November 13, 2003

TO: Unitarian Universalist Church of Nashua, NH
FROM: Michael Durdl
RE: Interim report

|. First impressions

| enjoyed my weekend visit very much, and appreciated the gracious hospitality of so
many people. The Nashua church has much to be proud of, including:

-Beautiful, well maintained buildings

-A history of almost 180 years of service

-Thoughtful and capable clergy and lay leadership

-Ampleintellectual and financial resourcesin its congregants
In my work, | promote a“three for one” policy. This meansif that if people have
complaints, they need to say three good things about the church first. | believe this
reflects the balance in many churches, Nashua included.
At the same time, the congregation faces significant challenges asit looks to the future.
These challenges are presented in this report. At the outset, however, | dowishto

acknowledge the good things that happen at the church, and the love and dedication
shown by many of its members.



II. A time of reckoning awaits the Nashua UU church

Establishing new habits can be difficult for churches. Reasonsinclude:
-Churches are perceived as tradition-keepers, preservers of the past
-Congregants may hold strong emotional feelings about what church should be
-There may not be a clear-cut perception that change is actually needed

Asimportant as these issues are, they pale in comparison to the grave financial situation
that currently exists at the church. Treasurer Jon Lasselle reported that if the church
continues to draw sizable sums from the endowment and if pledges remain low, the
church will depleteitsfinancial reservesin 15-17 years.

Unless there isadramatic turnaround in itsfinancial policies, the UU Church of Nashua
would need to scale back its current operations by 65 to 75 percent over the coming
years. Thistimeframe assumes there will be no further downturnsin the stock market
in the next decade and a half. If thereisadownturn, the 15— 20 year scenario will be
shortened accordingly.

Last year's budget provides arecent example. In the 2002/03, the church drew $114,000
from its Fleet funds and $115,000 from the Anna Stearns fund for general operations;

in addition to $180,000 for the elevator — over $400,000 in one fiscal year alone. The
pledge drive raised $139,000, about 34 percent of the church’s operating costs. Thisis
not aformulathat will sustain the congregation.

I11. Two choiceslie ahead

Thefirst isfor the church to initiate a“full court press’ in persuading current members,
especially the most elderly, to leave sizable sums of money in their estate plans for the
church. To achievethe level of income in 2002/03 ($230,000), the church will need to
establish an endowment of $5 million or perhaps more, as large endowments often result
in even lower levels of giving among current members.

Using this method, the church would continue the tradition of the more generous souls
of the past subsidizing the less generous souls of today. Many UU churches find this
perfectly acceptable, though | do not. The Nashua church will need to make that
judgment call. It isalsoimportant to note that bequest programs may not realize
financial gainsfor many years.



The second choice is that by accident of history, current members of the UU Church

of Nashuawill determine whether the congregation will begin to pay its own way if
bequests do not come in, and whether the church will scale back by afactor of two-thirds
to three-fourths.

If the church chooses the second route, the next ten years are critical and will require
courageous leadership, and a call to congregants for dedication, commitment, and
sacrifice to keep the church alive. Thiswill include a dramatic shift in attitudes toward
charitable giving, and a pledge drive that bringsin at |east three times the current amount.

Most financial advisors claim that middle class Americans could double their current
levels of charitable giving and not notice any difference in their day-to-day lives. Using
this formula, the financial solution appears simple. Will $100 donors give $300? Will
$250 donors give $750? Will $1,000 donors give $2,000 or $3,000? | believe these
goals are well within reach of the Nashua congregation, as the capacity of membersto
give (in Nashuaand all other UU churches) is not the issue.

Will members of the UU Church of Nashua consider increasing their giving if it means
saving the church? My experience with UUs isthat they will sometimesrise to the
occasion for a special need, but are reluctant to support annual church operations. The
Nashua church has a history of well-to-do families paying a disproportionate share since
itsfounding in the 1820s, and thisis a powerful legacy.

To add to the church’sfinancial struggles, UU churches are influenced by larger elements
of Unitarian Universalism, in particular our denomination being alow expectation faith.
One Nashua congregant told me, “1 like the church just the way it is— complete
freedom.” Numerous comments from parishioners that follow in this report reflect the
attitude of low obligation, an attitude that is embedded in Unitarian Universalism’'s
“genetic code.” Thiswill be asignificant obstacle to overcome.

IV. Theformat of this report

Thisreport isdivided into four sections. The first section discusses the church of today
and the church of tomorrow. The second section contains responses from congregants
that help define the nature and character of the Nashua church.

The third section contains my major recommendation, which if taken will require an
investment of time and effort. In the fourth section, | present a number of additional
recommendations that can be implemented in the short term if the |eadership wishes.



I limit interim reports to about 10 pages, and ask that the entire congregation review this
report. The purpose of the interim report is to elicit responses, to assist the congregation
in generating ideas from its own ranks, thereby discerning its own future.

V. The church of today vs. the church of tomorrow

During my visit, we discussed the concept of “civic faith” that was prevalent in the
1950s. Inthat era, it was assumed that people were basically good, and came to church
as loyal Americans, responsible citizens, and decent parents. Churches reflected the
predominantly homogeneous Caucasian and Christian values of the society.

This church was sufficient until people began to ask, “If that’s all church means, why do
weneed it?’ Millions of people |eft traditional churchesin the late 1950s, while those
who stayed tended to maintain the civic faith, the only one they had ever known.

Thecivic faith manifestsitself today in UU congregations whose members tell me they
come to church for two main reasons. to be among like-minded people, and to be with
people they know. The church expects little of them beyond that. Churches offer
programs and events, but do not view their role as changing peopl€e' slivesin some
fundamental way.

The Church of Tomorrow

Church-shoppers today are seeking avery different church. Quite often, people
coming to churches are motivated by crisesin their lives; or they are seeking change,
transformation, alife that is fundamentally different, or alife that is deeper and
more adventuresome.

The leading-edge questions that bring them to church are: How can | create a meaningful
spiritual life? How can | become part of acommunity of meaning and purpose? These
are not questions that a civic faith can answer — a faith with an emphasis on individual
autonomy, human self-sufficiency, rationality, and a belief that people are basically fine
the way they are.

Theologian Walter Brueggemann captured this aspect of changing congregational life
perfectly when he said, “ The church that you have been preparing so carefully is being
taken away from you — by the grace of God.”

| believe the challenge is not just within the Nashua church, but rather the challengeisto
re-define what Unitarian Universalism meansin thisera. Central to this messageisthe
life-transforming power of thefaith. | believe thisisacritical element in the ability of
the Nashua church to create a viable future.



V1. Voicesfrom the congregation

| asked parishionersto write down answers to questions about what the church is called
to do, how to define the soul of the church, what they yearned for in congregational life,
attitudes toward money, and if they had a metaphor that described the church. This helps
me gain an understanding of the congregation’s members, and address their heartfelt
issues in my recommendations.

What is the UU Church of Nashua called to do in this place and time?

“The church is an extended family, and people feel comfortable in most situations.”

“To bealiberal voice in aconservative area, offering inspiration, community, and in
filling the needs of the greater community.”

“To educate children and members in accordance with our principles.”

“To provide an open, accepting, challenging, religious, and spiritual environment
that will foster our spiritual development.”

“To enhance personal growth and develop friendships in an open, inquiring way.”

“To provide a place where (mostly) like-minded individuals can meet to discuss issues
of the day, renew social contacts, share each other’s energy, joys, concerns.”

“To support people’ s search for truth and meaning. To help us find peace within and
without.”

“A spiritual, social support system for aliberal religious group.”

How do you define the church’s soul ?

“ An acceptance and respect of the individual in relationship to the values
of UU beliefs.”

“A strong humanistic bent with a desire for spirituality around the edges.”
“A warm nurturing soul.”
“One of unity that strivesto bring all hearts together.”

“A comfortable place locked in complacency.”



“The soul of asearcher.”

“The spirit iswilling but theinertiais strong.”

“Qur soul, or burning ember, isthe endowment. Every decision revolves around it.”
“The UU principles are our soul, but they are very dim.”

“It seems pretty diffuse and hard to pinpoint.”

“Many individuals have concern and commitment (soul) but the church does not
organize or promote this.”

“No. Welack acommitment to a purpose greater than ourselves, and a dedication
to those less fortunate.”

“A liberal voice, but short on action to back up that voice.”

“No. Just appendages of good intent.”

What do you yearn for in the life of this church?

“1 yearn for a church that will transcend the secular to the spiritual .”

“1 yearn for nothing. This congregation is dynamic and has alot of colorful
thinkers.”

“1 yearn for the ability to do regular, church-wide charitable hands-on activities
with my family. Thetimeto teach kids the value of contributing their talents

iswhen they are young.”

“1 want to be challenged, to be made to re-evaluate my life, beliefs, and state of
theworld. | want uncomfortable situations.”

“Activity, bustling life, conflict, energy, and afocus for all that.”
“A centralized purpose.”
“Challengeme. Tell mewhat | need to do to become a better person.”

“A meaningful way to be of service in the world.”



“To continue the generally amicable relationships that have characterized
this church for many years.”

“A sense of community that arises from our praying together more.”
“ Something to do besides spending money left to us by former pillars.”

“A real, tangible sense of this church being a positive force for compassion,
justice, and good in the wider community.”

“More surprises!”

“A deeper understanding of our purpose as a congregation, beyond what we
personally ‘get’ from being a member.”

“Less about ourselves and more about the world. More activism.”
“My main concern is the seeming lack of compassion displayed by the church

to the outside world. No outreach grants this year, and nothing given to the
UUA, UUSC, or the district.”

What isthe“ mindset” or attitudes toward money at the Nashua church?

“Money is ataboo subject, but one that needs to be tied more to our mission.”

“Most people cover their earsand sing ‘lalala’ when it comesto money. We have a
hard time understanding how to useit, or know its flexibilities or other uses.”

“Don't’ ask, don't tell. We have plenty of money so individuals don’t have to give.”
“A lack of money.”
“Y ou people are always asking us for money.”

“We are cheap but pride ourselves on being generous — generous with the endowment,
thatis.”

“Worry and risk aversion.”
“Financial realities are not acknowledged.”

“The endowment has made us conservative and more concerned with self preservation
than our role in society.”



Metaphors

“A number of warm logs that it if organized well would make abig fire.”
“A family | actually like.”

“A fine gemin apierced setting, no longer wanting to adorn the standard
ear lobe, but afraid to be worn elsewhere.”

“My lifetime religious home and source of inspiration.”

“Noah’s ark: aplace of refuge where people come to look toward the future
and for a better world.”

“A ship with too many tourist destinations.”

“Nothing to fear but fear itself.”

“Drowning in our own stability.”

“Church of the holy endowment.”

“The Lake Wobegon of churches. We are all above average.”

“A community clinic where you can always find help and solace when in need.”
“A crusty old Y ankee farmer, great values but very frugal.”

“A glass of finewine, ajoy to those who taste it.”

“A friendly curmudgeon, unwilling to take risks, but who has amillion dollars
in the bank.”

“A comfortable pair of jeans we use but take for granted.”
“An Oldsmohile — steady, solid, reliable, and perhaps alittle out of fashion.”
“A late winter’ s yard, with bulbs in the ground that haven’t sprouted.”

“A well-running engine, but with the fuel supply endangered.”



V1I. Specific recommendations for the UU Church of Nashua

Based on my visit to the church and the observations of parishioners, | have one major
recommendation, in addition to a number of suggestions that follow later.

A period of discernment

Church literature today contains numerous references to churches taking a period of three
to six months to determine what the future will hold. One church writer phrased this as,

“ Jettison the normal calendar and spend six months entirely to build clarity about your
core values, beliefs, role, and purpose.”

The Nashua church isthe only church in the Veatch study that | have made this
recommendation to, and no UU church to my knowledge has initiated this process.

(I wish more would, however, and Nashua might be a beacon for other churches in the
district and nationwide.)

A period of discernment might involve congregants reading selected books and/or
articles, anumber of sermons, after-church discussions, various forums, guest speakers,
and visiting other churches, especially those more conservative that are growing in
membership.

| recommend this somewhat dramatic approach because churches incline toward
gradualism, that the best changes come slowly. | believe the Nashua church needs to
instill asense of urgency in its future, which would help build excitement and adventure
in its congregational life.

In this process, the church should strive to determine what “integrity of membership”
is, and define what an “authentic” community looks like. In my view, money is a by-
product of an engaging church. If the UU Church of Nashua can defineitsrole and

purpose as reaching out to serve in ever-greater measure, money will not be an issue.

VIII. Thecritical role of church |eaders,

It is extremely important to recognize how successful initiatives come about in church.
Meaningful change requires afew champions to see a process through to the end, and
these dedicated souls require a significant dose of stamina.




The hearty souls who lead stewardship, membership, and any discernment efforts also
need the support of the leadership of the church. Thisincludes the support of clergy,
whose role in a growing congregation becomes less and less pastoral and more oriented
toward program devel opment and outreach.

In churches of your size, the primary role of the minister (beyond preaching) isthe “care
and feeding” and spiritual growth of a core group of 25-35 people. These include people
in leadership roles, and those who may be called upon to |ead the initiatives outlined in
thisreport. If thiscore group is strong, the overall health of the church will be enhanced,
and the church’s ability to achieve its hopes and dreams greatly increased.

IX. Additional recommendations, and concluding comments

-The church should give aminimum of 10 percent of its operating budget
to outreach, and achieve thislevel at the earliest opportunity. Thisisin addition to
denominational and district dues. Healthy congregations give away alarger than average
share to outreach, and paradoxically, these churches display |ess anxiety about money.

-1 also recommend that the Sunday offering be taken each week, and be given
away. This money can count toward the church’s 10 percent outreach line item.

-I encourage the church to become “ permission granting,” by beginning a“New
Opportunities Seed Fund.” Congregants should be encouraged to believe they can do
something about sorrow in the world when they seeit, and that the church will stand
behind them. Money from the Sunday collection can help begin this seed fund. This
fund should be managed by the Senior Minister and president of the congregation.

-I encourage church leaders in a congregation of your size and stature to not to
ask the question, “Can we afford it?’ but rather, “Isit the right thing to do?’ | believe
that doing the right thing is an investment in the future, and in my experience, money
given away comes back tenfold, in one form or another.

-Regarding leadership, the “formula” for meaningful change is that three-fourths
of congregational |eaders believe that “business as usual” is no longer acceptable. In
written responses, numerous church leaders said that business as usual is no longer
acceptable, in particular reflecting their frustration over low pledging, a culture of
scarcity, and the lack of outreach.

-In determining the role of the UU Church of Nashua, congregational leaders may
find themselves challenging long-held attitudes among parishioners. This may require a
hearty dose of courage among the church’s current leaders. It iswell documented that
leaders who are conflict-averse and risk-averse will find their congregations on a plateau
or in decline, both in membership and in other areas of church vitality.
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In congregations the size of Nashua, leaders should lead, and carry with them the courage
of their convictions. At times, they may take some heat for their stands, but thisisfar
better for the church’s health than attempting to please everyone at all times.

Concluding comments

As somewhat of atraditionalist, | prefer arobed choir. | believe robed choirs, or choirs
that wear stoles, look better and sing better. Some choirs mightily resist this suggestion,
but it begs the question, “Do we live for ourselves or others?’ | am not singling out the
choir with thisissue. Rather, people who are church-shoppers today are seeking a deeper
spiritual life, or wish to be part of a community of meaning and purpose. A robed choir
adds to the sense of the sacred, and would be avisible and highly symbolic gesture if the
church embarks on an intensive effort to re-define its role and purpose.

| am unsureif it is possible to move the sign outside the church from being parall€l to the
street, to being perpendicular to the street. Thisisthe“theory” of church signs. With the
sign being parallel, the opportunity to communicate with alarge number of commuters
each day islost.

| also recommend that the church discontinue the practice of including sermon titles and
the name of the preacher in the newsletter. This createsa“pick and choose” faith. UU
minister Victor Carpenter often said that, “ Small miracles occur in church each Sunday,
and these do not depend on the preacher or the sermon.”

In conclusion, | believe that God, however defined, gives every congregation what it
needs, and the UU Church of Nashuais no exception. Clergy, lay leaders, and thosein
the pews should believe, in author Paul Wilke' s words, that the church can accomplish
thingsit thinks it cannot do. In doing so, the congregation will be pushed to the edge of
its comfort zone, but that is appropriate and is what more UU churches should do.

The church will address many of the powerful yearnings of parishioners that are included
in this report.

The Nashua church has all the ingredients it needs to accomplish anything it sets its mind

to. If theLord calls, the Lord will provide. Thismay not be everyone' s theology, but it
should be our practice.
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