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To First Unitarian Universalist Association

Austin, Texas

April 4, 2009

Submitted by:  Peter L. Steinke

The Process

 Conflict means, literally, “to strike together.”  Conflict is the collision of differences.  When differences come against each other too hard, conflict becomes chaotic, painful, and source of deep fracture.  The challenge of difference and the conflict it generates, like the two-edged sword, can cut in opposite directions.  Conflict can be frightening.  It threatens one’s sense of control, upsets one’s notion of civility and order, touches one’s vulnerability, and reveals uncomfortable realities.  To move from contention to conversation is a corrective endeavor, but it’s not easy to remain on course.  To move from confusion to clarity is a slow process marked by regressive moments.  Nonetheless, conflict can be a time for learning, a positive and proactive experience, if people can identify problems, engage one another honestly, understand the other’s interests, needs, and pain, and slowly turn energy-draining arguments into relationship-enhancing experiences.

Can this congregation engage in dialogue (physicist David Bohm said that in dialogue you don’t win points)?  Can the emotional system change (family theorist Murray Bowen said no system changes unless people in the system change how they function with one another)? Can this congregation look for shared goals and benefits?  Simply, can conflict become an avenue for creativity instead of a  dead-end for fearful souls?  That’s the challenge for this community.

The church is a place of many emotions.  When growth and cooperation unite the church, there are experiences of joy and peace.  When discomfort, uncertainty or conflict divide the church, there are experiences of pain and suffering.  Tension in the life of a congregation is normal and inevitable.

Churches fight over music, tradition, styles of leadership, prophecy, personalities, money, furnishings, moral issues, and staff performances.  Some churches shuffle from crisis to crisis.  Others intentionally, patiently, and wisely learn from their troubles.  The same human, emotional processes are at work in both situations, but the latter's outcome is more positive and more beneficial because it attends to its troubles with a mature response.

 The Bridgebuilder Process

Original proposal for First Unitarian Universalist Church of Austin, Texas

Goals of Process:

To clarify the primary issues in the dispute

To engage the members of the congregation in working through these issues by means of a structured process

To construct and implement strategies to address the issues under the guidance of the consultant and through the actions of the members

To assist the congregation in understanding the reconciliation process and engendering its reality

To affirm the congregation’s mission and to prepare for new clergy leadership

The Process:

Each situation of conflict contains nuances and differences, yet I follow a general pattern, making modifications relative to the specific church.  Based on the brief information given to me, I would proceed in the following manner….

*Entry Meeting>  Meet with the church leaders (or any specially designated appointees) to outline the Bridgebuilder process, delineate expectations and roles, discuss costs and time framework, address questions, and assess readiness

*Group Interviews>  Interview a group of twenty people and the staff … Any individual may contact consultant via email, telephone, or letter to convey information, insight, or opinion concerning the current circumstance…

*Education Event>  This has two parts; (1) the consultant presents a workshop open to all members on the topic of “The Congregation as an Emotional System” and (2) a session in which attendees complete a short questionnaire followed by “Tell It To Peter” (individuals can speak publicly in open forum led by consultant and directed by guidelines).

*The Action Report and the Action Planning Team>  The consultant presents an Action Report consisting of a description of major issues, a number of pertinent questions, and insight into what is involved in repair work.  The report is distributed to individuals and read aloud.  Discussion and questions follow the report.  Immediately after this session the consultant works with the Action Planning Team composed of sixteen people to develop means for dealing with the issues, forming focus groups.

 Sources of Information

Interviewees: (19 members)





(13 Staff)

Michael West







Natallie Freeburg

Don Smith







Linda Taylor

Mike Kilpatrick






Shawn Hale

Mary Jane Ford






Ron Phares

Luther Elmore







Peg Frey

Marcus Barnes






Laura Douglas

Nancy Groblewski






Amber Andrews

Jeanette Swenson






Cindy Stein

Jennifer Lachlin






Brain Ferguson

Graig Reed







John Senders

Jim Burson







Brent Baldwin

Donna Howard






Brian Uecker

Claire Tilson









Amber Andrews

David Tietz

Jim Coombes

Carolyn Gremminger

Gary Bennett

Elaine Carpenter

Response Forms completed:  75

Emails:  42

Phone Calls:  9

Speakers (“Tell It To Peter” session):  23

Letters:  3

Documents (Synopsis of Listening Teams):  4

 Major Issues and Questions

Unclear Mission:   “Our mission is unclear,” one member stated, “and there is a lack of a promised land towards where we are traveling.”  This sentiment is repeated by the majority of those who responded to the question about the congregation having a sense of mission.  A second member remarked: “We are missing a vision, and I believe that is one reason we’re struggling.”  

Other comments …


“Need to find focus”


“If we have  mission, I don’t know about it”


“We need to develop a clear mission, where we want to be…”


“Don’t know where we’re going”


“I don’t know who or what we are.”


“No mission”


“Mission?  Not now!

How did this happen?  What needs to be done?  Who would be responsible?  In what ways can the congregation’s mission be promulgated and promoted?

Governance:  Many reported that the recent struggle over the termination/continuation of Davidson Loehr’s ministry had antecedents in a system of relationships and feedback that needed repair for many years.  Issues included autonomous behaviors, lack of accountability, threats replacing growth endeavors, poor evaluation mechanisms, people exercising power by overstepping protocol, and private agendas.

Another sizeable group spoke angrily about the process put in place by the Board involving transparency, information, timing, procedures, voter registration, and insufficient dialogue about the matters.  Few questioned whether or not the Board had the right and responsibility to confront unpleasant and unresolved issues.  Questions still linger for some about the actual process.  

Other citations regarding governance: … the inauguration of policy governance by the Board (was this change understood by all parties regarding how things would function?) … staff evaluation (how to conduct, by whom, for what explicit reasons) … and selection and termination of clergy services (what components need to be reviewed).

Clergy Roles and Responsibilities:   For some, excellence in the pulpit is sufficient for their satisfaction in terms of the clergy’s role.  Other’s believe additional ministerial sensitivity is required to meet people’s needs.  Intellectual and verbal gifts should be complemented by pastoral and administrative talents.

Will the congregation be able to assemble a clergy profile that meets these various needs?  What can be learned about this community and its ministerial leadership as a result of the recent turmoil?

Community:   A frequent comment:  “I don’t feel safe here anymore?”  What does that mean?  A collection of comments about how the congregation understands itself and what it can offer to people reveal a number of contrasts:


“the incomers are different from the oldtimers”


“We didn’t draw in new people who build community.  They are audience members.”

“Unitarians have an independent streak.  Warm fuzzies not our thing”


“Don’t trust a lot of people”


“Not sure I’m wanted here”


“Are there two types of members?  The “valued” and the “Sunday crowd”


“I had difficulty finding my niche in the church”


“We’re a lot of consumers looking for different outcomes”


“Some continue to drape pain around their neck like gold medals”


“What we had here was a narcissistic cult”


“The Board should resign”


“A conglomeration more than a congregation”

What role has “community” played in the life of this church?  Is it a necessity? Are there well-formed cliques?  How are new members assimilated?  

Observations

1. Surprise!  Shock!  The process to retain or to dismiss Davidson Loehr came as a bolt out of nowhere for many respondents.  This is quite typical in these situations.  Anywhere from 85% - 95% of the membership is unaware of the problems that have developed and/or have been confronted.

2. Having worked with similar  situations, I composed a list of what happens when “due process” is followed:

•  individuals who have problems, hurts, issues, etc. with pastor (or other staff person) are 

    encouraged to speak directly to the pastor a staff member

•  if that fails, a second person is engaged to go with the original person and to walk 

   through the difficulties

•  that having no concrete or positive outcome, the matter goes to an appropriate board

•  if there is merit to the complaint or problem, the board walks with the individual for 

   growth and improvement

•  if progress is slow or ineffectual, the individual is given direct (written) assistance, a 

   timeline for change, and a notification of consequences if no progress ensues

•  failure to progress in these matters is brought to the attention of the congregation with    

   alternatives for action



•  during this process, individuals are deliberate and patient



•  the issues are clearly presented



•  questions are encouraged


•  with time allowed for improvement, correction, etc., resources are offered to 

   help in the person’s growth



•  progress is monitored and documented



•  provision is made to hear both sides



•  individuals are expected to take responsibility for change, growth etc.

3.   Reconciliation involves two parties.  It is a protracted, arduous process.  It is seldom achieved, but with goodwill and effort may be approximated for some, but not all.

Strengths 

What strengths exist from which the congregation can draw to bolster efforts of healing and reconciliation?  Those mentioned most frequently included…      




diversity




tolerance




religious education for children




service-oriented




social action




good, committed people




tradition




physical location




smart, talented people




strong staff




volunteer efforts
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