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In the 17th Century, as English colonists settled in these parts, they established separate towns 
with separate churches, the first church in each town to be called the First Parish Church of that 
particular town. By 1648 there were 65 such town congregations, so they gathered in 
Massachusetts’ first church council to establish how they would govern themselves 
henceforward.

The Massachusetts General Court was already growing weary of disputes between congregations 
in separate towns. This council of churches met in Cambridge and, five generations before the 
American Revolution, adopted what came to be called the 1648 Cambridge platform of church 
governance -- and essentially governs us today.

Each congregation is responsible for raising its own funds, controlling its own property, calling 
its own minister(s), and determining its own criteria for membership. Our first minister, James 
Allin -- that rowdy, window breaking, card0-playing Harvard graduate -- was paid mostly with 
unlimited supplies of fire wood and the right to graze his cow for free on the town green. It was a 
simpler time. 

Each congregation enters into its own covenant, revised as needed generation to generation, that 
stipulates this is an intentional, voluntary community, one that exists for enabling and 
engendering our own spiritual journey toward God, agrees to hold regular Sunday worship 
services and to offer child dedications or baptism and communion at least four times each year.

This congregation’s covenant, which was signed by 17 mostly young men who founded this 
congregation in 1717, agreed to give themselves one to another, to walk together in pursuit of 
their own spiritual growth in our congregation, promising faithfully to watch over one another, 
and to delight for the Holy to abide in our midst.

Fully a third of these early Massachusetts congregational churches became Unitarian 
congregations during the 19th Century, forming the American Unitarian Association, and in the 
20th Century, after merger in 1961 with the Universalist Churches of America, in 1985 adopted a 
covenant for all Unitarian Universalist congregations as follows:  “We, the member 
congregations of the Unitarian Universalist Association, covenant and affirm to promote the 
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inherent worth and dignity of every person;[to seek] justice equity and compassion in human 
relations; acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations; 
a free and responsible search for truth and meaning; the right of conscience and the use of the 
democratic process with our congregations and in society at large; the goal of world peace, 
liberty, and justice for all; [and] respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we 
are a part.”

These have come to be known as our UU Principles and Purposes. After listing five primary 
sources of our living tradition, our congregations concluded by saying: “Grateful for the religious 
pluralism which enriches and ennobles our faith, we are inspired to deepen our understanding 
and expand our vision. As free congregations we enter this covenant, promising to one another 
our mutual trust and support.”

There are strong echoes of our 1717 covenant in UUA’s 1985 covenantal language.  We are still 
bound together as a free church.

So how do we run this place nearly 300 years later? I am mindful of Dan Hotchkiss’ paradox of 
organized religion, the need to create a stable institutional environment in which people’s lives 
will be transformed.  Our bylaws require us to gather at least once a year in Annual Meeting to 
elect officers and approve a budget for the congregation. In between meetings of the entire 
congregation, the Parish Committee serves as our governing board with full authority to act on 
behalf of the congregation. The Co-Ministers also serve as Co-Heads of Staff, so we are 
responsible for all hiring, monitoring, supervising, and firing (if necessary) the paid staff here.

Why does it matter how we are run? “Religion transforms people; no one touches holy ground 
and remains the same,” says Hotchkiss, the author and congregational consultant. “Religious 
leaders stir the pot by pointing to the contrast between life as it is and life as it should be, and 
urging us to close the gap.”  

In smaller congregations, often with fewer than 100 members, the governing board makes most 
of the day to day operating decisions. As congregations get larger, we become what the UUA 
calls a mid-size II congregation; with over 250 members, governance often changes to some 
form of policy-oriented governance, where the minister or Co-Ministers serve as Co-Heads of 
staff, overseeing and implementing day to day operating decisions, and the governing board 
focuses upon setting the appropriate policies and constraints that will ensure a healthy and robust  
congregation.
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In 1717, James Allin was our only staff; today we have the full-time equivalent of five staff, but 
because most of us work part time, that work is split between 10 staff positions and also four 
choir section leaders and two nursery aids.

Rev. Martha and I as the co-ministers and co-heads of staff each work half time, our DRE works 
three-quarter time, our choir director works almost half time, and we often have a half-time time 
ministerial intern. So we together represent all of the paid program staff.  Sonya Abbott, our full-
time Parish Administrator, heads up the administrative side of church, where we also have a 
quarter-time controller, quarter-time Membership Coordinator, half-time sexton, and custodian to 
keep this place running, at 40 percent time.

We began our transition as a congregation to more policy-governance under Midge Wilcke’s 
leadership 7 years ago, before Rev. Martha and I were even here. We strengthened this transition 
under Jane Hoey’s leadership 4 years ago, and have largely figured it out under Karla Baehr’s 
leadership over the last two years.  In May we expect to elect Chip DeWitt as our next Parish 
Committee Chair, and he has already begun training with Dan Hotchkiss for his new role, and 
has introduced Erik Wikstrom’s book Serving with Grace to fifty of our lay leaders to help 
govern our emerging ways of operating this institution.   

We seek to be an institution that will survive, even thrive, generation to generation; empowering 
each generation in turn to find the gifts of the spirit: faith, hope, and love which transform our 
lives in community. 

Wikstrom says: “Common wisdom holds that people come to church for a sense of belonging, 
and that getting involved with a committee or task force is a great way to meet people and feel 
more connected. … But perhaps this is not really why people come to church. …  Just getting 
involved isn’t enough.  It doesn’t speak to their deepest need – a transformed life.” 

With more than 260 adult members, 120 children in our Religious Exploration program, and ten 
paid part-time or full-time staff, we are a relatively complex small institution that seeks to 
remember our mission is to aid each other in spiritual transformation.

I encourage everyone to attend worship regularly, teach in our exploration program, join one or 
two of our spiritual questing groups, attend dinners and potlucks, and find a committee on which 
serving brings you joy. To support the program side of our congregation, we have teams focused 
on Congregational Life, Care Ministry, and Diversity, also committees for Religious Exploration, 
Worship, Ministry, Teaching Parish, and the Social Action Council.
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If you can’t find joy working with other people in support of our program life, perhaps you can 
help on the administrative side of our community. Administration and finance of our beloved 
community is sustained by committees serving Building and Grounds, Canvass, Investments, 
Leadership Development, Welcoming, Communications, Technology and Stained Glass.

All of these teams and committees work with our paid staff, under the direction of our co-
ministers and the auspices of the Parish Committee, which this year has begun a chartering 
process, for each team or committee to develop a written charter of their purpose, mission, and 
means of accomplishing their work, and the Parish Committee will present their own recently 
developed charter today at 12:45 p.m. so that everyone can know where they best fit into this 
small, relatively complex organization. Find that which makes your heart sing, and that is what 
you are called to do within this community. 

You may think that I exaggerate, for you have served on committees before, even church 
committees, and you know they can be endlessly long and boring.  You can’t imagine how that 
would make anyone’s heart sing, I know!

Yet “active participation in the life of your spiritual community gives you an acknowledged stake 
in it, empowering you to make that community your true spiritual home by infusing it with your 
values,” Wikstrom says. “… Lay service means claiming your own strand of the interdependent 
web while honoring the needs of others. It means being a firsthand witness to the power of 
diversity united in a single mission.” 

We are increasingly using Wikstrom’s recommended steps for making our meetings part of our 
spiritual journeys together. He says always begin with Opening Words, a chalice lighting, a 
check-in, and end with a check-out.  He suggests use of a Vibes-Watcher and occasional breath 
breaks to monitor and enhance the pacing of a meeting.  

Perhaps meetings of our spiritual community can be different than other kinds of meetings you 
attend. Wikstrom says a two-hour meeting can allow up to one and half hours to do the business 
of the meeting but at least half an hour for the spiritual work of the meeting. He discourages 
meetings lasting longer than two hours as less conducive to efficiency and less spiritually 
fulfilling as well. 

“Service within the context of your church means working with a group of people who 
understand your Unitarian Universalist values and commitments and will hold you accountable 
to them,” he says. 
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That is one of our seven principles: the acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual 
growth in our congregations.

What if you don’t want to be a leader of this community? Wikstrom insists that part of 
discovering our own humanity involves finding our voice and our heart in community.  So you 
may wish to be a facilitator, a convener, a point person, an able lieutenant, or a servant leader.  
These are all fine ways of engaging with community. The term minister actually means “one who 
serves,” so you could join Rev. Martha and me in approaching your leadership as servant 
leadership.

“This is an appropriate understanding of leadership in communities like UU congregations, 
which, because of their congregational polity, reserve ultimate authority for the gathered 
community,” Wikstrom says. “Leaders have only authority given to them by their communities – 
in the end it is the church as a whole which directs its own course.” 

The theologian Howard Thurman once said, “Don’t ask what the world needs.  Ask what makes 
you come alive, and then do that thing. Because what the world needs is people who are alive.”  
That is deeply true in this community.

“There is yet another level which opens up most fully when you see service to your congregation 
as a spiritual practice,” Wikstrom adds. “… Leadership can provide countless opportunities to 
learn more about yourself – your strengths and challenges – and how you work with others. You 
will have the chance to practice patience and learn about listening, really listening, to people 
with whom you disagree yet who may well have something you need to hear.”

That is why signing our membership book, turning in your annual financial pledge, engaging in 
spiritual exploration in small groups, and joining in the work of this congregation are part of our 
transformation. Our free and responsible search for truth and meaning is best done in 
community; there are some things we must help each other to do which we could never do alone.

In 1905, the 26-year-old Albert Einstein published a paper on the theory of relativity which in 
retrospect marked the beginning of the end of modernity. After 700 years as humanity’s central 
organizing worldview, new theories from physics on the nature of reality killed modernity. In the 
early 1970s, when I first learned of Einstein’s work on the nature of the space/time and energy/
matter continuum, and later probabilistic theories of Heidegger and Schrodinger, I was told only 
a few college professors really understood them, and the rest of us would simply reap the 
benefits of these equations. 
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By the time those children born in 1970 reached college in the early 1990’s, most science majors 
could understand the impact of this growing post-modern worldview. By the time Sarah and 
Robert, my own Millennial generation children, learned of them in their 21st Century high 
school, high school students were expected to readily grasp the implications for our worldview. 

Today anybody with a computer can access a description of these worldview altering theories on 
Wikipedia. So how will we govern ourselves in this increasingly post-modern age, with Builder 
generation members who like the certainty of modernity, Baby Boomers who were raised on 
modernity and are anxious about the pace of change, Gen Xers who grew up amid the emergence 
of post-modernity, Millenials who have never known anything but post-modernity, and the 
iGens, those born since the year 2000, who are growing up in a radically different time in terms 
of how people congregate, communicate, and live now in community? 

It may seem strange to you, but I think the Cambridge platform of church governance and our 
1717 covenant will continue to serve us well, as long as we are mindful of the incredible changes 
still occurring in how we congregate, communicate and live in community.  

Power and authority will more often be delegated and/or distributed, so we will need to trust one 
another in our respective roles.  We need to discover ways to be more transparent in our 
governance. Meetings will need to be shorter, and more spiritually oriented, if we wish to engage 
a large part of our community in this work. We need to hold each other accountable: for funding 
our operating needs, for maintaining our building, and sustaining our future.

We need to expect more of each other, and support each other in doing together that which we 
cannot do alone, so that membership in this community remains both an honor and a privilege 
engendering our spiritual journey toward God, or whatever post-moderns may call that Ground 
of All Being, union with which brings us into our fullest humanity. We can faithfully watch over 
one another, delighting for the holy to abide in our midst. I love you all dearly. Amen and 
Blessed Be.

6


