
Search Circles 

 

During the month of October, the search committed hosted five cottage meetings, called 

Search Circles, and interviewed the youth of the church as well as the staff to gather additional 

information to supplement that obtained from the Congregational Survey.  A total of 53 people 

participated in these meetings.  Given that a high percentage of those who completed the 

survey were some of the older congregants, an effort was made to include more participants 

from a younger demographic.  Both the junior and senior youth groups were interviewed, and 

many younger parishioners attended the meetings.  Two questions were asked of all 

participants: “A year from now, what measurements will indicate that this was a successful 

match?”, and “What can our congregants do to assist in making the transition to a called 

minister a successful one?”  There was a wide variety of answers to the questions, but 

common themes emerged and will be summarized below:  

 

I.  What are the measures of a successful match?: 

 

Preaching -   Nearly everyone who attended mentioned how essential it is that Sunday 

services, especially the sermons, will be inspiring, challenging, and dynamic.  Participants 

talked about hoping that they’d still be thinking about the sermon late in the week, and applying 

insights and lessons to their daily lives.  Many of those attending made the observation that 

they’d notice a shift in attitude in themselves and others that would manifest on a Sunday 

morning as “I can’t wait to get to church” and “I would hate to miss even one week”, rather than 

a resistance to leaving the house on either a rainy or beautiful Sunday.  There was widespread 

expression of a longing for worship that changes and heals us. 

 

Growth - Partly as a result of the above great preaching, most respondents agreed that a 

measurement of a successful transition would be more people in the pews.  People mentioned 

that they’d like to see former members returning, and new visitors coming and staying.  They 

also mentioned that they’d like to see the youth programs growing. There were a few folks who 

mentioned that increased financial health of the congregation would be a measure of success, 

but this was not a focus for most of the respondents. Also related to growth in numbers, 

several folks mentioned that they’d really like to see more activities happening, with meaningful 

“routines”  that build fellowship and camaraderie (like our old monthly bean suppers),  as well 

as an extended church year.   

 

Leadership/Organization - There were conversations about what our church could look like if 

there were positive leadership that improved healthy and energetic participation in all aspects 

of congregational life.  People talked about a style of leadership that listens well, is reflective 

and thoughtful, is collaborative,  inspires, keeps our vision/mission clear and fresh, 

communicates well, and builds leadership in our members.  The minister would be aware of all 



aspects of the church, involved and interested even if not in an active role.  They talked about 

increased willingness from more people to “show up and do what needs to be done”.   

 

Connection - Many of the participants in the circles talked about how important it was that our 

minister would be visible and engaged with congregants.  They would “know everyone’s 

name,” attend events, be willing to make good and heartfelt connections with many of us.  

There was an acknowledgment that the issue of professional and personal boundaries has 

been a difficult one for everyone to navigate, and that going forward we may wish to have 

honest conversations about how to do this well.  The youth who were interviewed were 

unanimous that they are hoping for a minister who can make positive connections with 

congregants in every age group, especially young people.  Good pastoral care was mentioned 

by many as an essential part of measuring the effective connections that would be growing as 

we move forward. Others noted that our supportive connections with each other would be likely 

to improve in a “ripple effect”. 

 

Trust and Authenticity - Many congregants continue to express concern that for those who 

have felt the most hurt from the difficulties of the past few years, building trust may be difficult. 

A measure of a successful transition will be decreased anxiety, increased trust, a willingness to 

be vulnerable, honest expression of differences of opinion, and a healthy system for conflict 

resolution. It is challenging to express in measurable terms, but these folks are looking for 

evidence that the entire mood within the congregation has shifted into one of hope, kindness, 

forgiveness, and trust. 

 

Energy - Similar to the theme of Growth, many respondents said they would see higher levels 

of energy and excitement, reflected in more participation across the board.  “Enthusiasm 

bubbling over” was a common theme.  While they acknowledged that this was another variable 

that cannot be measured, it was brought up in every group.  Related to energy, the youth in 

particular were focused on a sense of humor and lightness that would increase their sense of 

connection to a new minister. 

 

Change/Continuity -  There were some conversations about the process of change, with 

attendees mentioning that they hoped the programs already in existence, especially our social 

justice efforts, would be strong and growing, and that new initiatives or other changes in the 

church would be careful, thoughtful responses that come with congregational input. 

 

Visibility/Outreach - In looking ahead, many of those participating included the wish that our 

congregation would be increasingly visible as a beacon of social justice and a leader in the 

interfaith community and the community at large.  We should be visible during “big events”, 

e.g. 9/11.  They also expressed the desire that we all feel more connected to the wider UU 



community.  They see the building of those strong connections as a measurable outcome of a 

successful and healthy ministry. 

 

II.  How can our congregation support a successful transition? 

 

Spirit of Fun and Welcome - Our congregation has amazing cooks; many people’s first 

response was “feed them!”  Others commented that our dinners, small groups, family activities, 

etc, were all great ways to build a connection and foster a great beginning. 

 

Positivity/Hope - Most of the attendees talked about how essential it is that we enter the 

transition from a position of hope, assuming good intentions, and trusting that things will go 

well. We need to give the minister the benefit of the doubt as often as possible, and focus on 

successes. It will also be important to maintain our awareness that it is our responsibility to 

offer thoughtful and respectful communication whenever we find ourselves with questions or 

reactions which could be related to past difficulties. Some who suffered during the past few 

years may be sensitive to what the new minister says and does, and, yet, we each must take 

responsibility for understanding our own reactions, and thoughtfully communicate these to 

regain trust. 

 

Patience and Reasonable Expectations - Many congregants are well aware that no minister 

can be all things to all people, and cannot be expected to be superhuman. We will need to 

allow for a learning curve, prioritize, accept that the minister will have strengths and 

weaknesses. 

 

Communication - Many participants recognize that we have a responsibility to be our 

authentic selves, to be open and vulnerable about what we need, and to communicate as 

honestly as we can. We need to share our feedback thoughtfully and expect the minister to do 

the same. 

 

Accountability - It will be essential to have a very clear structure in place for both informal 

feedback and formal evaluation.  Guidance from the UUA, active engagement from the Board, 

and a process for setting goals and reviewing progress will all help in developing a healthy 

relationship between the minister and the congregation. 

 

III.  Staff feedback 

 

Staff were asked about their priorities regarding the ministerial search.  In describing a 

successful search, they identified most of the same qualities that congregants prioritized, 

especially good preaching, solid communication skills, connection to the wider community, and 

dynamic, non-anxious leadership.  In addition, they specifically mentioned the ability to be 



organized, plan ahead, and pay attention to detail as well as keep the “whole picture” of the 

church in focus.  Staff highly value a strong and effective advocate for any and all 

disenfranchised groups who will continue to work on making our church a safe and welcoming 

place.  Flexibility, accommodation, and support for the part-time roles of staff were also 

essential parts of working collaboratively. 

 
 


