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Minutes of the 143
rd

 Annual Meeting of First Unitarian Church of Wilmington, Delaware 
Sunday, May 17, 2009 

 

1.  Call to Order, Opening Devotional and Introduction 

 With a quorum of 85 members in attendance, Board President Nancy Pinson called the 143
rd

 Annual 
Meeting to order at 12:00 pm on Sunday, May 17, 2009. Pat McGee served as Parliamentarian and 
Cindy Cohen as Recording Secretary. Board Members Marilyn Hyte, David Weiss, and Phil Dowd will be 
handling the microphones.  

 Rev. Josh Snyder provided our opening words and chalice lighting. 

2.  Approval of Agenda, Meeting Minutes and Annual Report 

 A motion to accept the Agenda as published in the Annual Report was made, seconded, and 
approved unanimously with no discussion. 

 A motion to accept the minutes of the 2008 Annual Meeting as published in the Annual Report was 
made, seconded and approved unanimously with no discussion. 

 A motion to accept the Annual Report as published was made, seconded and approved unanimously 
with no discussion. 

3.  President’s Report 

 Board President Nancy Pinson thanked the board for a year of learning, exploration and teamwork 
with the Board and Executive Team. She also thanked the outgoing board members: George Huhn, our 
governance conscience; Barry Marrs, our “rock” (who reels Nancy back in after she talks with George); 
and Pam Finkelman, who brings a connection to the greater denomination which is so valuable to us, as 
well as a wealth of knowledge in communications and challenges us to think about how we 
communicate. And to Steve Cohen, our Treasurer, for his work this past year and for his clear budget 
presentations these last few weeks as we prepared for this meeting. 

 After reviewing the rules for today’s meeting (that discussion from the floor will be open following 
motions, and that voting will be by shown of hands with the exception of one secret ballot vote), Nancy 
spoke on recent input we’ve heard in the past weeks about membership, growth, and the connection of 
these to money. The following is the text:   

 “Over the past week, we have heard much about membership and growth and the connection of 
these to money.   I have a few thoughts to share with you on these things.  First – on membership and 
growth.  We’ve taken an honest look at our membership rolls and we believe our active membership is 
really in the mid-400’s.  There are well over 500 on the rolls and we haven’t seen many in quite a while.  
This number shocking to some who have been members a long time who remember membership 
numbers around 800.  To me – it is who we are today, only.  We have said we have staffed for growth – 
and we have heard messages about growing to have money to support our staff.  So why do we seek to 
grow? 

 I want to share two stories with you.   

 Earlier this year I was honored to be invited to have a discussion with our 2nd and 3rd graders in the 
“Age of Reason” program about my beliefs, hopes and dreams as they began the process of searching 
for what they believe.  I was paired with Grace Laster and Noah Hann-Deschaine for the exercise.  We 
sat down – and the first thing they proudly shared was that they are second cousins – apparently a 
surprise discovery of their mothers who met here.  How easily our youngsters shared about themselves 
and made me feel welcome.  It was quick however, that Grace got us going on the task at hand – clearly 
a skilled task master.  They asked me questions about belief and the church – and we talked about 
them.  They wrote answers.  It was interesting to watch Noah as he tossed my answers about in his 
head for a moment and then brilliantly summarized the answer in as few words possible.  Something he 
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was also quite proud about, he explained.  He likes to save his energy.  What an amazing experience 
with our future leaders.  And then, we all got to experience the culmination of this process last Sunday in 
an inspiring, bring-tears-to-your-eyes service where we were invited into the intimate exchange between 
parents and children, as they shared their personal beliefs, hopes and dreams.  Where else are children 
encouraged to develop in this way?  And as they move through to High School, maybe one of these 
children will be honored by our district as outstanding Youth of the Year, as happened this year for Chris 
Kane of our Youth Group.  The world needs a faith where families can have this experience of discovery 
for their children.    We seek to grow to share our great faith.  When you and I welcome newcomers to 
our congregation and they experience Sundays like last week, we can’t help but grow. 

 A shorter story – I was at a celebration and feedback party for auction volunteers this past week.  
What an amazing community building program – both the auction party itself, and working behind the 
scenes to make it happen.  One of our newer members, Jan Shea, was our auctioneer.  Her remarks 
when she left our celebration on joining our church – “This is the best decision I’ve ever made”.  She was 
talking about the whole experience of church, and the community she has found here.  The world needs 
a faith where families of all kinds can have this experience of community.    We seek to grow to share our 
great faith.  When you and I welcome newcomers to our congregation and they experience community in 
this way, we can’t help but grow. 

 How many of you have said, as I did one Sunday in 1976 “When I came to my first worship service 
here, I knew I was home.”  We are a faith that offers incredible depth and insights for believers and non-
believers and those who don’t know, a church that offers warm community to its members of all 
generations, that humbly serves those in need outside our church  -  regardless of their faith.   We seek 
to grow to share our great faith.  We can’t help but grow – and this is why we staff for growth. 

 As we consider our financial decisions, when we look from a perspective of scarcity, we get scared 
that there won’t be enough.  When we look from the perspective of sufficiency, to quote Lynne Twist in 
her book The Soul of Money, “it frees up oceans of energy to make a difference with what you have.  
When you make a difference with what you have, it expands.”  The Board believes we can make a 
difference both today and in the future and our recommendations today are about an investment in our 
future, including our dream of expansion.” 

4.  Executive Team Report 

 Rev. Josh Snyder thanked Nancy for her inspiring report, and indicated it’s been quite a year for the 
Executive Team (ET), which he took over officially as Senior Minister on August 1, 2008. He thanked the 
other ET members for getting him up to speed quickly, and indicated much was accomplished this year, 
as reflected in the new style of the annual report. The ET moves to support the vision of the Board, and 
the report reflects those Ends policies. Highlights include success of fundraisers such as Fall Festival 
and the Goods and Services Auction, which helped to erase a $48,000 shortfall this year; fantastic 
programs, particularly Wednesday nights and specifically the Seder with Robert Gadon; among others. 
The congregation worships in a new way – with new litergy and a new affirmation, and radical hospitality 
is a new buzzword around the church.  

 Two events were also held to integrate Rev. Josh into the fold, specifically the “start-up weekend” 
with Rev. Howard Dana and the March covenant celebration beween minister and congregation. But he 
indicated it’s a multi-year process to achieve all our goals. Next year they’re looking at a new model for 
small group ministry that’s open and targeted to new members and visitors – a means by which we will 
feed people’s spiritual hungers and practice radical hospitality as an institution, helping our members and 
friends realize their gifts and passions for service. We are all called to be ministers to each other. We’re 
becoming a seminary for shared ministry. Sometimes it’s called “leadership development” but it goes 
deeper than that – fundamentally matching people’s passions and visions to the needs of the church. 
And for social justice and making a difference in the community. We’re already active individually and as 
an institution but so much more can be done. We’ll put together a process for how to do that. And a long-
range plan is being implemented by a working committee which the ET will be charged to implement. 
The ET is excited, and anxious to put that plan into place. 

 He thanked the Board of Trustees for their dedication and service to First Unitarian, particularly 
Nancy Pinson, our President. He finds it an impressive group who are a pleasure to work with. And it’s 
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been fun coming to work every day with the staff and all the work they do. He thanked Rev. Barbara 
Gadon, in particular, for their work together to shape the vision of our church. And lastly, he thanked all 
the members and friends of First Unitarian who have given countless hours of their free time to serve in a 
leadership capacity in some way. In particular, he thanked Helen Foss and Ruth Mette for their 3 years 
on the ET, and indicated they will both be stepping down this summer. He expressed gratitude to the 
breadth and depth that these women have given to the church. And he looks forward to 2009-2010 being 
our best year yet. 

5.  Approval of Board and Nominating Committee Candidates 

 Nancy asked Barry Marrs, departing member of  the Board of Trustees, to announce the 2009 
candidates for the Board of Trustees and Nominating Committee.  

 2009-2012 Board of Trustee Nominees (three-year terms) 

• Maggie Duffy 
• Barbara Lenahan 
• Michael Toll 

 A motion to accept the slate as submitted was made and seconded. The motion carried unanimously 
with no discussion.  

 2009-2011 Nominating Committee Nominees (two-year terms) 

• Florence DeRosa 
• Becky Laster 
• Barry Marrs 

 A motion to accept the slate as submitted was made and seconded. The motion carried unanimously 
with no discussion. 

6.  Approval of Delegates for General Assembly 

 Barry Marrs announced the candidates for GA delegates. The slate is Helen Foss and Robert Foss. 
The motion was made and seconded to accept the nominees as submitted. The motion was approved 
unanimously with no discussion. 

 Barry then asked for approval for the Board to appoint delegates to vacancies prior to the June 2009 
GA. A motion was made and seconded, and the motion was approved unanimously with no discussion. 

7.  Treasurer’s Report 

 Nancy indicated that this past Tuesday we held our annual budget reconciliation meeting, preceded 
by an information sharing meeting on Sunday. Both had fairly good attendance, and no budget changes 
were suggested, so the recommended budget is as printed in the annual report. Steve Cohen, our 
Treasurer will report on the current year’s budget, next year’s budget, and the voting required. 

 Steve Cohen, Treasurer, provided an overview of the Treasurer’s Report for 2008-2009, indicating 
our assets are strong, and we have a balance sheet in place that’s growing. Pledges this past year were 
down because it was our third year of interim ministry, but our members are honoring their pledges so 
we are doing well in paying our staff. During the current pledge campaign we have had some members 
who have had to reduce their pledges due to the economy, but others have increased, so in general 
we’re running just slightly above income from last year. We’re in much better shape than most 
congregations in the UUA and other denominations, which are seeing slow declines.  

 Steve then reviewed the church income budget passed for 2008-09 vs. the “reality” budget to date. 
Original pledges of $628,420 are actually at $591,500 currently. The Alliance and Book Corner groups 
made supplemental donations to programs totaling $12,900 toward RE and the operating budget. The 
staff has also reduced expenses to remain in balance. As of March 2009 we have a cash surplus, while 
we recognize that the remaining months of the year we can run short. We also planned for income of 
$10,000 from the auction and we ended up raising over $19,000. Thanks to all who helped in that effort. 
The total bottom line is that our total income is down $21,000, and the ET and staff have worked on a 
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number of ways to put the budget into balance, by reducing professional expenses, office expenses, 
utilities and operating expenses.  

 This coming year, 2090-2010, we had a stretch pledge goal of $750,000. We recognize that’s a big 
stretch from last year’s $600,000 and are now at $569,400 with 40 pledges left to go. We’re at 76% of 
goal and 96% of last year’s goal.  

 He then compared this year’s “reality” budget vs. next year’s budget. For next year’s budget we have 
had an increase in pledges, we increased our shrinkage from 6% to 8%, the Alliance and Book Corner 
will again make contributions to programs to offset expenses by giving $17,000. Most other items will be 
staying the same, except the Heritage Fund where we’ll be taking our 5% maximum for operating 
expenses instead of our usual 3%. This won’t happen for 12 months, so hopeful the fund will continue to 
grow between now and then. That is the one area where we have our monies invested in fixed income 
bonds and equities to grow for the long haul. 

 We knew some things would be difficult. We elected a year ago to use income from undesignated 
savings we had built up, since it was the first year of a new minister, to fund staff needed to grow the 
church. We want to grow to help members and our community. While growth is likely to have a beneficial 
impact to income, it’s not the reason we’re planning for growth. There are six weeks to go in this year, 
and we hope to have money left over to use. We also only do auctions every other year, so no income 
will be coming from that next year. So between the “reality” budget and next year, we’re about $60,000 
lower. 

 Principles used by the ET to create the budget were to continue mission of religious education, 
music and membership growth and keep the current staff – at least for one year. They seek to provide 
jobs to the staff and keep the load fairly distributed, recognizing there will need to be salary reductions 
for one year. 

 In the annual report, the budget reflects reduction in salary and benefits of 2½%, professional 
expenses down 45%, benefits and Rev. Doss’ pension remain at 100%, the music and CRE programs 
remain fully funded, but other areas are being cut including expenses for services, committee budgets 
and Grants for Growth program (usually $4,000 given, next year we budgeted for $2,000 and will have 
special plate offerings in hopes of honoring fully). We also corrected our membership numbers to 442. 
We want to fully fund our UUA and JPD dues, but at true reality numbers. We have requested change to 
UUA and JPD and they’ll address after GA. 

 The current status of our capital campaign budget is: 

 - Pledges in 2004 - $2,700,000 

- Actuals 2004-2009 – $1,700,000 

- Spent to date - $600,000  

 - New sanctuary deisgn, estimates, etc. - $205,000 

 - Library demolition/asbestos removal - $115,000 

 - A/C Bathroom design - $220,000 

 - Landscaping and sign - $60,000 

- Barnes Stain Glass Fund now in capital - $65,000 

- Interest - $39,000  

- Current Balance: $1,209,000 (invested in money market and treasuries and managed by the 
Finance Team) 

 In 2005 we elected to stop the building project due to rising costs and the significant difference 
between costs and pledges received. We still aspire to complete the project by having a second 
campaign in the future. The year 2016 will be our 150

th
 anniversary, could be a possibility then, but no 

date is currently set. Upon stopping it would have been typical to invest the money, but had we done 
that, even with 50% in equities we would have lost $200,000-300,000. Because of our conservative 
nature we didn’t do that, so we haven’t lost any money and have actually increased it some, thanks to 
the Finance Team. 
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 So we will be voting on four motions on our finances. These include: 

1) Waiver of 70% limit on salary and benefits. As a congregation we put a cap on how much of our 
income can be spent on salary and benefits for our staff, which is at 70%. We’d like to waive that. 

2) As part of the budget we assumed we will pay off the mortgage. 

3) Adopt annual budget 

4) Adopt capital expense budget. These are expenses we made for the long life of our buildings, e.g., 
repairs made to the roof last year, etc. 

 The 70% rule: In the proposed budget for next year, because our income is down, salary and 
benefits as a percent of total income will grow to ~72.6%. The Board is proposing a one-year waiver to 
the 70% upper limit. Our current mortgage is at a low 4% rate with UUA, but if we kept it we would have 
to pay principle and interest to them of $18,400/year. That amount would have to come from our staff 
monies, so we looked at creative ways to keep that money and still be conservative. If we were to pay off 
the mortgage we could save $18,400 for next 7 years. 

  Of the two upcoming votes, one on waiver and one on mortgage, the consequences of these to the 
budget are as follows. 

• If we vote yes to paying off the mortgage and yes to the 70% salary waiver, then salary 
reductions would be at 2½% 

• If we vote no to the mortgage and yes to the 70% salary waiver, then would need a 4% 
salary reduction 

• If we vote yes to the mortgage but no to the 70% salary waiver, then would need a 7½% 
salary reduction 

• If we vote no to the mortgage and no to the 70% salary waiver, then we would need a 7½% 
salary reduction and additional cuts would be denominational dues. 

  The Board and the ET have considered alternatives, including: 

• Paying off the mortgage using 9% of capital funds 

• Refinancing externally – but banks don’t like to refinance churches since it looks bad if they 
have to repossess them 

• Obtaining loans from promissory notes from members rather than from the UUA. Board 
didn’t like this since we would still have outstanding debt, it hurts near-term operating 
expenses (we would still need to pay that back) and could hurt long-term expansion plans 
(we would still have outstanding debt in the timeframe that we may want to build). 

• borrowing from capital funds, with a one year moratorium on pay back.  We’d still have a 
debt and might have to pay more money annually to pay it off in 7 years since we’re skipping 
a year. 

• Mini capital campaign – to ask for the money from congregation. Would rather have 
members increase operating pledges, and it could impact people’s ability to continue current 
pledging, and maybe impact future capital campaign drives negatively. 

 Our recommendation is option 1: paying off the mortgage using 9% of capital funds. We found the 
pros and cons to be as follows.  

• Pros:  

o The mortgage would be paid off to the UUA,  

o we would be using less than 9% of funds, 

o it puts us in good credit position for a future mortgage, and  

o reduces operating expenses by $18,400 for the next 7 years.  

• Cons:  

o Not all money will now go to the new sanctuary, 
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o could be seen as not living up to our promise to the capital campaign contributors, and  

o could result in lower campaign contributions in a future campaign. 

 Motion #1: Steve Cohen moved to waive the 70% upper limit for salaries and benefits as a percent of 
total budgeted income for fiscal year 2009-2010. The motion was seconded. 

Discussion: 

• Would this waiver be for just one year? (Steve indicated yes, for fiscal year 2009-2010 only. Any 
future decision would happen at a future annual meeting.) 

• Was anyone here on the board when the 70% was set? (Nancy indicated that she had spoken 
with Ken Hostelley, Board President at the time it was set. The feeling was that we were quick to 
drop elements of our budget out, like dues and other program-related monies, when we were in 
tough times. We wanted to set a control on that at a board level. It’s a board policy, which also 
states it requires a vote by the congregation to change the limit, so the congregation is aware of 
what it costs for our salaries and benefits and what choices we’re making. The 70% figure is 
what we were running for many years. No scientific study was done, but it seemed reasonable to 
them because in normal years it’s what we were running. We have also honored the intent of the 
limit that was set – we’ve looked at our priorities and that the fact that staff costs have increased 
considerably since that time.) 

 A call for a vote on the motion was made and seconded. The vote for stopping discussion and voting 
on the motion was taken and carried unanimously. 

 The vote on motion #1 was taken and carried with 1 vote in opposition. 

8.  Approval of UUA Mortgage 

 Motion #2: Steve Cohen proposed the motion to spend $106,000 from the Capital Campaign 
Building Fund to pay the balance of First Unitarian’s mortgage held by the UUA. The church will honor 
requests by contributors to the fund who prefer that their contributions not be expended for this purpose. 
These contributors must make their wishes known in wiring to the Business Administrator by June 15, 
2009.  The motion was seconded. 

Discussion on motion #2: 

• A promise was made. If the church isn’t going to uphold their promise then I wouldn’t be willing 
to give again. To choose this route rather than pay the needed $21,000 isn’t a good choice. 
Steve indicated he agrees the interest rate is low, but the amount of principle we need to pay off 
over the next few years is significant and will constrain our operating expenses. 

• I like it because we all have mortgages and for an individual it’s a good thing because we can 
take it off on our taxes. Churches can’t do that. What’s the best use of our money long-term? 
Eliminating the $18,000 debt service seems like a good use of our services, and is related to 
long-term capital investment in a new building. By eliminating our mortgage we put our operating 
budget on much stronger footing, and when we elect to build the new building we’ll look good as 
a risk to the UUA as a lender.  

• Understands concerns but times have changed. She just reversed a mortgage to get rid of it. 
When times are tough and salary reductions have to be made, anything we can do to make it as 
little as possible is good. She is in favor of the motion. 

• I reject it because we are committed to growth and the staff to help that growth, but we don’t 
have confidence we will achieve that growth or we would be able to raise those funds. Main 
concern is that we have demonstrated in past that the easy solution, regardless of the 
advantages is to take it out of the piggy bank. We worked very hard to establish a maintenance 
fund and then the mortgage started being paid out of it. Efforts were made to replace them but 
then hasn’t been done since we haven’t raised enough money to put them back in. I’ll submit a 
letter asking that my money not be used. 
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• When I made my pledge, I did so only for the building of a new sanctuary. Our government does 
enough switching monies from one area to another. This spinning I don’t agree with. 

• Could we change the motion the other way? Would it be possible for those who contributed to 
the fund to write a letter asking that their funds be used for this purpose?  

• Appreciate concern that the money was to be used for the capital campaign, but I support 
because times have changed and we ought to get this debt off of our books. 

• Sounds like this shouldn’t be a congregational decision but to those who contributed to the fund. 
If we didn’t contribute we don’t have much say in the matter. (Nancy indicated that the votes 
relative to that fund go to the congregation.) 

• Appreciate what we’re trying to do, but the ethical way to do this when someone has given for a 
specific purpose, is that the monies can only be released if the donors have agreed to it. She 
likes proposal that those who are willing to use their money to say so, rather than have people 
opt out. (George Huhn indicated that the Board and ET considered that and chose the opt out 
option. Nancy noted that technically we can amend the motion if there is a desire.) 

 Amended Motion #2: Steve Cohen then amended the motion to spend $106,000 from the Capital 
Campaign Building Fund to pay the balance of First Unitarian’s mortgage held by the UUA. These funds will 
only come from contributors to this fund who approve their contributions on a pro rata basis to be expended 
for this purpose. 

Discussion on amended motion #2: 

• People can make this choice only if balance is paid.  

• In the past our original drive was for a sanctuary and classrooms. When the monies came in at half 
the amount, the congregation decided not to build sanctuary but to build classrooms. No one came 
back and asked us if we wanted that to happen, they made a choice for the congregation.  

• Nancy pointed out the vote is to amend the motion in this way. The amendment was seconded. 

Further discussion on amended motion #2: 

• This is a step in the right direction but we might have a problem identifying who has money in there 
now. He’s not sure capital funds were used for the A/C and other improvements, may have been 
Phyllis Wynn’s money. 

• If we don’t raise the $106K what happens? May want to amend the motion accordingly.  

• Now we’re discussing an “opt in” motion. We talked a lot about this at the board meetings this past 
week. The “opt out” option allows folks to have their wishes honored. The “opt in” has administrative 
efforts and if we publicize the “opt out” enough we should be able to raise the $106K needed. 

• A call for a vote on the motion was made and seconded. The vote for stopping discussion and voting 
on the motion was taken and carried with 6 votes in opposition. 

• The vote on amended motion #2 was taken and failed with 19 votes in favor and the majority in 
opposition. 

• Steve Cohen proposed the original motion #2, to spend $106,000 from the Capital Campaign 
Building Fund to pay the balance of First Unitarian’s mortgage held by the UUA. The church will 
honor requests by contributors to the fund who prefer that their contributions not be expended for this 
purpose. These contributors must make their wishes known in writing to the Business Administrator 
by June 15, 2009. The motion was seconded. 

Discussion on original motion #2: 

• Supports motion. Had original concerns on how to respect the wishes of people who specifically 
designated their funds for the sanctuary. She’s glad to have her funds go toward this motion and 
affirmed that there be adequate communication so people can make their wishes known and honor 
their requests. As to the size of your donation, as a community the smallest contribution is equally 
important, it’s about personal sacrifice. We are making decisions as a community for the good of the 
community and she asks you to do the same. 
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• I oppose the motion. Another point is that when we as a congregation voted to have the capital 
campaign I was promising you that we will chip in and do this. And now some of you want to take 
your funds out. If you want to take it out you’re not capital campaign contributors.  

• Need to make this known to the contributors.  

• A call for a vote on the motion was made and seconded. The vote for stopping discussion and voting 
on the motion was taken and carried with 4 votes in opposition. 

• The vote on the original motion #2 was taken by secret ballot and carried with 64 in favor and 14 in 
opposition. 

9.  Approval of 2009-2010 Operating Budget 

 Motion #3: Steve Cohen moved to approve the Operating Budget as published in the Annual Report. 
The motion was seconded and the vote carried unanimously. 

10.  Approval of 2009-2010 Capital Expense Budget 

 Motion #4: Steve Cohen moved to approve the Capital Expense Budget as published in the Annual 
Report. The motion was seconded and the vote carried unanimously.  

11.  Benediction 

 Rev. Barbara Gadon offered our closing words and extinguished the chalice. 

12.  Adjournment 

 Nancy asked and received a motion to adjourn the meeting. The motion was seconded and the vote 
carried unanimously. The meeting was adjourned at 1:40 pm. 

Respectfully submitted by Cindy Cohen, Recording Secretary 

  


