
1

Cottage Meetings Report
2020 Ministerial Search Committee
November, 2019

The UUCA Ministerial Search Committee (MSC) hosted 15 small group discussions called “ Cottage
Meetings” from September 7 to October 20, 2019. They included nine sessions with open participation,
and six targeted sessions for the Board, Staff, Persons of Color, Youth, Music Program participants, and
senior congregants who reside in Goodwin House. Approximately 200 persons attended--a strong
indication of the broad level of congregational interest in the success of our search.  Cottage Meeting
attendees constitute about a third of the number of participants in the Congregational Survey.

Each meeting opened with a MSC member’s powerpoint presentation of the results of the MSC
congregational survey [see Appendix A], followed by (1) a general discussion of the survey results (which
invariably led into a more expansive discussion of the church), (2) the request that each participant write
one or more questions they would like the MSC to ask senior minister candidates, and (3) a request to
summarize their reaction to the session in a word or phrase.  The questions were collected and the
comments were captured in brief written reports by a volunteer, MSC member or congregational leader.
MSC members also answered questions about the search process.

This Report briefly outlines the significant perceptions of the participants in two important respects:
additional insights about congregational views as the MSC goes more deeply into search and the
information these perceptions provide to ministers who may be interested in becoming our new senior
minister.  It supplements the survey results (which are available in detail elsewhere in the UUCA
Congregational Report).

THE “TAKEAWAYS” FROM THE MEETINGS  

Generally, the Cottage Meetings endorsed the survey findings about the qualities we seek in a new
minister and evinced the sense of congregational resilience and desire for collaborative leadership found in
the survey.  Participants fleshed out several aspects of the survey details but provided no real surprises.

Ministerial Qualities and Qualifications
While recognizing that no candidate can shine in all areas, many
participants focused on the personal qualities they seek in our new minister -- kindness, compassion,
integrity, warmth, collegiality, reliability, stability, consistency.  Another key quality is leadership style.
Sample comments include the following: “We don’t need to be waiting for a savior; we must do the work
ourselves.”  We need a minister “who will like us and want to work with us.” “We are easy to lead but hard
to push.” Several congregants warned the MSC not to let “charisma cloud judgment” in evaluating
candidates.

There were other qualities that were regularly noted.  We want someone who will provide stimulating
sermons and high quality worship services. One congregant set a standard of “inspiration for the coming
week” for sermons and services.

MSC Cottage Meeting Report - Nov. 2019 Unitarian Universalist Church of Arlington-Va.

https://files.constantcontact.com/43bf02e0301/b469d981-6404-4a82-82f8-a8ea7888980f.pdf


2

Congregants commonly noted the need for administrative skills and relevant experience as important
qualifications in this large, complex congregation.  We want someone who treats congregants with respect
and who challenges us to move forward but in a collaborative fashion. We want our new minister to
recognize the skills and talents our excellent staff members bring to UUCA and to provide them with
guidance, priority-setting and support -- to “have their backs” -- and ultimately, to come to trust them to
do their jobs diligently and with collaboration. The difficult circumstances in which the staff has worked in
recent years underline the importance of such an atmosphere. Some participants suggested experience in
large congregations as a priority and noted an understanding of the the Washington mentality would be a
bonus. 

Congregants of color and others expressed a desire and need for a minister who can relate to the members
of the existing UUCA white majority and who also understands/appreciates the experiences of people of
color and young people who we want to attract. In that vein, congregants recognized that a new minister
will need to be able to thoughtfully address the microaggressions faced by people of color at UUCA and
also engage the surrounding communities of color.

HOPES AND CONCERNS

Participants expressed optimism about UUCA’s future but were concerned about perceived problems and
hoped to find leadership from our new minister to help ameliorate them.  And they cautioned the MSC not
to downplay areas of needed change and growth in presentations to candidates.

Many noted our steady loss of membership over the years and the related financial problems that limit our
programmatic capacities.  They hoped we would find a minister who has a strong track record of growing
membership and raising funds. Several also noted that more might be done to bring former members back
into our congregation.  “Mending fences with folks who have left is important.”

One other perceived UUCA shortcoming received as much attention as the concerns about loss of
membership: many participants expressed disappointment at the lack of growth in numbers of
congregants of color and other groups that suffer discrimination despite our efforts toward that end. One
thought was that efforts such as the adoption of the 8th Principle may have favorable consequences even
apart from whether there is expanding diversity within UUCA, as congregants’ interaction with larger
community reflect what they had learned. Many participants urged the MSC to look for a candidate with a
track record of success in expanding a congregation of diversity and significantly supporting our general
anti-racism efforts. 

Several congregants noted the need for further attention to our social justice programs and their hopes
that our new senior minister would focus in part on involving more of us in an up-graded, perhaps more
focused program, especially those of particular concern to persons of color in our larger community. 
Others voiced concern that we must become more sensitive to both microaggressions regarding persons of
color and the needs/desires of our congregants under age 50. Some suggested that more attention should
be paid to integrating newcomers into our congregation.  

Many participants in the Cottage Meetings noted the wide range of belief systems reflected in our
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congregation.  We are proud that UUCA is a big religious tent, but recognize that this could be difficult for
our senior minister in guiding us to expand our spirituality and our humanity.  It is important that the new
minister acknowledge -- and respect in their sermons and otherwise -- the congregation’s large diversity in
religious and philosophical perspectives.

Some mentioned the need for further improvements to our physical plant so as to be more welcoming to
persons with handicaps, particularly those in wheelchairs and with walking difficulties.

Other issues briefly discussed included varying comments about the UUCA music program, most
significantly, the desire that the Music Director be given more authority with respect to music in our
worship services and the importance in their lives of some commentators’ participation in choral and
instrumental ensembles.  Needless to say, there were many varying statements of preference/antipathy
towards particular music genres.

Several folks mentioned that UUCA should expand the numbers and scope of small group activities, e.g.,
covenant groups, to more deeply integrate both old and new congregants into UUCA. 

THE PARTICIPANTS’ SUGGESTED QUESTIONS 

While many participants chose to pose their questions orally, the Cottage Meetings produced more than
70 participant cards with proposed questions for ministerial candidates, some with multiple questions. 
They are organized into 19 general categories to provide additional data about the breadth of
congregational views, concerns and hopes. [These general categories are listed in Appendix B]

Here are a few verbatim examples of particularly interesting and thoughtful questions the MSC received:

“How do you see UUs navigating the tragic gap between the aspiration for diversity and the
socio-psychological tendency to worship with others that are ‘like’ us?”

“Will you love us or will you try to fix us?”

“Suppose that you are hired by UUCA and after a period of discernment, you determine that major
changes are needed to support the future growth and health of the church.  However, you know that the
changes will upset a majority of the church’s leaders and donors. How will you proceed?”

“Describe your experience with declining membership.  What steps did you take to recruit new members,
including diverse communities?  What would you do differently? What lessons have you learned?”

“Given the theological diversity of the congregation, how do you plan to honor and encourage these
various spiritual paths?”

“How would you help members connect and engage with each other, finding common passions, mission
and friendship?  Have you found ways to use Sunday morning time to strengthen community?”
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“What is the one thing that motivates you and makes your heart sing about being a minister?”

“How comfortable are you asking people for money?”

“Who are your intellectual heroes?”

“Tell us about your strengths; tell us about your dark side. How do they relate to UUCA?

“Thinking of the person in your current congregation who would be most excited to see you leave (because
they’re not your biggest fan), what would they say about you?”

“If you were part of a bicycle, what part would you want to be and why?”

CONCLUSION

The Cottage Meeting  questions, statements of concern and the hoped-for qualities of our next senior
minister obviously reflect our recent ministerial history. They also reflect a high level of respect and
appreciation for our Temporary and Interim Ministers and a strong sense of hope for the future of UUCA. 
This hope showed up in the responses to the request for a word or phrase describing their reaction to the
Cottage Meeting in which they had participated. Overwhelmingly the responses were positive with
“hopeful” the most frequent reply. Acts have also demonstrated our resilience. We have embarked on
extensive governance reforms, launched a capital campaign to pay down debt and voted at our 2019
Annual Meeting to support the 8th Principle.

Appendix - Survey Presentation

Appendix  B - Categories of Questions

MSC Cottage Meeting Report - Nov. 2019 Unitarian Universalist Church of Arlington-Va.

https://files.constantcontact.com/43bf02e0301/b469d981-6404-4a82-82f8-a8ea7888980f.pdf
https://files.constantcontact.com/43bf02e0301/610727df-09ee-46f7-a38e-a4ea2db11730.pdf

