“Describe How the Congregation Defines Good Preaching and Worship” 
Congregational responses received April 26 - May 6, 2019


(Listed in the order they were received)

1) Wow, that's a bit challenging but here goes with some thoughts:
1. Socially relevant—e.g. makes reference to ongoing social-justice challenges and puts them in context of historical trends and/or beyond the immediate circumstances for perspective

2. Connects with the longer arc of UU tradition--e.g. making connection with earlier UU ministries, geographies, historical context

3. Connects with other faith traditions--e.g. without agreeing with any claims to divinity, how other religions share some aspects of UU "worship" (not really wild about that term :-)

4. Connects with UU as a denomination--what others either in our area, in the US, or in the world are thinking/doing as a denomination

5. Encouraging of congregational participation--the FUSW tradition of time for congregational reflection!!

Lots to ask for but hey, you asked :-)

2) Thanks for asking.

I do not come to FUSW to worship. I left worship behind in the theocratic places. I come to connect with community. I want a minister who inspires connection. That person should inspire by speaking on topics of social and moral relevance. I would love to hear preaching that balances seriousness with humor, inspiration with occasional doses of snark and sarcasm, all aimed at getting points across. But also enough love and inclusiveness to be welcoming to a wide range of people. This is an ideal--getting parts of it would be a start. 

We have a serious need of representation in our congregation. A minister of color or some visible difference would be a sign of progress. 

I realize the job also comes with pastoral care duties--and that should be a priority as well. 

My thoughts....

3) My very spontaneous thoughts: The biggest challenge is the range of what different members want.

For me, I want a balance between hope and the harsh realities of our world today, though I think this is hard to do. I like a social justice challenge, an intellectual challenge, some history, but also hope. I would like longer sermons.  I like some ritual.  And my daughters, especially Thea perhaps, really like rituals and traditions, as I think many children do.  

Very quick thoughts.  Thank you for taking this on.

4) Thanks for this wonderful question--and for the excellent answers already received.

Here's my little list of qualities that I think go with good preaching:

1.  Warmth

2.  Humility

3.  Empathy for suffering everywhere--outside the room and inside the room.

4.  Genuine respect for the varied beliefs within our congregation--without taking sides.

5.  Shining a light on the big picture (the state of our tattered world, issues of social justice) and the smaller picture (our personal struggles to make it through the day).

6.  The ability to listen.

7.  A sense of humor.
5) Such great responses!  

It’s difficult to generalize about what the congregation’s likes are--we are a varied group, and there will always be differences. 

- mutual respect 

- conversational, not preachy

- open to feedback

- focused on the changing needs of our congregation

- compassionate communicator

- healthy self esteem 

I could go on and on, but we are all trying to be our best selves, and so are ministerial candidates. Helping the congregation to love and support each other is at the top of my list. 

6) Well gee, I guess you'd have to speak about the diverse spiritual and religious backgrounds from which we all have evolved, and the necessity for any minister working with our group to be willing to exercise democratic guidance without taking charge too fully. Would also have to be comfortable with a low salary and constant financial problems. Sigh...
7) My thoughts:

First of all, I come to FUSW to feel connected with people.The service is secondary and the sermon/program usually means less to me than the singing, the joys/concerns, and the congregational reflection.

That said, what means the most to me from a sermon (or other presentation by the minister) is that it is from the heart and reflects personal experience. (The sermon where Peggy spoke about the time she had to have an abortion still sticks in my mind.)  It would be even better if it (also?) related to the struggles that I or other people in the congregation are going through.

Rereading this, I think any minister, even an interim one, would be well advised to get to know the people in the congregation, so that any preaching they do is done with an awareness of who we are, both as individuals, and as a community (to the extent we are one.) They
might need to reach out, though, rather than waiting for people to come to them. Maybe they could try meeting with people in small casual get-togethers.

FWIW, Michael Tino (Mt. Kisco) frequently tries to engage people in the congregation, typically by throwing out some questions and asking for answers from people that lead up to what he is doing his sermon on. I really like that, and if Peggy had stayed, I would have suggested to her and the Committee on Ministry that we try that at FUSW.  (I don't know
how well it would go over with the congregation, though.)

Finally, I think that the Congregation will have to step up, too. People need to accept that the service and the sermon (or sermon-equivalent) won't always be what they want, as nobody can be all things to all people, especially with a Congregation with as many strong-minded
and varied people as ours. 

8) Thanks for reaching out. I'm brainstorming here, but....

I don't look for a "talking heads" sermon, something that I might learn from, but could find on NPR or a Public Television documentary.

I don't object to learning something new, but I like it to be in context. What's happening in the world, what's the history behind it (maybe) AND what does that mean for us as UUs. Spiritually. How do we shape events, or process events, through a UU lens. How are we called to respond?

I like it when the sermons are topical calendrically (is that a word?) so on certain dates it's nice to hear something about....the presidents on Presidents day for example. Always with the lens of what does that mean to us spiritually.

I also like personal sermons, when they are tied to something bigger. This is what happened...this is how I dealt with it....this is the result X years later.....

So, if this is making sense, or maybe showing a pattern, in each case I want to hear what makes the topic meaningful today.

And I'm not just looking for answers. Big important questions about the sermon are also wonderful, and start good conversations and good thoughts throughout the week....
9) I would like Sunday services to address things that keep me awake in the middle of the night. Good preaching and worship ought to deal with subjects that resonate with the daily lives of the congregation. And if so, it's equally important that the ideas be presented in a way that seems authentic, both as one perceives from the speaker and how such pertains to the listener. A well preached service will be received better if parishioners leave feeling more uplifted than when they awoke. It's better, too, when what's said is not predictable and when it feels like I've learned something I didn't know already. It's exciting to leave persuaded about looking at something from a new perspective. Services should present a wide variety of different topics. Repetitious variations of the same broad theme from week to week can get boring. Through integrating music and spoken words, good preaching ought to promote strengthening emotional bonds among the worshipers. 
At FUSW worship services, we talk a lot about change, which typically is presented as something unavoidable, sometimes difficult to accept, but ultimately medicine that will make us better. I am not uplifted by this presentation of change. I see the concept as a euphemism disguising loss. All change involves loss, and much of the time, that element needs to be acknowledged. Change also introduces new situations that can, but do not necessarily, improve on what's being replaced.
Next, a word about social justice because Sunday services and social justice have become inseparable. Social justice is a personal matter, and I find it odd that a religious organization like ours takes on the responsibility of changing the world in our image. To me, religion has been and continues to be more a force of social injustice than a solution. Just once from the pulpit, I would like to hear an admission that other religious groups praying to what they believe is a higher power hold beliefs and have sacred readings that have entrenched the very social injustices we want to eliminate. It doesn't seem authentic for a religious organization to fight for injustice without first calling attention to the role of religion in legitimizing those injustices. In light of this disconnection, it's not surprising to me that the lack of any religious affiliation, which UUs call the "nones," is the fastest-growing denomination in America.
Lastly, good preaching only happens, I believe, if the preacher leads by example. Words from the pulpit expressing love only seem heartfelt when the speaker demonstrates love in their treatment of people. The factionalization of FUSW reflects that such has been lacking.

I've probably said too much, so I'll end it here.

10) For me, I need someone who is inspiring and engaging. I like it when a sermon makes me think. I enjoy some social justice-related sermons, but I think a lot of that could be covered with Share the Plate Sundays. 
What I personally need in a minister is someone who cares about my family. Someone I can turn to in moments of pain or uncertainty. I'm not sure any part-time minister would fit that bill.

11) Thanks for asking!
I'm willing to help with this process if I can with little time :-(

Big point here: Review a set of sermons to see what you can about the focus of the individual's sermons. I would say 5-10.

This is the type of task i can help with and write up a chart to summarize key points.

My suggested language on a [ministerial job posting] ad:

A. As a congregation composed of x% original Christians; x% original Jews; x% Original UUs, our members are familiar with the following ministerial practices:

1. references to religious texts from world religions including texts of importance to all groups mentioned above;

2. a neutral personal presentation with regard to robes that may suggest a strong identity with Christianity;

3. references to situations of oppression, hope and social justice without assuming one uniform set of beliefs--this needs to be better refined, as I have heard and read lots of complaints on this topic recently;

4. references to important life events of the congregants, including aging, raising children, births, deaths;

5. modest references to the minister's own life--similar to ways in which a counselor may divulge some personal information but will be modest in terms of talking about oneself--I think Nancy our psychologist member might be able to share some language here;

6. Greeting congregants at the close of the service, so that each congregant has a moment of friendly greeting with the minister at the close of every service. (Minister does not need to stay for coffee hour, but a hasty departure is not appropriate.)

B. I'm not sure how to phrase this idea, but what i think will go over poorly: someone with a New Age orientation;

C. Again, not sure how to phrase: don't think it will go over well if it is someone who has a highly intellectual preaching style--including a lot of information about history; all best and good luck!

12) I'd be more comfortable with “a guide on the side” as opposed to “a sage on the stage” personality. 

13) This question requires a very subjective answer; there’s no definition that “the congregation” would agree to. I think good preaching requires a not unpleasing voice, a thoughtful, intelligent approach, a non-condescending but informative style, and a good command of the English language. I think good worship requires a mix of ritual and casual activities, and a compassionate attention to current issues.

14) I decided to ask my mother, who is almost 95, a former president of a large congregation in Raleigh, North Carolina, and a long-term wife of a UU minister. [NB: Mother's comments are #15, below.]

I hope her reflections over all of the years since my father entered the UU ministry in his early 40s are helpful.

I agree about reflection and not entertainment in a very deep sense.

This is why I was drawn to the fellowship I just joined.

I was taken by Rev. Clarke’s sermons because they reminded me of the sermons I grew up with and perhaps a more traditional UU world.... at his Syracuse church pictured below was a pipe organ and pews.

However I in many ways liked his church in Austin, Texas better ...

It was more like FUSW.

It was the late 60s and we were on the edge of a revolution. The Syracuse church has evolved, but when my father became the minister in 1970 it was very traditionally UU.

I know I am probably more traditional than many in your fellowship because I still think of “church.”

I hope that the fellowship selects a very thoughtful and seasoned contract minister who is inspirational and not casual about his or her assignment.

The next years will be pivotal.

15) Thanks for asking. Here are a few thoughts.
I think good preaching does not aim to entertain the congregation but to give them something to think about, a way to see something in a new light. It is serious but positive.
The best sermons I have heard are of two kinds--
1.  Applies UU principles to a consideration or analysis of current events (e.g., immigration, gun rights, prison sentences, etc.).

2.  Interprets the meaning of traditional religious terms (God, sin, forgiveness, mercy, etc.) as they apply to our lives today. 

16) Going forward, I guess there are many decisions to be made. 

Preaching should inform, confirm or challenge members. Worship should be UU appropriate, personally ministers wearing vestments is a turnoff for me. While we borrow from more then a few world religions, we also honor humanism, paganism, Wiccan, etc.

I was always more concerned about pastoral activities of UU ministers.

17) Good preaching--someone who speaks from the heart, can connect on a personal level with congregants, can meet people where they’re at. Can talk about social justice/environmental issues without making people feel guilty, depressed or defensive.

Good worship is participatory. Love the program groups, candles, congregational sharing and music.

18) I agree, I'd be more comfortable with “a guide on the side” as opposed to “a sage on the stage.” Also, I prefer someone who style is warm, personal, spiritual, questioning…Rather than ultra-intellectual, didactic, overly political in the pulpit. I hope this helps!

19) I agree with “a guide on the side” as opposed to “a sage on the stage.” I also prefer topics which cause me to reflect on my inner being, rather than so much social action, yet I acknowledge the need for both.

20) This is big, so thanks for taking on this task.

I tend to agree with the answers I’ve read so far.

Someone personable, humble, and more directed toward the personal growth of the congregation. It is important to be abreast of current events, but maybe not too out front all the time. For me, that can get a bit overwhelming, but I do understand it has to be worked into the agenda.

I hope this makes sense!

21) As a humanist I probably don’t know what good preaching is, but I do recall looking forward to David's sermons. He seemed to reach out, and he engendered intellectual stimulation. I felt more thoughtful and appreciated being lifted up. Of course, being greeted by name by the congregation in general felt good, too.

22) I appreciate your garnering responses. It makes us feel really included! I can only answer this from my personal perspective. Since I am a humanist, preaching and worship would have a strong humanist flavor, something I consider unique to Unitarianism; it's very possible, and at least should not make the audience feel excluded.

23) My assessment is that “the congregation defines good preaching and worship” in about as many different ways as there are people answering the question. My personal answer doesn’t matter for your purposes, because I’ll be resigning my membership after June 30, when I will have fulfilled my volunteer commitments for this year. I am sorry to leave, but I can’t stay because I don’t feel like this is my congregation (or, more importantly, our congregation) any more. I am sad. This congregation has been very important to me for the last eleven years.

24) Thank you for asking for our input in this vital question. I will add to what my worthy fellow respondents listed on a couple of points.  

First, I would value a minister with a real sense of "spirit." A bit of spontaneity, a willingness to go with the spirit of the moment or current congregational needs, even if it means going "off script" at times. Uses of music and poetry, interpersonal warmth, connectedness and crisis responsivity all call for such a sense of spirit.  

Second, I think we could benefit from a minister who can really engage people of all generations. I worry about the lack of generational diversity in our congregation, and think we would benefit from thinking actively about how a minister might broaden our congregation's membership, even if we do not yet have another RE director in place. 

25) Thank you for taking on this difficult task.

I like a minister who is intellectually and spiritually challenging. I would rather be served food for thought than comfort food. An ideal Sunday worship service is one where I leave feeling stimulated. Our minister's sermons should reflect our congregations's mission:
We are a liberal religious congregation shaping the world in our image of love:
Deepening Spirituality
Nurturing Community
Advancing Justice 

26) I like the comments [in #25]. I would also add that personally I would appreciate a minister who isn't focused only or most primarily on political issues. I am deeply interested in the social/political issues of our times. But it is nice to reflect on other things at times: Relationships? Art? Human development?....I'm just throwing those out there as some examples. Our ministerial direction has seemed somewhat one-sided.

27) I would like someone like Arlin or Diane to be our minister. 

28) I concur with everyone's thanks about your taking on this task. 
I do have a couple of questions: is the part-time contract minister what the Transition Team is seeking right now to fill in the gap? Will there be another search process once the congregation decides on FUSW's future? If the answer to the second question is yes, then will there be a new application that reflects the congregation as it is now, rather than including information from the previous search of nine years ago?

As to the question of good preaching & worship, I totally agree with [#25]!

29) There are so many great comments from everyone, I will probably be just repeating what someone has already said before. I want a minister who connects with the congregation, who makes the congregation think in new ways it hasn’t before, and who brings us joy and hope as we face a troubled world. I agree that we get enough politics outside, and so that should be kept to a minimum, but not ignored, especially climate change.

30) I want a Minister who is a good orator, smart, and kind-hearted, with lots of fire in their belly.

31) I love this exercise! It is just what we need most: Many opportunities to think out loud to one another in an accepting and thoughtful environment. It should be a place where we can each try to stretch ourselves, to try on ideas, to be lovingly supported and encouraged to go past our comfort zones in what we think we know and believe. To be vulnerable with one another necessitates a leader who is comfortable with integrating our ideas with what is then posited by the minister/leader. That minister can best help us by reaching out and coaxing us to share more of ourselves. That minister is more able to guide us by listening openly to what we are grappling with, and finding a way to join that dialogue/conversation/exploration with their own insights and questioning. In so doing, we are all growing spiritually, emotionally, intellectually. I want a minister who is proud of us and believes in us and can't believe their luck to have connected up with us.

32) For me, the qualities I look for in good preaching and worship are respect for the beliefs of all congregants and an ability to talk knowledgably about many different beliefs; ability to look at topics from new/unusual/fresh angels or points of view (especially topics which are not exactly new); ability to offer fresh insights or to inspire congregants to think about things in a different way (even if they may not ultimately agree with that different way); openness to differing points of view; worship that engages the entire congregation; worship that is not afraid to try something new and different while respecting elements that the congregation feels are part of its basic identity; use of music during the service; worship which addresses specific needs/realities of congregation.

I hope this helps. Thank you for doing this!

33) Thank you for doing this huge job.

I think that good preaching and worship requires the ability to be perceptive to the needs of the congregation and deliver a message that is relevant to their daily lives and leave them with the feeling that he or she “was speaking just for me.” I think a little humor also helps. If we are to have a part time interim, which would mean even fewer minister led services than we have now, I think it is vital for that person to be willing to make the most of every Sunday, greeting people beforehand and staying for coffee hour. He or she should try to get to know members and take an interest in visitors and prospective members. It should be someone who wants to become a part of the congregation and is up to the challenge of doing this with only a limited number of services. It would also be nice if that person could mentor us on growing the congregation and developing meaningful lay led services. 

Although I enjoyed the historical perspective and intellectual approach that Peggy offered, as well as her obvious caring and compassion, obviously others did not. I feel it is important for the minister to have a relationship with the board and be receptive to feedback, and for the congregation to have a way to positively and constructively deal with their dissatisfaction. As a new member, to have so many people badmouthing the minister was indeed disheartening to me, and in some cases, came across as childish and inappropriate.

34) I certainly agree with what has been said so eloquently by the others. To the extent that a congregation can have a personality, I think ours has long had a tendency to need to assert its independence from leadership; we are very open and welcoming and eager to have our horizons broadened up to a point, but we want to be able to put our collective foot down about things that we consider essential. (Over the years, that has meant negotiating with successive ministers, for example, to keep personal sharing, in its different incarnations, and program groups, even if not everyone values them equally.)

I think we would do really well with a minister who was warm, confident, and relaxed in style and willing to lead from within. When something truly awful happens--in the world, or in our personal lives--we depend on a minister to offer strength, consolation, and perspective; but in general we don't do well with leaders who want to transform us or even actively redirect us.
When it comes to social justice/political action, I think it would be great to have someone with strong ideas for taking action; and then to have that person model commitment and work with those who are willing/able to be active, while acknowledging that for others, action may not be possible or appropriate at this point in their lives.

Finally, it would be heartening to have a leader who enjoyed what makes the congregation unique, rather than trying to reshape it into something it is not. I think congregations need to evolve (or they may disappear), but they shouldn't need a complete make-over to be acceptable.

35) Thank you, [#34], for finding the words that I was unable to.

I’d like to add that in addition to the input others have given, I would prefer a minister who is comfortable with a more humanist approach. I became increasingly uncomfortable with the faith-based language, even though it has been embraced by the UUA, as well as the “churchy” elements creeping into our services. I don’t “worship“ and find the word very troublesome.  

I would also like someone who will help us become a more diverse congregation.

36) Could not have said it better myself, so I will just sign on to #34’s thoughts.
37) Thank you for mentioning the need for someone who can try to help us become more diverse. So important. I second that emotion! 

38) I think many of the responses covered my thoughts. The few things I'd want to express in my own words would be:
 
Although I value the community energy and sharing of our program groups, I appreciate the depth a minister can bring to a conversation from the pulpit. I love having historical context and insights brought to bear against the issues and concerns we experience today. I also look for a minister to be an enlightened professional who can provide guidance and support in times of group or individual need or crisis.
With many diverse and often strong personalities inherently comes conflict, but I expect the minister to aim to be “the adult in the room” and look to resolve and mediate.
 
When I visited my brother’s Lutheran church in Kansas, I was impressed that the minister seemed to know everyone by name, without name tags, and stood in the foyer after the service being introduced and welcoming guests, such as myself, with a smile and welcome and brief conversation. When a potluck was served, the minister was behind the table, serving and again, chatting with everyone. Perhaps UUs don’t inherently do that–and space constraints make it difficult. And we aren’t in a smaller rural town–but I loved that feeling of the minister truly being a part of the congregational community.

That's what I have at the moment. Thanks for getting this going.

39) I can’t say how the congregation defines good preaching and worship; I can only say what would constitute good preaching and worship for me. I am looking for a service that conveys more of a sense of spirituality and sacredness…more resonance, more presence, more quietude, more reverence.
I would appreciate the service and preaching to speak more to the soul. In my view, there are many alternative avenues in life for pursuing social action (and even community), but there are few alternatives for deepening spirituality in a community setting apart from a church, so in my view some weight should be given to that aspect. 
 
I am looking for a more spiritual, inspiring sermon than that which we have grown accustomed to. I find cerebral, historical talks strangely cold. I would like something a little more emotional sometimes, and/or thought-provoking. Also a core question addressed in the service that might lead us to bring home some thought or insight into our daily lives.
40) A minister who is perceptive, smart, kind, warm-hearted and tolerant.

41) I agree with #40--and with many of the comments already made.  We had two wonderful interns who personified what we need--let's hope there is someone out there who can fit the bill.

42) I've met in my life some extraordinary individuals who for lack of a better description “listen deeply” and respond with what appears to be a special type of unselfconscious “respect” (right word?) for the other person, simply in the normal ebb and flow of life experiences. After an interaction with these folks, I’ve felt I was quite special, valued and heard. I once watched an elementary teacher speak with a student in a way that I felt “this is an unusual quality” not often heard in the hustle and bustle of a classroom. 
No one, including a minister, could realistically do this all this time, but it’s a quality I’d love to detect in a new minister.

A balance between introspective spiritual topics and thoughtful “in the real world” ones--my preference.

43) The question to the congregation about what we thought constituted good preaching and worship was an important one. I was unable to give these questions the attention they deserved until now, but here are my thoughts:

Good preaching: 

I think good preaching should reflect, first, the minister’s understanding of, engagement with, and caring for the congregation; and his or her willingness to share on a spiritual, religious, intellectual, and personal level his or her ideas, hopes, and suggestions for a continuing, communal conversation that will support and enhance our mission to shape the world in our image of love.

By definition, this kind of preaching will not be didactic, self-centered, or self-promotional; nor will it be impersonal or abstract. The minister should be “one of us”—with all that that means: to be different, and the same, at the same time.

Arlin’s sermon this past Sunday, discussing the transitional road ahead for our congregation, was a beautiful example of good preaching.
 
Good worship:

I don’t know how to define “worship,” because I’m not sure I believe in it, since I don’t believe in a deity and so don’t find a need to revere or honor a deity, or to create a deity that I would so honor. But I respect and even enjoy expressions of such worship on the part of my fellow congregants and am happy to participate in those expressions in whatever way people want to do that.

But if worship is defined as a reverence for life, and each other, and the world, then I could say that that is worship, to me, and I require it. And in that case, I think that the rituals we have in place for our Sunday services and other gatherings are crucially important to remain either as they are, or in flexible form, for whatever it is we do when we gather together: This includes a regular program of music, singing, responding orally, reflecting in conversation, and repeating aloud together the basic tenets of our beliefs together, as we do when we come together—lighting the chalice, lighting candles of joy, concern, and sorrow, and extinguishing our chalice to take our light into the world. 
44) My view is that a Minister's primary role is in the pulpit to challenge and inform our views and bring light to our spiritual journey. I want to have something to digest after leaving services that will carry me forward. So, a sermon needs to stimulate the way I think, feel and act. I also think a Ministers next important role is to be available to congregants as a professional for personal as well as life issues. Hopefully, whoever fills this role will be neutral about congregational politics and policies and not be burdened with administrative matters.

 
 
