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What is a Unitarian Universalist minister? Almost all of you can talk about 

what ministers do: lead worship, go to meetings, make hospital visits, go to 

meetings, conduct weddings and memorial services, go to meetings, leadership 

development, provide staff support, and go to more meetings. We make time in our 

work week to study and to cultivate a personal spiritual practice. The work 

schedule of a minister is filled with such a variety of things; we really are 

generalists in the best sense of that word. That variety is what makes it interesting, 

that and the fact that almost everything on our schedules puts us in relationship 

with other human beings. We are people-person generalists.  

What I have just described is the work that is visible to you, our 

parishioners, our partners in mission and ministry. But while you may be able to 

watch us at work, it may be hard for you to take full measure of the value of that 

work. It’s hard for us as well. That is why when we gather with colleagues, we 

spend time reflecting on what we aspire to. We hope that our labors will result in 

changed lives, changed communities, and the progress of our faith. We work on, in 

faith.    

Who are we, these people who by virtue of education and experience and 

calling walk with you in these unique and sometimes quirky places called UU 

congregations? Before you begin your candidating week I’d like you to think about 

that, about the nature of UU ministry. I’d like you to know who we are and what 

we do. And I want to start by telling you about some things we are not. 

A Unitarian Universalist minister - your new minister -is not a savior. Do 

not for a minute think that if the match is just right everything will wonderful. The 

arrival of your new minister will not magically make more money appear in your 



treasury. New volunteers and leaders will not suddenly flock to your doors begging 

to do the work of the church that you are tired of doing. The monkey balls will not 

get picked up, the hospitality table will no automatically fill with food every 

Sunday, and the children will not be magically tended. People will still refuse to 

read the newsletter and will then complain when they miss important events.  

However, lest you be discouraged, let me tell you what you will get in place 

of a savior. You will get a leader. A collaborative, skilled, respectful leader. You 

will get somebody who gladly and gratefully accepts the authority you give them. 

Their authority comes from the agreements you will come to together – some of it 

specified in a letter of agreement, much more agreed upon covenantally as you 

walk together. Ronald Heifetz, who writes thoughtfully and deeply about the 

nature of leadership, makes a distinction between authority and leadership. 

Authority is the agreed upon exercise of power and use of resources to move an 

organizations towards its goals. It is granted contractually. Leadership is more 

complex; it involves using one’s position and credibility to get an organization to 

deal honestly with core issues of identity and meaning, even when that means 

making individuals and groups of you uncomfortable.  

Ministers are people who are sometimes required to make other people 

uncomfortable. You know what the classic job description of a minister is? To 

comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. So, no savior, but one with 

authority and a leader with integrity. 

May I make some practical suggestions as to how to apply this reality to 

your interactions with your new minister as you begin, in just two short weeks, to 

create that relationship of mutuality and collegiality? Avoid unreasonable 

expectations. Put aside any notion you might have had that once the vote is taken, 

it will all go back to normal. The good old days. There is no such thing! The past 

four years here have been filled with changes and challenges – and those changes 



and challenges didn’t start when I arrived. They started decades ago. Despite the 

difficulties and disagreements you have experienced, give yourself credit for the 

tact that in the end, you rose to meet the challenges. As a result, you are a different 

congregation than you were the last time you were in search for a settled minister. 

Your governance is different. You have instituted shared ministry in the form of 

Worship and Pastoral Associates. You have started talking to each other about 

things like money, and trust, and disappointment, and perseverance. You have 

learned, after what must have felt like an extraordinarily long period of instability, 

that transition and change are the normal states of any organic, living system. Like 

this one. 

Please do not slip back now into magical thinking. Instead of looking for 

glimpses of a savior who will magically bring things back to the old and no longer 

possible normal, look for glimpses of an emerging vision of shared ministry. That 

vision, grounded in the very real world of your everyday lives, can be quite 

uplifting and glorious. And even, dare I say, salvific. 

A corollary to the sad news that UU ministers are not saviors: we are not 

perfect. Not even the best among us can be everything that every one of you wants 

us to be. We cannot be good at everything that each one of you wants us to be good 

at. Your new minister will not be perfect; they will probably not fit the picture you 

have in your mind of the ideal new minister. What they will be is imperfectly 

human, and that’s good news. Why? Because that is just what all of you are – 

imperfectly human. Flawed, incomplete, sometimes unsure, sometimes too sure. 

Given the reality that your new minister will be imperfect, as all your ministers 

have been, I suggest that one good way to prepare for a successful candidating 

week is to examine your own personal expectations carefully and discard those that 

might get in the way of your honest engagement with Rev. Imperfect but Good 

Enough! 



 Does this mean that none of your expectations will be met? Of course not! 

Does this mean that none of your needs will be met? Of course not.  What it means 

to welcome a perfectly imperfect human minister into your lives is that you will, 

together, articulate a vision of shared care and concern, a way of being together 

that supports the strengths of everybody involved, and allows each one of you to 

find your particular place in the overall ministry of the church. Let each of you, 

called minister included, do what you do best. Let each of you spend your time and 

energy on what you feel most passionate about. Articulate clear lines of authority 

and accountability. Expect a great deal of each other – minister and lay leaders 

alike. Just don’t expect perfection. Most importantly, remember that accountability 

is a two way street. Expect as much of yourselves as you do of your new minister. 

Hold yourselves and each other accountable for your own behavior, your 

performances, for keeping promises you have made, for being trustworthy and 

trusting. When things go wrong, as they always do, remember that many people 

own this congregation; many people create the challenges and many people create 

the solutions. Seek solutions rather than blame.  

This is important because there is one more thing that we Unitarian 

Universalist ministers are not. We are not martyrs. Our union got together a couple 

generations ago and insisted that vicarious atonement be written out of our 

contracts. We pointed out, with strong theological and biblical arguments to back 

us up, that vicarious atonement had been tried and that the results had not been all 

that pretty. The practical application of this insight is so obvious that I almost hate 

to insult your intelligence by pointing it out, but it is my job sometimes to belabor 

the obvious, so here goes: Don’t try, not now and not ever in the future, to crucify 

your new minister. Figuratively or literally. No good will come of it. 

Well, bummer. You don’t get a savior, you don’t get perfection, and you 

don’t get a martyr. What do you get? You get the answer to the question, “What is 



a Unitarian Universalist minister?” You get somebody who will sit with you in 

times of loss and walk with you in advocacy. Somebody who will use their 

leadership to cast a vision for what you could be as a congregation. Note that I said 

cast a vision, not impose a vision. Your minister will listen to all of your 

aspirations, weave them together, and show you what you could be when you are 

at your best. You get somebody who has been called out from among you to do the 

work of professional ministry. In simple terms, you get somebody who has the 

luxury of doing full time what you do as volunteers in your precious spare time. 

Plus they have a fine theological education, years of experience, years of 

continuing education, and other credentials besides. Your minister has a deep and 

abiding commitment to Unitarian Universalism, no doubt stemming from the fact 

that some time in their life they were transformed by this faith. They will have a 

passion for healthy congregational life. When they answered the call to make this 

their life work, they took that passion, and that transformative gratitude, combined 

it with education and experience, and . . .  voila! Your minister emerged. A UU 

minister, that elusive thing that is as much art as science, as much intuition as 

information, as much heart and soul as mind.   

Every year at General Assembly, the annual meeting of our denomination, 

new ministers and credentialed religious educators are welcomed, retirees are 

honored, and those who have died are mourned. The service always begins with a 

processional and the singing of the hymn Rank by Rank Again We Stand. It is 

often sung at ordinations and installations. And we are going to sing it now. As you 

sing, imagine yourself part of an eternal procession – rank by rank and line after 

line of religious liberals – ministers and parishioners walking and working side by 

side to keep strong the faith that we all love so deeply. 

 


