buford, a lead trainer with the People’s Institute for
Survival and Beyond who has done extensive research on white supremacy culture.

This is a list of characteristics of white supremacy culture that show up in our
organizations. Culture is powerful precisely because it is so present and at the
same time so very difficult to name or identify. The characteristics listed below
are damaging because they are used as norms and standards without being
pro- actively named or chosen by the group. They are damaging because they
promote white supremacy thinking. Because we all live in a white supremacy
culture, these characteristics show up in the attitudes and behaviors of all of us
– people of color and white people. Therefore, these attitudes and behaviors can
show up in any group or organization, whether it is white-led or predominantly
white or people of color-led or predominantly people of color.

perfectionism*
• little appreciation expressed among people for the work that others are doing;
appreciation that is expressed usually directed to those who get most of the
credit anyway
• more common is to point out either how the person or work is inadequate
• or even more common, to talk to others about the inadequacies of a person
or their work without ever talking directly to them
• mistakes are seen as personal, i.e. they reflect badly on the person making
them as opposed to being seen for what they are – mistakes
• making a mistake is confused with being a mistake, doing wrong with being
wrong
• little time, energy, or money put into reflection or identifying lessons learned
that can improve practice, in other words little or no learning from mistakes
• tendency to identify what’s wrong; little ability to identify, name, and
appreciate what’s right
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• often internally felt, in other words the perfectionist fails to appreciate her own
good work, more often pointing out his faults or ‘failures,’ focusing on
inadequacies and mistakes rather than learning from them; the person works
with a harsh and constant inner critic
antidotes: develop a culture of appreciation, where the organization takes
time to make sure that people’s work and efforts are appreciated; develop a
learning organization, where it is expected that everyone will make mistakes and
those mistakes offer opportunities for learning; create an environment where
people can recognize that mistakes sometimes lead to positive results; separate
the person from the mistake; when offering feedback, always speak to the things
that went well before offering criticism; ask people to offer specific suggestions for
how to do things differently when offering criticism; realize that being your own
worst critic does not actually improve the work, often contributes to low morale
among the group, and does not help you or the group to realize the benefit of
learning from mistakes

sense of urgency
• continued sense of urgency that makes it difficult to take time to be inclusive,
encourage democratic and/or thoughtful decision-making, to think long-term,
to consider consequences
• frequently results in sacrificing potential allies for quick or highly visible
results, for example sacrificing interests of communities of color in order to
win victories for white people (seen as default or norm community)
• reinforced by funding proposals which promise too much work for too little
money and by funders who expect too much for too little
antidotes: realistic workplans; leadership which understands that things take
longer than anyone expects; discuss and plan for what it means to set goals of
inclusivity and diversity, particularly in terms of time; learn from past experience
how long things take; write realistic funding proposals with realistic time frames;
be clear about how you will make good decisions in an atmosphere of urgency;
realize that rushing decisions takes more time in the long run because inevitably
people who didn’t get a chance to voice their thoughts and feelings will at best
resent and at worst undermine the decision because they were left unheard

defensiveness
• the organizational structure is set up and much energy spent trying to prevent
abuse and protect power as it exists rather than to facilitate the best out of each
person or to clarify who has power and how they are expected to use it
• because of either/or thinking (see below), criticism of those with power is
viewed as threatening and inappropriate (or rude)
• people respond to new or challenging ideas with defensiveness, making it very
difficult to raise these ideas
• a lot of energy in the organization is spent trying to make sure that people’s

feelings aren’t getting hurt or working around defensive people
• white people spend energy defending against charges of racism instead
of examining how racism might actually be happening
• the defensiveness of people in power creates an oppressive culture
antidotes: understand that structure cannot in and of itself facilitate or prevent
abuse; understand the link between defensiveness and fear (of losing power,
losing face, losing comfort, losing privilege); work on your own defensiveness;
name defensiveness as a problem when it is one; give people credit for being
able to handle more than you think; discuss the ways in which defensiveness or
resistance to new ideas gets in the way of the mission

quantity over quality*
• all resources of organization are directed toward producing measurable goals
• things that can be measured are more highly valued than things that cannot,
for example numbers of people attending a meeting, newsletter circulation,
money spent are valued more than quality of relationships, democratic
decision-making, ability to constructively deal with conflict
• little or no value attached to process; if it can’t be measured, it has no value
• discomfort with emotion and feelings
• no understanding that when there is a conflict between content (the agenda of
the meeting) and process (people’s need to be heard or engaged), process
will prevail (for example, you may get through the agenda, but if you haven’t
paid attention to people’s need to be heard, the decisions made at the
meeting are undermined and/or disregarded)
antidotes: include process or quality goals in your planning; make sure your
organization has a values statement which expresses the ways in which you want
to do your work; make sure this is a living document and that people are using it
in their day to day work; look for ways to measure process goals (for example if
you have a goal of inclusivity, think about ways you can measure whether or not
you have achieved that goal); learn to recognize those times when you need to
get off the agenda in order to address people’s underlying concerns

worship of the written word
• if it’s not in a memo, it doesn’t exist
• the organization does not take into account or value other ways in which
information gets shared
• those with strong documentation and writing skills are more highly valued,
even in organizations where ability to relate to others is key to the mission
antidotes: take the time to analyze how people inside and outside the
organization get and share information; figure out which things need to be
written down and come up with alternative ways to document what is happening;
work to recognize the contributions and skills that every person brings to the
organization (for example, the ability to build relationships with
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those who are important to the organization’s mission); make sure anything
written can be clearly understood (avoid academic language, ‘buzz’ words,
etc.)

only one right way
• the belief there is one right way to do things and once people are introduced to
the right way, they will see the light and adopt it
• when they do not adapt or change, then something is wrong with them (the
other, those not changing), not with us (those who ‘know’ the right way)
• similar to the missionary who does not see value in the culture of other
communities, sees only value in their beliefs about what is good
antidotes: accept that there are many ways to get to the same goal; once the
group has made a decision about which way will be taken, honor that decision
and see what you and the organization will learn from taking that way, even and
especially if it is not the way you would have chosen; work on developing the
ability to notice when people do things differently and how those different ways
might improve your approach; look for the tendency for a group or a person to
keep pushing the same point over and over out of a belief that there is only one
right way and then name it; when working with communities from a different
culture than yours or your organization’s, be clear that you have some learning to
do about the communities’ ways of doing; never assume that you or your
organization know what’s best for the community in isolation from meaningful
relationships with that community

paternalism
• decision-making is clear to those with power and unclear to those without it
• those with power think they are capable of making decisions for and in the
interests of those without power
• those with power often don’t think it is important or necessary to understand
the viewpoint or experience of those for whom they are making decisions
• those without power understand they do not have it and understand who does
• those without power do not really know how decisions get made and who
makes what decisions, and yet they are completely familiar with the impact of
those decisions on them
antidotes: make sure that everyone knows and understands who makes what
decisions in the organization; make sure everyone knows and understands their
level of responsibility and authority in the organization; include people who are
affected by decisions in the decision-making

either/or thinking*
• things are either/or — good/bad, right/wrong, with us/against us
• closely linked to perfectionism in making it difficult to learn from mistakes or
accommodate conflict
• no sense that things can be both/and

• results in trying to simplify complex things, for example believing that poverty is
simply a result of lack of education
• creates conflict and increases sense of urgency, as people feel they have
to make decisions to do either this or that, with no time or encouragement
to consider alternatives, particularly those which may require more time or
resources
• often used by those with a clear agenda or goal to push those who are still
thinking or reflecting to make a choice between ‘a’ or ‘b’ without
acknowledging a need for time and creativity to come up with more options
antidotes: notice when people use ‘either/or’ language and push to come up
with more than two alternatives; notice when people are simplifying complex
issues, particularly when the stakes seem high or an urgent decision needs to be
made; slow it down and encourage people to do a deeper analysis; when people
are faced with an urgent decision, take a break and give people some breathing
room to think creatively; avoid making decisions under extreme pressure

power hoarding
• little, if any, value around sharing power
• power seen as limited, only so much to go around
• those with power feel threatened when anyone suggests changes in how
things should be done in the organization, feel suggestions for change are
a reflection on their leadership
• those with power don’t see themselves as hoarding power or as
feeling threatened
• those with power assume they have the best interests of the organization at
heart and assume those wanting change are ill-informed (stupid), emotional,
inexperienced
antidotes: include power sharing in your organization’s values statement;
discuss what good leadership looks like and make sure people understand that a
good leader develops the power and skills of others; understand that change is
inevitable and challenges to your leadership can be healthy and productive; make
sure the organization is focused on the mission

fear of open conflict
• people in power are scared of expressed conflict and try to ignore it or run
from it
• when someone raises an issue that causes discomfort, the response is to
blame the person for raising the issue rather than to look at the issue which is
actually causing the problem
• emphasis on being polite
• equating the raising of difficult issues with being impolite, rude, or out of line
antidotes: role play ways to handle conflict before conflict happens;
distinguish between being polite and raising hard issues; don’t require those

dRworks . wwwdismantlingracism.org . page 6

who raise hard issues to raise them in ‘acceptable’ ways, especially if you are
using the ways in which issues are raised as an excuse not to address those
issues; once a conflict is resolved, take the opportunity to revisit it and see how it
might have been handled differently

individualism*
• little experience or comfort working as part of a team
• people in organization believe they are responsible for solving problems alone
• accountability, if any, goes up and down, not sideways to peers or to those
the organization is set up to serve
• desire for individual recognition and credit
• leads to isolation
• competition more highly valued than cooperation and where cooperation is
valued, little time or resources devoted to developing skills in how to
cooperate
• creates a lack of accountability, as the organization values those who can
get things done on their own without needing supervision or guidance
antidotes: include teamwork as an important value in your values statement;
make sure the organization is working towards shared goals and people
understand how working together will improve performance; evaluate people’s
ability to work in a team as well as their ability to get the job done; make sure that
credit is given to all those who participate in an effort, not just the leaders or most
public person; make people accountable as a group rather than as individuals;
create a culture where people bring problems to the group; use staff meetings as
a place to solve problems, not just a place to report activities

i’m the only one
• connected to individualism, the belief that if something is going to get done
right, ‘I’ have to do it
• little or no ability to delegate work to others
antidotes: evaluate people based on their ability to delegate to others;
evaluate people based on their ability to work as part of a team to accomplish
shared goals

progress is bigger, more*
• observed in how we define success (success is always bigger, more)
• progress is an organization which expands (adds staff, adds projects) or
develops the ability to serve more people (regardless of how well they are
serving them)
• gives no value, not even negative value, to its cost, for example, increased
accountability to funders as the budget grows, ways in which those we serve
may be exploited, excluded, or underserved as we focus on how many we
are

serving instead of quality of service or values created by the ways in which we
serve
antidotes: create Seventh Generation thinking by asking how the actions of
the group now will affect people seven generations from now; make sure that any
cost/benefit analysis includes all the costs, not just the financial ones, for
example the cost in morale, the cost in credibility, the cost in the use of
resources; include process goals in your planning, for example make sure that
your goals speak to how you want to do your work, not just what you want to do;
ask those you work with and for to evaluate your performance

objectivity*
• the belief that there is such a thing as being objective or ‘neutral’
• the belief that emotions are inherently destructive, irrational, and should not
play a role in decision-making or group process
• invalidating people who show emotion
• requiring people to think in a linear (logical) fashion and ignoring or
invalidating those who think in other ways
• impatience with any thinking that does not appear ‘logical’
antidotes: realize that everybody has a world view and that everybody’s world
view affects the way they understand things; realize this means you too; push
yourself to sit with discomfort when people are expressing themselves in ways
which are not familiar to you; assume that everybody has a valid point and your
job is to understand what that point is

right to comfort
• the belief that those with power have a right to emotional and psychological
comfort (another aspect of valuing ‘logic’ over emotion)
• scapegoating those who cause discomfort
• equating individual acts of unfairness against white people with systemic
racism which daily targets people of color
antidotes: understand that discomfort is at the root of all growth and learning;
welcome it as much as you can; deepen your political analysis of racism and
oppression so you have a strong understanding of how your personal experience
and feelings fit into a larger picture; don’t take everything personally
One of the purposes of listing characteristics of white supremacy culture is to
point out how organizations which unconsciously use these characteristics as
their norms and standards make it difficult, if not impossible, to open the door to
other cultural norms and standards. As a result, many of our organizations, while
saying we want to be multi-cultural, really only allow other people and cultures to
come in if they adapt or conform to already existing cultural norms.
Being able to identify and name the cultural norms and standards you want is a
first step to making room for a truly multi-cultural organization.
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Healthy Disclosure
Solving Communication Quandaries in Congregations
Problematic Types of Revealed Information
Rumors – misinformation
Gossip – may be accurate but spread outside of established communication channels
Exposure – revealing too much information that would be considered socially appropriate
Leaking – information is released intentionally, without regard to covenants or established boundaries
5 Levels of Information Disclosure
Private – known only by person who owns it
Confidential – released to a second person with assurance that it won’t be shared without expressed
permission
Limited access – known by 3 or more but protected from distribution by agreement
Open – share openly with the congregation but not easily accessible to public
Public – information that is easily accessible
Access to Information
Right to know v. need to know
A Decision Making Process for Disclosure
Step 1: Assess the specific situation:
1. State the situation and/or dilemma as succinctly as possible.
2. Determine who knows what.
3. Identify all the relevant facts.
What is the source of the information?
Who “owns” the information?
Who has a right to the information?
Who has a need to know?
What history and background is pertinent to the situation?
What information is missing?
4. Determine whether anyone is at risk of foreseeable harm.
5. Investigate applicable rights and rules (policies, laws, and so forth).
Step 2: Consider the Options, Determine the Plan
1. Why conceal or reveal the information?
2. Who is the most appropriate person to disclose the information?
3. To whom should the information be disclosed?
4. What details or information will be shared or withheld?
5. When should the information be released?
6. How and where is the information disclosed?
Step 3: Act

Step 4: Evaluate
Was decision made carefully, in consideration of all people involved and the whole congregation?
Maximize good and minimize harm.
Authentic decision, based on truth and trust.
Some Bad Habits
Triangulation: talk about feelings, opinions, or personal issues regarding someone with a third party.
Pass-through information: to get a message to someone, you tell someone else. Content is less
emotional and personal but can lead to misunderstandings.
Reject Anonymous Feedback: anonymity avoids accountability. Person may not know who to talk to.
Person may be trying to get their way in a conflict situation while maintaining the appearance of a
harmonious relationship.
Personnel committees must be clear in their policies and practices that they will neither receive nor
take seriously anonymous complaints.
Ways to Reduce Bad Habits
Speak directly to the person or committee that the issue concerns.
Refuse to carry a message from one person or group to another.
If two people talk with you about each other, offer to meet with both of them together or to find them
a mediator.
If a person complains to you about someone else but refuses to directly talk with the person to resolve
the problem, ask him or her to stop talking to you or others about it.
Reduce venting by first listening and then asking what action the person will undertake to resolve the
problem.
Refuse to take nonspecific or anonymous feedback seriously.
Who has a right to know what?
Personnel Committee has a right to information about personnel evaluations.
Governing Board has a right to know information about specific congregational problems.
This information comes largely from the book “Healthy Disclosure: Solving Communication Quandaries in
Congregations” by Kibbie Simmons Ruth & Karen A. McClintock
Summarized by the Rev. Dr. Richard Speck
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CONTEXT
Your UUA New England Regional Staff are afforded a unique vantage point on the
Unitarian Universalist landscape in New England. We have the great privilege of traveling
alongside you, providing support and coaching through all the dimensions of your church
work.
Our positions give us access to witness your collective spiritual life and when we step
back and reflect, we glean patterns and meaning on what is shared or significant across
congregations. Transforming what we observe from you into future coaching and training
is a large part of what we do.
We have reached an exciting point in critical reflection on our work. Last year we analyzed
the New England Region’s work to date, and coalesced what we saw into some “essential
wisdoms.” We named what we have learned, highlighted where our findings overlapped,
and uncovered how these revelations guide our work. So far we have informally shared
these collected essential wisdoms with colleagues and congregations. We hosted
workshops on them for congregational teams in May and October of 2018. Now, we invite
you into the next step of refining this work and helping us integrate it into our future work
together. Please click here to engage with us directly about this work.
Basically, our essential wisdoms are the Practices of Spiritual Leadership, which you might
recognize as faithful leadership practices we consistently teach in workshops and lift up in
coaching conversations. You may also recognize them as the building blocks of healthy,
vital Unitarian Universalist congregational life. They reflect the central role of congregations
and what congregational life is all about. We emphasize them as practices because they
demonstrate lived, embodied ways of being — like many aspects of religious life — that all
of us can develop and hone over time.

To engage with us directly about this work, please share your thoughts through this
form.
Please also feel free to download workshop materials on Spiritual Leadership from
our recent workshops.
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OVERVIEW OF SPIRITUAL LEADERSHIP
Spiritual Leadership is grounded in a vision of Beloved Community that reflects the
“more beautiful world our hearts know is possible.”1 It is an ongoing embodiment
of our awareness that as human beings we belong to one another. Spiritual Leadership
is exercised whenever we use our creative energy and power to deliver our gifts
in pursuit of collective liberation from systems of domination and control.
Distinct from other forms of leadership, Spiritual Leadership is not a set of tasks or a role
but an orientation and a practice. It is leadership that does not require us to be “leaders.” It
does not depend on our rank, status, education or social location. It can, therefore, be
exercised by anyone. Indeed, creating, sustaining, and restoring Beloved Community
depends on Spiritual Leadership being exercised by each and all of us.
Spiritual Leadership assumes a reciprocal relationship between the individual and the
collective; it requires community. At their best, our Unitarian Universalist congregations
are covenanted communities of practice in which individuals are supported to discern
and deliver their gifts on behalf of collective liberation and wellbeing — both within and
beyond the congregation. And congregations receive those gifts and/or support individuals
to discern where those gifts are needed and can be received. Life itself gives us the
authority to exercise our Spiritual Leadership, but community gives us a practice.
We believe the purpose of congregational life is to equip congregants to exercise their
Spiritual Leadership. While not everyone in a congregation is called to serve in a leadership
role in a congregation, everyone is called to Spiritual Leadership. All church work therefore
can be approached as opportunities for spiritual growth, community building, and mission
fulfillment.
Spiritual Leadership is the essence of a congregation’s orientation to leadership. It is not
an idea or a feeling. Without practice, it is nothing. We have identified five Practices of
Spiritual Leadership for Unitarian Universalist congregations:
● the practice of Centering in Gifts
A religious community has a responsibility to identify, affirm, and celebrate the genius of
each of its members, as well as to receive those gifts and help members discern where
those gifts could be delivered.

1

Title of a book by Charles Eisenstein
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● the practice of Doing our Inner Work
Congregations make clear the expectation of attending to our inner landscape and creating
settings and opportunities for us to grow awareness of how our conditioning, social
locations, character, and connection to Spirit impact our interactions and choices.

● the practice of Binding to Tradition
Our attempts to collectively live into and carry forward the religious lineage and legacy we
have inherited, and own up to historical and institutional roots, bind us to tradition.

●

the practice of Covenanting
Covenant is the foundation of Unitarian Universalism. It represents our solemn promises
of mutual fidelity and accountability to one another and to something greater than
ourselves. It is the practice that binds community to nurture and renew the call to Spiritual
Leadership.

● the practice of Faithful Risking
Our faith calls us out of comfort and maintenance into conscious, intentional
experiments to fully live into our mission and purpose. We collectively consider the interplay
of our context, mission, will, capacity, and potential impact in setting — and adapting — a
course of action.

We understand these practices to be the core of living faithful lives as Unitarian
Universalists. We will go into more detail about each practice in the pages that follow. We
also include questions for reflection for you and your colleagues to consider as you engage
these practices.
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TYPES OF LEADERSHIP COMPARED TO SPIRITUAL LEADERSHIP2
By naming Spiritual Leadership as the core purpose and practice of congregational life, we
are not dismissing other forms of leadership. Indeed, congregations depend for their health
and vitality on leadership of many kinds. Spiritual Leadership does not replace or invalidate
other forms of leadership. A brief look at technical leadership, facilitative leadership and
adaptive leadership will help distinguish Spiritual Leadership from these other forms.

Technical Leadership
This type of leadership is first of all about solving problems for which there is a
technical fix. The leadership stance here is that of director and expert and its key
skill is the ability to create and manage a step-by-step process of lining up
resources — equipment, money, information, people, supplies, etc. — to solve a
problem. Its orientation is a plan. Its mark of completion is “problem solved.”
An example:
The Stewardship Committee is having trouble tracking pledges and donations.
They are still using a paper system. Some data is tracked by the treasurer, some by
the administrator and some by members of the committee. There are errors and
omissions. Some congregants are variously puzzled and upset because their
personal records for giving do not match the committee’s records. A congregant
with computer skills steps up and offers their expertise to design an online tracking
system that can be accessed by multiple people via the internet, keeps the data in
one place, and allows for cross referencing and correction. Problem solved.

Facilitative Leadership
This type of leadership is about developing leadership in others. Its leadership
stance, therefore, is that of coach, mentor or facilitator. Its key skill is the ability to
draw out others’ gifts and strengths. Its orientation is an intention, such as a
successful stewardship campaign. It’s mark of completion is when leadership and
responsibility for a task can be assumed by someone else.

2

Adapted from the work of the Women’s Theological Center
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TYPES OF LEADERSHIP
An example:
The Stewardship Committee chair has taken responsibility for organizing the yearly
campaign for several years running and is ready to step down. However, before
doing so, she takes the time to mentor the new chair to the tasks and
responsibilities of the position. Once the new chair is oriented, they can assume the
new role with a measure of confidence and the former chair can release
responsibility.

Adaptive Leadership
Adaptive leadership is needed when a change in perspective or behavior is called
for. Because change typically brings out anxiety, the key skill in adaptive leadership
is the ability to lead people through change at a level of discomfort they can
tolerate. The leadership stance of adaptive leadership is, therefore, that of learner
and innovator. Its orientation is experimentation. By experimenting with incremental
change, an adaptive leader helps people imagine and try on new ideas and
behaviors. The mark of completion is when an appropriate shift in culture has been
made.
An example:
The Stewardship Committee takes the congregation through an adaptive learning
process in order to move from a yearly canvass to year-round giving. This has
implications for communication, administration, volunteering and pledging and thus
requires adaptive leaders to navigate between keeping the status quo and causing
panic. It may take several annual cycles to complete.

Spiritual Leadership
As already said, Spiritual Leadership is not a role. Rather, its leadership stance is an
orientation and a practice. Its key skill is the ability to navigate between the power
within us — that is, our gifts, wisdom, spirit — and our powerlessness — that is, all
those things that are outside our control. Its orientation is a vision such as Beloved
Community and/or collective liberation. It has no mark of completion since Beloved
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TYPES OF LEADERSHIP
Community is never achieved once and for all. We are called into our Spiritual
Leadership as long as we are alive.
An example:
The Stewardship Committee recognizes a chronic sense of fear in the congregation
that there isn’t enough money. Consequently, ministries are done on a shoestring
and fail to thrive. The committee invites the congregation to move away from a
scarcity mentality, to notice the sufficiency and abundance of gifts that support
them now and have always supported them, to imagine security in new ways, to
consider generosity as an exercise in faith formation, and to faithfully risk living more
deeply into their ministries as they learn to depend on the wealth that is community.

Not everyone has the skills or capacities for technical leadership, facilitative leadership, or
adaptive leadership. Yet, everyone has the calling and capacity for exercising their Spiritual
Leadership. We hope that what follows makes clear how we can practice.
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CENTERING IN GIFTS
“Whether they are raised in indigenous or modern culture, there are two things that
people crave: the full realization of their innate gifts, and to have these gifts approved,
acknowledged, and confirmed. There are countless people in the West whose efforts are
sadly wasted because they have no means of expressing their unique genius. In the
psyches of such people there is an inner power and authority that fails to shine because
the world around them is blind to it.”
- Malidoma Somé, The Healing Wisdom of Africa

As expressed above by Malidoma Somé, the Dagara, an indigenous people in West Africa,
understand that we come into the world with gifts and that all of us crave to have our gifts
noticed and affirmed. Our gifts are a genius we carry, an inner power that we cannot tap if
we have nowhere to deliver our gifts. In fact, we may not even know what our gifts are.
While they arrive with us at birth as potential, the conditions for their “activation” must also
be met. Typically, those conditions include the attention and care of other people.
Dominant culture in the West is more interested in our marketable skills than in our
giftedness. Many of us, therefore, do not know what our innate gifts are or we undervalue
them because they are not compensated. We can spend much of our lives honing and
delivering skills that keep the engines of commerce going but do not promote community
wellbeing. When we apply our gifts for this, we misspend our genius by delivering it in
ways that harm community more than build or heal it. As Rebecca Parker writes:
Your gifts — whatever you discover them to be — can be used to bless or curse the world.
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— CENTERING IN GIFTS —
At its best, the relationship between a community and its individuals is reciprocal. In that
case, the community takes responsibility for identifying, affirming and celebrating the gifts
of its members. The community also receives those gifts and helps members to discern
where those gifts are needed and could be delivered to “bless the world.” In turn, the
responsibility of individuals in community is to discern, hone and deliver their gifts within or
beyond the community for collective liberation and wellbeing.
Congregations that center in gifts assume and consciously notice the gifts of each
individual. They do not have a “fill the slot” approach to leadership, recruiting people into
standard church roles vacated by those who are too burnt out to continue in the role. They
recognize the difference between activating skills that people have acquired in their lives
and work, and calling forth gifts. Such congregations purposefully and intentionally pay
attention to each individual to ensure that no one’s gifts are overlooked or marginalized.
They find ways to celebrate and affirm each individuals’ gifts and support people to risk
delivering their gifts ever more abundantly.
Imagine how we might experience congregational life if we rooted ourselves in the
understanding that each person we encounter longs to deliver their gifts. Imagine if every
ministry of our congregations and every aspect of congregational life were engaged as
opportunities to affirm, receive, and celebrate the gifts of our faith community. Imagine
ministries that reflect each member’s calling, in the words of Frederich Buechner, “to that
place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”
You could create worship services that spotlight and celebrate the gifts within the
community. Covenant circles could focus on discerning each person’s gifts and
where/how those gifts could be delivered more powerfully and faithfully. At coffee hour,
folks might reflect in twos and threes on how the community is blessed by the other’s
gifts. You could send each other birthday cards that name some ways you saw that
person deliver their gifts in the past year. The work of committees could be organized and
shaped around the gifts of the people who are on them. Pledging might include not only
what you plan to contribute financially, but also some specific ways you hope to offer your
gifts over the year. How you practice centering in gifts need only be limited by your
collective imagination!

3

from her poem “Choose to Bless the World”
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— CENTERING IN GIFTS —
Questions for reflection:

What is a gift you bring to offer the world?

How might the gift you have to offer be needed in your congregation?

How might your congregation invite you to deliver this gift for the good of the
community?
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DOING OUR INNER WORK
It’s hard to be a human being. We are born vulnerable and utterly dependent on others.
We cannot survive without other human beings. From early on, we seek to please others
so they stay loyal to us. Or we seek to control others so they cannot hurt us. We desire
comfort, safety, prestige, goodwill, happiness, security. We avoid hunger, thirst, pain, loss,
death. These desires and avoidances make us reactive.
From a Buddhist frame, inner work is about letting go of our attachment to desire, letting
go of our revulsion to pain.
It is about not being controlled by our emotions but about controlling our reactivity when
emotions show up. This perspective is evident in the following quote by the Dalai Lama:
The very purpose of religion is to control yourself, not to criticize others. Rather,
we must criticize ourselves. How much am I doing about my anger? About my
attachment, about my hatred, about my pride, my jealousy?
These are the things which we must check in daily life. - Dalai Lama

From a Western perspective, doing our inner work is about working with our egos.
Sometimes we feel nothing but small. We get hurt and we shrink. We get afraid and we
hide. We compare ourselves to others and feel less than. That is under ego at work.
And sometimes we inflate who we are. We feel smug and proud and act like we’re better
than other people. We feel entitled to more than others, entitled to give them a piece of our
mind, entitled to being served by others. That is over ego at work.
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— DOING OUR INNER WORK —
As long as ego is in charge, we can forget about the spacious, radiant mystery and
wonder inside us. We can forget about soul — the true owner of our person. The practice
of doing our inner work is about wakening our souls.
In his essay “The Pilgrimage of Awareness,” Ram Dass writes:
Ramakrishna had a wonderful image of that tension between ego and soul: There is a
horse-drawn carriage, he said, the kind with a driver up on top. The driver, who has been
guiding the carriage all throughout a long trip, gets to thinking that the carriage belongs
to him. Suddenly the person inside the carriage knocks his cane against the roof and says,
“Stop here.” The driver says, “Who do you think you are?” The man answers, “I own this
carriage.” But the driver says, “Don’t be silly — this is my carriage.” The driver, the ego,
has been having too much fun guiding the carriage to surrender control to the real
owner, the soul. But once the soul has awakened and established its control, the ego can
begin to play its role as a wonderful servant.4
Navigating the tension between ego and soul is exacerbated in a culture that
systematically and systemically creates unequal relationships between groups of people. In
such systems, everyone’s sense of somebodiness gets warped. Those who are taught to
dominate come to believe that their somebodiness depends on being in control because
they are “male,” “white,” “straight,” “able-bodied,” etc. Those who are dominated come to
believe that they are not somebodies. By doing our inner work, all are invited into deeper
belief in our own and others’ dignity and worth as well as a recognition of our own and
others’ ultimate significance.5
All of these dynamics become magnified when we come into community such as a
congregation. Our socialization, experiences, neuroses, desires and revulsions start to
show up as we encounter, worship, and volunteer with each other. Being together means
that we take seriously the way we show up in collective space and tend to the places
where our egos have us either looking down at or looking up to others. It is the
responsibility of religious community to help us remember we belong to one another as
equals — all somebodies with gifts and purpose — and to help us remember that we are
connected to the web of Life and Love that came before us and will remain after us.
4

Carlson, Richard. Handbook for the Soul (p. 71). Little, Brown and Company. Kindle Edition.

5

Based on concept of “somebodiness” as lifted up by Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King in his speech “What is Your Life’s Blueprint?”
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— DOING OUR INNER WORK —
Congregations that support us to do our inner work purposefully lead us into disciplined
inquiry and process to act on our beliefs about our own and each other’s dignity and
worth. These congregations find ways — through worship, small groups, pastoral care,
faith formation, and on and on — to encourage and equip us in wakening our souls.

Questions for reflection:

How does your congregation support, encourage, and equip you to do your inner
work?

How does your congregation involve you in supporting, encouraging, and equipping
others in doing their inner work?
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BINDING TO TRADITION
Sometimes we are confronted with attitudes such as “UUs can believe anything” or “the
UUA can’t tell us what to do” or other statements that suggest being a part of a “free faith”
means we get to do whatever we want. The Spiritual Leadership practice of binding to
tradition is about what it really means to identify Unitarian Universalism as a religion, rather
than an ideology or social club.
The root of religion means "to bind fast" and is related to the word rely which means "to
place an obligation on." When we choose Unitarian Universalism as our religion, we claim
and are claimed by the tradition — not by structure, sacrament or creed, but by covenant.
The tradition allows each individual and each congregation autonomy, yet membership
and association assume responsibility and accountability. To be Unitarian Universalist is to
inherit a legacy: its history, traditions, symbols, stories, theologies, ancestors in faith. When
we bind to tradition, we steward that past into the present and towards a future. To claim
Unitarian Universalism is to be willing to carry forward and build on its gifts and wisdom.
We see this reflected in this quote from Unitarian minister and theologian James Luther
Adams:
“I call that church free which is not bound to the present, which cowers not before the
vaunted spirit of the times. It earns and creates a tradition binding together past,
present, and future in a living tether, in a continuing covenant and identity, bringing
forth treasures both new and old.”6

6

from his essay “The Church that is Free”
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— BINDING TO TRADITION —
When we bind to tradition, we also attend to that which has come before wherein the
legacy might carry with it a shadow side. The practice of binding to tradition requires that
we learn some of these histories and where they are incongruent with who we think are or
what we think we are about, it is our job to reconcile them. Claiming and being claimed by
the tradition thus also assumes willingness to acknowledge the harms the tradition has
caused over time and to do our part in repairing — or reconciling — the brokenness of the
past.
For example, take a look around your congregation. What symbols can someone see in
your sanctuary space? What portraits line your halls? Does what someone can see or
learn about Unitarian Universalism or your congregation through your physical space align
with what you understand about the tradition? Where there are inconsistencies between
who you claim to be and the reality of who you are, how are those made more congruent?
Binding to tradition requires that we endeavor to have congruence and integrity between
what has come before and what is not yet, and that we are engaged in the process of
reconciling disconnections.

Questions for reflection:

What dimensions of our Unitarian Universalist lineage and legacy are you proud to
carry forward?

What part of your congregation’s history, symbols, songs, rituals, et cetera needs
reconciliation?

How are these — both what you are proud of and what you are reconciling —
present in your congregational life today?
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COVENANTING
The root idea of our entire tradition is the covenant. A covenanted free church is a body
of individuals who have freely made a profoundly simple promise, a covenant...we
need now to do two things: to reclaim and creatively adopt covenants in our free
churches, in our own liberal way, for our time, and to invent what we have never yet
had, a Covenanted Association of Congregations.
- Alice Blair Wesley, Minns 2000 Lecture Series, #5

Unitarian Universalism is a covenantal, not a creedal or sacramental, religion. Rather than
adherence to specific beliefs, we join together within and among congregations around
solemn promises. In covenant, we claim our tradition and one another, and in turn we are
claimed. It is our practice of mutual accountability that is ever loving, ever trusting, ever
forgiving, ever inviting renewal and an expanding circle of seekers.
Not only did our faith ancestors bestow the spiritual technology of covenant on each
congregation, it is also the practice by which we form our Unitarian Universalist Association
to pursue common ends in mutual trust and support. Our Associational covenant is
inscribed in Article II of our UUA Bylaws.
Unitarian Universalist theologian James Luther Adams named five points in describing the
major ingredients or elements of a covenant7. Some of these elements are evident in the
wording of covenants, others more so in the practice of covenant.

7

adapted from James Luther Adams “From Cage to Covenant” (1975) address to Collegium originally published in Kairos (Winter 1976);
appears in Prophethood of All Believers ed. George Kimmich Beach (Beacon Press, 1986)
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— COVENANTING —
People
This seems obvious, but the point here as the late Jewish philosopher Martin Buber said, is
that human beings are “promise-making, promise-keeping,
promise-breaking, promise-renewing” creatures. Covenanting is at the root of our very
nature.
Covenant of being
A covenant responsive to a creative, sustaining, transforming power is ultimately not of
our own making. It is made by the spirit of life, the source of all, the vision of Beloved
Community — however we describe that. The covenant is oriented to “something we
cannot control but upon which we depend, even for our freedom,” in the words of
James Luther Adams.
Covenant is for the individual as well as the collective
In covenant we are responsible not only for our own behavior but also for the
character of the whole — the congregation, wider community, society. We are
brought out of our separateness and into covenant. In covenant we claim and are
claimed.
Responsibility is especially directed toward the marginalized
In covenant we welcome all and seek fundamental mutuality — to narrow the
systemic gap between the privileged and those who disproportionately suffer
injustice, neglect, suppression.
Trustworthiness — faithfulness, love, & grace
The covenant is not a legal agreement. It depends not on law but love, mutual fidelity,
and trust. It is inherently forgiving and when violated seeks restoration and renewal.
Unitarian Universalist minister Victoria Safford says of covenant that “It can’t be
enforced by consequences, but it may be reinforced by forgiveness and grace, when we
stumble, forget, mess up.” Covenanting is our way of accountability to one another, to
our source of being, and to shared purpose.
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— COVENANTING —
Far more than words written for an order of service, covenant is a verb, covenanting an
ongoing practice. And far more than a one-time individual act of joining in membership, the
renewing practice of covenant is our act of commitment and belonging. In some
congregations this takes the form of rituals for entering into covenant, as well as releasing
from covenant when someone moves away or ministers depart. In other congregations,
practicing covenant looks like incorporating into services or meetings “check-ins” on how
we are particularly inspired or challenged by elements of our covenant.
The practice of covenant is one of forgiveness and renewal. It requires us to call one
another back into covenant when covenant is broken. All too often behavioral covenants
are misused as a weapon to call out individuals whom we perceive to be out of covenant.
Some congregations use restorative or listening circles to call back into covenant.
The covenant all of our congregations entered into to form or join our UUA is one of mutual
trust and support. Congregations practice and live this covenant with sibling
congregations when they:
● regularly seek and offer counsel and support to one another. Imagine
congregational boards knowing the challenges, hopes, and successes of
their nearest neighbor congregations.
● readily collaborate, partner, and share resources including lending their
minister, other staff, and/or financial resources to a neighboring
congregation in time of need.
● offer mutual support and share resources through equitable participation in
our UUA Annual Program Fund.
● intentionally select, prepare, and support delegate participation in the annual
UUA General Assembly, directly engaging in the affairs of our UUA.
The practices of Spiritual Leadership are not easy to sustain. Covenant is the practice that
binds the community to nurture and renew the call to Spiritual Leadership and it is the
collective community practice that defines Unitarian Universalism. Regularly renewing
covenant allows us to clarify the commitments we have made to each other, consider new
interpretations, and welcome and orient newcomers into our community of faith.
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— COVENANTING —
Questions for reflection:

Name existing practices of covenanting in your congregation.

What is one practice of covenanting that you would like to resurrect or begin anew?
What would be your first step?

How might your congregation more fully live our UUA covenant of mutual trust and
support among congregations? What could you imagine possible if you more fully
lived this covenant?
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FAITHFUL RISKING
Common wisdom has it that most people hate change. But the truth is that change is
constant, and in fact, Unitarian Universalist theology is grounded in the reality that
revelation is not sealed, but ongoing. We are theologically called to an openness to new
and deeper understandings of our universe and our place within it.
Not all change is hard and unwanted. Change can also be welcome and joyful — consider
welcoming a new child or starting a dream job. When people “hate change,” it is more
likely they fear the loss of something valuable to them. In congregations we sometimes
want things to be different — we want more families to attend worship on Sundays! — but
we may not want the change those differences would bring — I don’t want to find
strangers sitting in my pew on Sunday morning! Taking faithful risks can force us to make
choices about competing values — in this example, the value of hospitality and welcoming
strangers and the value of maintaining a sense of comfort and community. Applying the
values of our faith to the practice of setting direction and taking action, while remaining
faithful to one another, helps us to practice taking the risks required to live into and share
the love and grace of Unitarian Universalism.
Choosing not to take risks is always a possible course of action in congregations, but it is
not often seen as an active choice. Maintaining the status quo can also be a risky choice.
By doing so, our congregations risk being less relevant in a changing world. We risk
abdicating our vision of Beloved Community. We risk laying waste our gifts of love and
grace that could be doing the work of justice in our congregations and in our communities.
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— FAITHFUL RISKING —
Organizing congregational life to align with a sense of mission and faithfully advancing it
may require taking some risks. Faithful risking begins in discernment that leads to taking
action, then reflecting on the results to examine what is going well and where our action
might be leading. With those insights, adapting your original action based on what you are
learning completes and begins a new cycle. We call the practice of this cycle “Faithful
Risking” to acknowledge that a mission worth aligning around invites change and aims to
transform.
Discernment
Congregations, like families, workplaces, and other human organizations, can easily fall
into unquestioned habits that keep them from health and vitality. Discernment allows us to
enter into ways of being that are more intentional. To act on purpose. Practicing
discernment allows us to collectively examine mission, purpose, and values and apply
them to our present circumstances and choices. It creates space for heart and spirit —
and not just head — to inform our actions. Congregations in discernment can weigh
multiple alternatives and determine which is more purposeful and faithful.
Discernment is different than decision making. It has roots in the Latin word for dividing or
setting apart. Discernment allows us to separate ideas in order to closely examine them.
Collectively it can be a practice of deep reflection that is especially helpful when
considering several possible paths. It is also not completed in a single moment of decision.
The process of discernment takes different forms in many faith traditions. We offer this
model, but you should feel free to find the model that works best for your team.
Discerning a direction triggers a cycle of Action, Reflection, and Adaptation that helps us
evaluate if the choice we have made is leading us in the direction we expected and hoped
for. The cycle of Faithful Risking includes:
Action
We believe that as people of faith, simply “having the right idea” is not enough.
Without translating our ideas into action, our gifts remain undelivered. How can we
know whether the idea is relevant or meaningful? Taking action is a way of finding
out, of risking something on behalf of living into our mission. When a direction is
identified through discernment, a specific action must be taken to put our hopes to
the test.
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— FAITHFUL RISKING —
Reflection
Meaningful action is rarely a single quick task but rather an intended series of linked
efforts over a period of time. We can sometimes hesitate to take action, and at
other times we may act freely or impulsively, without paying attention to whether
our actions are making — or failing to make — the differences we aimed for.
Pausing regularly to reflect on our chosen actions is an essential part of the cycle of
Faithful Risking. We need to know if the action is beneficial or harmful, and to whom
or what? What in the wider environment has changed or is changing that invites us
to change what we are doing? What needs adjustment so that the action we take
re-aligns with the intentions we have discerned?
Adaptation
Having learned through reflection something about the consequences of the
actions we are taking, we adapt. We change and adjust what we are doing and
begin again to move toward our intentions through renewed action. With these new
actions implemented, we begin again, and after a time, reflect again on where Spirit
and our actions are leading us.

At some point it will become clear that the direction we discerned and the action we have
taken have run their course, or have achieved their aim. At some point it will again be time
for the congregation or its leadership to go back to a practice of deeper discernment
about where the gifts of the community and the needs of the world meet.
Congregations that engage the process of discernment take preparation seriously —
accessing the time, people, and resources necessary for the task. They also center in faith
and look for the spiritual questions at the center of the issue or challenge. Once some
possible directions have been identified, we suggest using something like the Sweet Spot
tool to facilitate a collective conversation for comparing options.
This Faithful Risking cycle frees us to take risks and to responsibly experiment to enact our
mission; to let go of the desire to plan every step before acting; to release our hopes of
being perfect and doing it just right. We are not called to be perfect. We are called to be
faithful.
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— FAITHFUL RISKING —
Questions for reflection:

How does a process of discernment differ from a practice of decision making?
What issues in your congregation’s life might be fruitful ground for discernment?

What is one thing you could do to shift your congregation toward a faithful culture
that supports discernment and risk taking?

What is it in Unitarian Universalist tradition and theology that calls us to take
intentional and faithful risks?
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— FAITHFUL RISKING —

CONCLUSION
Our purpose with this paper is to offer congregations concrete orientations and
practices to help draw out and support the Spiritual Leadership of all Unitarian
Universalists. We cannot do this without the partnership of religious professionals and
lay leaders. As with all religious wisdom, what we have described here is neither
complete nor completed. This work is and will always be in formation as we
individually and collectively live into “the more beautiful world our hearts know is
possible.”8

To engage with us directly about this work, please share your thoughts
through this form.
Please also feel free to download workshop materials on Spiritual Leadership
from our recent workshops.
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— FAITHFUL RISKING —

Charles Eisenstein
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— FAITHFUL RISKING —
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