
L ooking back over the past three and a half years, since we embarked on a 

new shared ministry together, our First UU Society has grown and  

deepened our capacity to serve our mission in several exciting and important 

ways. 

Together, we have: 

 Transitioned to a form of governance (policy-based governance) better 

suited to a congregation of our size (400-600 members) and much-utilized 

throughout the UU world. New by-laws and Board policies reflect this 

transformation. 

 Clarified the role of Senior Minister as Chief of Staff and “Executive.”  

 Moved from a “Council” model for organizing ministry programs to five 

integrated “ministry areas,” each with designated staff oversight and lay leader-

ship support. 

 Increased our collective level of generosity to hire new part-time staff, support our 

UU Association, meet the Burlington Livable Wage for all paid staff positions, and 

nurture new ministry opportunities. 

 Continued building on the “healthy congregation” habits begun during the interim 

ministry, such as maintaining our congregation-wide covenant, creating a Healthy 

Congregation Team (formerly known as the Committee on Ministry), and  

developing conflict management and deep listening tools. 

 Begun to implement our Safe Congregation Policy, to promote all forms of safety, 

but particularly child abuse prevention, in our community. 

 Added program staff hours for youth ministry and membership; supported a  

ministerial internship and expanded our Director of Music position. 

 

 

By Rev. Mara Dowdall, Senior Minister & Gene Bergman 
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Phew! Not bad for a few years’ work, right?  

And, perhaps not surprisingly, with the help of all of 

this infrastructure and capacity-building, we have seen 

growth in membership and attendance at all age levels. 

We’ve launched new initiatives—Theme Circles and 

The Path, this year’s Mother Up! collaboration with 350VT, 

Our Whole Lives for 5 and 6th graders, and new racial 

and economic justice projects. Our Meeting House, 

which has always served as “the community’s sanctu-

ary” in times of need, is becoming an even greater focal 

point for supportive gatherings and social witness, and 

more so since November’s election. And what had pre-

viously been a sporadic practice of hosting vigils has 

become a rather regular ministry of our Society.   

The good news is that all the work we’ve done is  

helping us more effectively meet our Society’s and the 

community’s needs and dreams. These will surely 

grow in the future. However, while all of this has been 

unfolding, we also have been experiencing some be-

hind-the-scenes challenges. These are not uncommon 

for congregations of our size, at which ministry needs 

tend to outpace staffing and resources.  

As our staff team has grown and new ministries have 

launched, we’ve become crunched for office and  

meeting space. Further, despite adding new part-time 

staff positions (thanks to your generosity!), our senior 

staff – especially Rev. Mara and Christina Fulton, our 

Director of Operations and Finance – have been operat-

ing for some time now with overflowing—and in the 

long run, unsustainable—workloads. The potential of 

burnout is quite real.  

Related, we are now in our sixth year of having only 

one minister, after what was more than a decade of 

being served by two clergy. The decision to downsize 

to one minister in 2011 had major financial benefits 

(and ultimately allowed us to bring all staff salaries 

and benefits within the recommended ranges), but 

nonetheless, we are a rather large congregation with a 

high public profile to be served by only one ordained 0ÈÏÔÏ #ÒÅÄÉÔȡ &553"Ⱦ -ÅÅÔÉÎÇ (ÏÕÓÅ ÃȢ ΧήΫΦÓ 

staff clergy leader. The effects of this strain, perhaps 

felt most by Rev. Mara and Christina, nonetheless rip-

ple through the entire staff team.  

Last spring, with an eye toward both the exciting po-

tential and the real challenges of our current situation, 

we, your Senior Minister and Board of Trustees, decid-

ed to seek some outside help in navigating it. Mindful 

that other congregations have had similar experiences 

at this size-point, we reached out to wise people in our 

UU world, including Joe Sullivan from our UUA New 

England regional staff, in search of a consultant who 

might assist us at this point in our journey.  

You can imagine our delight when Joe, along with his 

boss, Sue Phillips, offered to provide us with a year of 

consultation themselves – and at no cost beyond our 

regular UUA dues. Sue, the UUA’s regional Field Staff 

Lead, and Joe, a former UUA Northern New England 

District Executive who now works on Sue’s team, were 

drawn to work with us because (1) they see in us a 

thriving congregation, with strong leadership and po-

tential for ministry at a crucial threshold in our jour-

ney, and (2) they felt they could learn alongside us, 

gaining insights that would in turn help them support 

other similarly-sized congregations in our region. 

After some preliminary conversations with Rev. Mara, 

Gene Bergman (Board President), and Tracy Titchner 
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(Board Vice-President), Joe and Sue came to Burlington 

in August. They framed their visit around a key  

question we asked ourselves in order to help us over-

come the challenges we identified: “How might we 

[FUUSB] best employ our existing resources of people, 

finances, and facilities to meet the congregation’s mis-

sion, values, and ends?” Joe and Sue also looked at 

three related questions: 

 (1)   How our capacity aligns with the size of our con-

gregation, 

(2)   How our congregational and community cultures 

influence our options and potential, and 

(3) How we assess and deploy our assets in service of 

our mission. 

 Joe and Sue spent two days in deep conversations with 

the Board, staff, and key lay leaders, around these  

topics. After their visit, they compiled initial  

observations and recommendations for how they might 

work with us over the course of this program year.  

Following further conversation and discernment, we all 

agreed that: 

 Joe, who is highly experienced in governance and 

stewardship, will primarily work with the Board 

on its practice of “linkage” with the congregation 

and community, as well as with the Board and Rev. 

Mara on the practice of “interpretation” of the con-

gregation’s visionary Ends, which help guide min-

istry programming and focus staff priorities. 

 Sue, who is highly experienced in congregational 

life, management and staff teams, will primarily 

work with Rev. Mara and Christina to further  

develop and strengthen our staff team building 

and workflow practices, as well as explore staffing 

structure and levels.  

 Both Joe and Sue will support us as we attend to 

some of the important congregational culture 

changes that come with our current size and  

governance transitions. 

We are already getting underway. Rev. Mara and 

Christina met with Sue at the start of November, and 

the Board and Rev. Mara had a retreat with Joe on  

December 4. You’ll be hearing more about the first 

fruits of this work in the weeks and months ahead . . . 

so stay tuned!  

This is vitally important work, and to accomplish it, we 

will need to carve time and energy out of already-full 

dockets—so you may notice a strategic “stepping back” 

on other fronts for the time being, particularly by Rev. 

Mara and Christina, as this work unfolds. 

We look forward to hearing any questions you have 

about the consultation now and in the months ahead, 

as we continue learning, growing, and navigating the 

challenges and opportunities at FUUSB, and our world, 

together!  

In faith, 

Rev. Mara, Senior Minister, and Gene Bergman,  

President 
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We combined the Fall and Winter issues of The 

Steeple. Upcoming issues will be sent in March, June, 

and September!  



The purpose of the Healthy Congregation Team (HCT) 

is to support the overall human relational health of our 

FUUSB congregation as we endeavor to fulfill our mis-

sion.  This is done proactively through the support of 

awareness and education of lay leadership, staff, and 

congregants, as well as through the provision of sup-

port during times of tension and/or conflict.       

 

In an effort to further explore and understand what 

constitutes a healthy congregation, the HCT participat-

ed in an exercise last fall answering the question “What 

does a healthy congregation look, feel and sound 

like?”  As you may imagine, there was quite a range of 

descriptors.  Similar to “health” within a human being, 

relational health within/between a group of people, 

and in our case, a UU congregation, can be expressed 

in all sorts of ways, shapes and forms.  Here are a few 

of the items/ descriptions that came up through our 

short brainstorming process.   

-welcomes newcomers, cares for each other, 

assumes best intentions, supports risk taking, 

practices forgiveness and accountability, en-

courages diversity of all kinds, maximizes peo-

ple’s potential and helps them reach their full 

potential, seeks to understand one another…. 

 

What would you add?   

 

It is exciting and joyful to be part of a healthy congre-

gation, to participate in an intentional community 

within which real, life-giving connection is possible, 

and to experience all that results when this oc-

curs.  There has been a lot of work over the years with-

in FUUSB to shore up  foundational components that 

support a healthy congregation including: developing 

and holding central a clear purpose and mission, evolv-

ing and clarifying our governance structure and poli-

cies, holding central the concept of being a welcoming 

and inclusive community that creates the opportunity 

for all people to be seen and heard and to contribute 

and receive from one another, establishing and  
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Components of Healthy Congregations 

committing ourselves to a congregational covenant that 

identifies expectations that align with our UU values, 

and utilizing covenants within our smaller group and 

team work.    

 

In our work together as the HCT this past year, we ex-

plored the relational processes and structures that help 

generate and support healthy relationships and con-

nections.  Specifically, we explored the role of commu-

nication and conflict resolution as part of that healthy 

process.  We identified two primary tools to focus on 

and develop within FUUSB this year, which we believe 

will support the overall relational health of our congre-

gation: non-violent communication (sometimes also 

referred to as compassionate communication) and re-

storative practices.   

 

To this end we sponsored the October 2nd service - 

Building a Listening Congregation, with a follow-up 

workshop that same day that introduced these con-

cepts.  In addition we will be sponsoring a specific 

training at a later date for all those who are interested 

in further understanding and practicing Nonviolent/ 

Compassionate Communication.   

 

These concepts are completely aligned with our UU 

values, and we are excited about helping strengthen 

them within our congregation.  Out of this process we 

will be looking to identify and build a group of mem-

bers who are interested in learning restorative practic-

es/conflict resolution approaches and serving on a team 

that will eventually become a resource to the church 

community to work through conflicts as part of our 

healthy growth and evolution together.  Please get in 

touch with any HCT member to ask any question or 

express interest.  Here’s to an exciting year of growth 

and development in healthy communication and rela-

tionship building!   

 

HCT Members: Bud Etherton, Sarah Forbes, John Grimm, Peggy 

Owen-Sands, Amelia Schlossberg, Steve Silverman and Rev. Mara  
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January 8, 2017 

11:00 a.m. 

The First Unitarian Universalist Society of Burlington 

warmly requests the honor of your presence, as we 

gather to rededicate our historic Meeting House on the 

occasion of its Bicentennial. (Original dedication:  

January 9, 1816). Our Service of Rededication will in-

clude speakers from the community, a story for all ages, 

homily by Senior Minister Rev. Mara Dowdall, inspir-

ing music from the First UU Choir, and a ritual of re-

dedication. 

All ages are welcome. Our nursery will be open for in-

fants and toddlers. Older children will begin in the ser-

vice, then will have an opportunity to depart for a spe-

cial activity, returning later in the service for the ritual 

of rededication (Children who prefer may also remain 

throughout the service).  

All are invited to stay for a reception to follow  

immediately after! 

This past fall we offered several fantastic events in  

celebration and anticipation of our bicentennial (with 

more activities to follow).  

In September our service titled “200 Years and Counting” 

focused on the stores and history of our Meeting House. 

In October we hosted Meeting House tours and an English 

Country Dancing demonstration. Later that month,  our 

organist, Wayne Schneider, and our choir performed a 

concert titled “Gentlemen Amateurs, Immigrant Profes-

sionals, and Ornery Yankees” featuring music pieces from 

time period. Earlier this month, on December 4, a Carol 

Sing was held here at our Meeting House.  Choirs from 

around the community gathered with our UU Choir in 

producing a musical event where the audience took an 

active role in the joyful singing. A special book of holiday 

carols was reprinted for the event  

Thank you to our Bicentennial Task Force, and volunteers, 

led by Brian Haas, for all of their hard work and planning!  

We will have more bicentennial highlights in the next  

edition of The Steeple in March!  
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Bicentennial Service of Rededication, January 8  
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Saturday, December 24 - Christmas Eve Services 

Rev. Mara, Martha Dallas, and Andre Mol, leading 

4pm - Family Service: No Rehearsal Pageant and  

Candle Lighting 

6pm and 8pm - Traditional Candle Light Services: 

Homily and Choir 

 

Sunday, December 25 - "A Celebration of Lights"  

Worship Associate Team, leading 

 **One Service Only - 10am**  

After our traditional "Christmas Breakfast," come hon-

or December's many sacred observances, including Ha-

nukkah, which begins December 24, and celebrate light 

amid the darkness. 

 

Sunday, January 1 - "Welcoming the New Year with 

Best Intentions" 

Worship Associate Team, leading 

 **One Service Only - 10am**  

Join us to formally make your resolutions for the New 

Year-- not the ones about losing ten pounds or achiev-

ing the perfect work-life balance. Let's reflect and say 

goodbye to the parts of 2016 we're ready to leave be-

hind, and imagine how we will bring forward our best 

energy in this New Year. 

 

Sunday January 8 - "From Our House to the World" 

Meeting House Bicentennial Service of Rededication 

Rev. Mara, Martha Dallas, and Honored Guests 

**One Service Only - 11am** 

 

*Our regular two-service schedule will resume Sunday, 

 January 15.  
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Transforming our Religious Education Culture 

 

Look around and you will notice lots of little 

changes this year around how we talk about and 

provide religious education, especially RE for 

children and youth. All of these changes – too 

many to list here – are aimed at furthering the 

broader goals of: 

 Providing better support to teachers, particularly by 

training and equipping them more thoroughly so that 

they are free to teach 

 Greater consistency in classrooms of adults, activities, 

and rituals to better support children 

 Providing greater sustenance and nurture to parents in 

general, and as their children’s primary faith develop-

ment guides 

 Coordinated integration of youth programs and minis-

tries into the whole of Religious Education and the life of 

First UU 

I’m really excited to see how RE looks and feels in the 

coming weeks and months, as these changes come 

alive in the program! Too, I hope you’ll let me know 

what you think and how it feels to you as a parent, a 

teacher, a kid, or a UU of any age. 

Welcome to UU RE 2016-17! 

In faith and with love, 

Martha Dallas, Director of Religious Education 
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Building Upon Strength 

by Jennifer Carpenter  

Greetings from the Music Department!! I hope you are all 

enjoying the beauty of winter in Vermont as we get into 

full swing at the UU!! As many of you know, I am from 

South Burlington, and have returned to Vermont after 

having lived and worked across the United States and 

travelled abroad for several years.  

 

We are so lucky to live in a state where people come from 

all over the world to see the beauty of our state!  Building 

upon the strength of our existing music programs, our 

staff and lay ministry are seeking to add new opportuni-

ties to broaden and diversify our musical offerings to the 

congregation, based on the survey you all provided, and 

based on some new and invigorating dialogue amongst 

us. I extend a warm welcome to you to join the Choir, or if 

you have other musical gifts that you'd like to share out-

side of choir, (such as playing a musical instrument in ser-

vice, or anything else you may think of), please feel free to 

contact me and I'd love to talk with you!! Choir meets on 

Wednesday evenings from 7-8:30pm, and generally, we 

sing the first and third Sundays of the month during sec-

ond service, with some exceptions, and we sing at second 

service, which is at 11am.  On the Sundays we sing, we 

meet to warm up at 10:15am in the Sanctuary.  
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Part of a Journey 

by Andre Mol, Ministerial Intern 

 

My first visit to Burlington was unexpected.  In 2005, my 

wife Carrie and I were enjoying a summer vacation away 

from New York City.  Our schedule included visiting 

friends in Boston and Montreal.  We had one unplanned 

day between those two cities and figured we'd find some-

where to stay overnight along the way.  Looking at the 

map, Burlington seemed like a good choice. 

 

It was a bright, breezy summer evening.  We ate out on 

Church Street, watched the crowds pass by, and browsed 

through a few bookstores.  We casually remarked that we 

could live here.  Little did we know that five years later 

we'd leave friends and family behind to raise our children 

in Vermont.  We were already committed UUs, but I  

hadn't yet discovered my call to ministry.  For me, the 

move was partially a way to explore my place in the 

world. 

 

Since that move, I've learned to pay close attention to the 

middle spaces where I find myself.  Those spaces have in-

cluded visiting rooms at correctional facilities as a restora-

tive justice volunteer, patients' rooms at UVM Medical 

Center as a chaplain intern, and now the Meeting House of 
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152 Pearl Street 

Burlington, VT 05401 

Phone: (802) 862-5630 

FIRST UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST 

SOCIETY OF BURLINGTON 

WE RE ON THE WEB!  

WWW.UUSOCIETY.ORG 

If you'd like to talk further about sharing your musi-

cal gifts in or outside of choir, feel free to come and 

talk to me on Sundays mornings at the receptions, 

and/or make an appointment by sending me an email 

at jennifer@uusociety.org. I tend to hang around the 

building on Tuesday afternoons and on Wednes-

day mornings, as I am here for regular  meetings on 

those days, but my office hours are by  appointment. I 

am off email on Fridays and Saturdays but I will re-

turn emails as soon as possible. I love to meet new 

people and I'm just thrilled to be working at 

FUUSB!! I have enjoyed great dialogue thus far with 

the other staff, lay ministry and the congregation, and 

I'm looking forward to getting to know you all!!  

 

Thank you all for the warm welcome, and I'm gearing 

up for a great new season in worship and music for 

2016-2017!!  

FUUSB as a ministerial intern.  Somewhere between 

where I started and where I am headed, if I listen, I can 

usually hear something calling to me -- teaching me 

about this world and all the beautiful lives that share it. 

 

I hope to meet you and learn about your relationship 

with this congregation as part of my learning journey 

here.  How has this place played a role in your life's 

journey?  I hope you'll share some of your story with 

me when we meet. 

 

My office hours are Tuesdays 12:30 - 5:30, and  

Wednesdays 9:30 - 5:30. I can be reached at  

andre@uusociety.org. 
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