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It has been an honor to be in relationship with you and your congregation during this
year. I offer you a set of observations and recommendations which I hope will guide your
vision and decision-making process, and your allocation of resources, for the future of
the congregation. If you have questions or wishes for further conversations regarding
any part of this report, please feel free to be in touch with me: djweiner101@gmail.com

On February 26, 2022 I offered the First Parish in Brookline’s Board an initial set of
observations and recommendations regarding your religious education program based
on the work I have done within the congregation since late autumn, 2021. I noted the
following strengths:
~ A small but highly engaged religious education committee
~ commitment to sustaining the religious education program, even through

COVID and staffing uncertainties
~ willingness to engage in ‘creative solutions’ and spend money to

support religious education programs that are of value (e.g., OWL for
middle schoolers, facilitated by a group of leaders from outside the

church).
~A small but connected group of families who show up for RE programs on a

fairly regular basis.

At that time I also noted several questions or behaviors that I felt were impacting the
congregation’s RE program.
> The absence of a program for high school aged youth: people remember the

times when there were high school youth programs, and continue to wish for
such a program again. I wondered why it had disappeared.

> Dissipation of community-building multi-age programs. People are yearning for
multi-age programs that will bring people back together for celebration and
sharing.

> Little presence of children/youth in worship. In conversation we noted the conundrum
that while some people want children in worship, others (sometimes including their
parents) tend to not come to church during all ages worship. On the other hand, it’s
hard to promote visibility of children and youth if they are mostly invisible in worship
settings.



> The legacy of former DRE/choir director Lynne Beasley. Many people talked about the
energy, creativity, and programs offered by your former DRE. Lynne was something of
a force of nature, offering programs in music, dance, and other creative ventures. Could
a children’s choir be re-initiated? Could other Revels-like programs be brought back
(e.g., Morris dancing, pagan celebrations like May Day)? There is potential here to
capture some of that verve and creativity juice and bottle it once again.

In February’s report, I made several preliminary recommendations. They included
Hiring a DRE who was at least ½ time (likely, ¾ time) to model and supervise a program
serving infants through high school - noting that a youth advisor is also recommended. I
suggested that sharing a full time DRE position with another congregation nearby with a
smaller RE program might be one way to creative support such a hire, while
acknowledging that job sharing is not perfect; requiring the participating congregations
to ‘give a little’ in the interest of all participating groups. I also emphasized the
importance of ensuring that the position is at fair compensation levels in all ways, given
that there is a shortage of desirable and qualified candidates.

I also emphasized the importance of ensuring that the individual(s) who serve you have
strong organizational and management skills as well as excellent oral and written
communication, as these are critical to successfully offering, implementing and
sustaining such a program.

Further, I suggested (as noted above) that you hire a 10 hour/week youth programs
coordinator to bring back a high school youth group. This may seem a bold move, and
to be clear, it must be thought of as one where you are investing for the future over the
next three to five years: you are unlikely to see lots of immediate changes, but over
time, there is a likelihood that participation will build, as you do have children and youth
in these age brackets who might participate if programming was attractive and
available.I suggested that this individual be supervised by your DRE, with compensation
at least in the $18-$22 range - possibly up to $25/hour.

I made additional recommendations:

~ Focus, in your programming, on rebuilding community and connection rather than on
‘education goals.’ In this time of trying to establish “post-COVID normalcy” the emphasis
needs to be on restoring connection and friendships between children, youth and
families. This is the element they have craved, this is where you can build strength.
Encourage the RE committee/team to work with your hospitality and membership
teams, on community-building events: weekend camping trip, hike and cookout, Easter



egg hunt this spring, graduation celebration, etc. People are literally starving for this kind
of connection and the church that offers it will be the one that draws families and
children and youth.

~ Revise and upgrade your Coming of Age program. My observation is that the
congregation’s leaders have used a program that has some strong elements and
misses some key points. I have shared another model and some additional suggestions
for Coming of Age with the RE committee; now (this spring) is the time to drill down and
improve/strengthen Coming of Age so that it will be more appealing and provide more
connection to UU values and mission, next time around. Part of that success is to not
run the program without a core group of youth. Don’t be afraid to let it run on an
every-other-year basis, and team with a nearby congregation if needed. Your program,
and the experience youth have, will be stronger if you follow that plan.

~ Plan NOW to offer OWL for lower grades. One of the magnets that pulls people to a
UU congregation is the OWL program. I know of no UU congregation near yours that is
offering OWL (a 9 week course) for K/1 or 4-6 levels. Doing so as part of your program
will be a calling card to the church. To achieve this, plan now (and allocate funds now)
to train two or three facilitators in OWl for these younger grade levels. In doing this you
also are making a statement about the ways in which you plan to equip children to have
agency over their own bodies and protect themselves from predatory strangers. (The
cost of OWL training, locally, per person = about $400, which includes the training and
curricula).

Beyond this, my February memo made some recommendations about possible
directions for hiring.

What’s Evolved, What’s Changed:
Since my initial recommendations were made I’ve had some additional conversations
with people and had a bit more time to observe congregational behaviors. A workshop
and focus groups were held in March with the congregation; ideas were recorded on an
imagination Jamboard and through conversations. Subsequently I was invited to
conversation with the church Finance Committee around religious education
discernment and planning (early April).

I believe that one of the key questions the leadership of this congregation - and
its members and friends - needs to consider is: of what value are children and
youth in the congregation? And if the answer is ‘high value,’ then some other
directions for staffing should be considered. While I initially suggested a ½ to ¾ time



DRE for the congregation, it’s increasingly evident that a developmental director of
family ministries is likely to be a staffing approach better suited to the congregation. A
Director of Family Ministries is in the best position to be able to develop a plan for a
program that would serve the needs of the children, youth, adults, and families (in their
many forms) in the congregation through faith development programs, affinity groups,
and intentional groups that draw people from different ages and stages together.

Here are some additional elements that inform my suggestion of engaging a director
of family ministries:

a. The congregation has been without insightful, inspired religious education and
family ministry direction for at least three years (possibly considerably longer, if
one evaluates the success of the prior two or three DREs)

b. During this time of COVID transition your minister has spent a huge amount of
time trying to keep the RE program going - putting her finger in the dike, as it
were, and encouraging others to maintain the level of RE that currently exists.
Other lay members of the congregation, who serve on the RE committee, have
done the same and this is admirable…but this plan is not sustainable. The work
of an experienced religious educator is needed to help inspire a plan for the
future and to support a full program of teacher training, curricula selection, and
engagement of families and adults in the programs.

c. The congregation’s hunger for programs and activities could be addressed
through a membership coordinator or through a family ministries director - but it
is not likely to be supported sheerly through volunteer effort. Volunteer energies
are low right now, and waiting for individuals to come forward to implement such
programs is not likely to yield the results you want and need.

d. A family ministries director is in the best position to inspire the
congregation to become an active learning community, with programming
for different ages and opportunities for all ages to engage together
(example: Coming of Age for youth AND for parents; OWL for different ages of
children/youth AND for adults or elders or young adults; small group ministries
focused on different topics or perspectives; family ‘fun events that all ages can
participate in, etc.)

Beyond this, I believe that if you were able to engage someone who also had music
experience, or if you allocated funding to ‘seed’ a children’s choir, it would be an
additional benefit. I understand that your current music director does not have the
interest, nor perhaps the time, to work with children/youth, and yet these programs are
frequently magnets. Kiara Zani is a music professional; if working with the church on a



music program was a way in which she could engage, there could be wonderful results.
A connection to Voices Boston was also mentioned - but in Kiara you have an in-house
resource who at the least, can guide the focus and development of a nascent music
ministry program for children and youth.
Sustainability is an issue. As one of you said, “A lot of people are very protective about
their Sunday mornings, and being in worship services. They don’t want to miss worship.
So thinking about opportunities for people outside of the worship service could help.”
Shifting focus in the congregation from “what I need” to what “we all need” is an iterative
process, oriented toward building the common good. Such work can reap rewards over
time.

Breakfast Dream - or Excitement Dream?
The author Robert Dale - in his book, “To Dream Again” - asks whether we want a
‘breakfast dream’ - cheerios or corn flakes - or whether we instead want an excitement
dream - asking “what amazing things will I do?” If this congregation’s vision - as
articulated in the feedback gathered - points toward ‘excitement dreams,’ then it is a
fulfillment of vision and commitment to the congregation to plan for and support a plan
that will not focus on ‘maintenance’ but on carrying forward the vision for growth and
expansion of programs for youth and families.

The congregation offered their opinions through feedback of more than forty individuals.
The wish for expanded religious education programming was clear and the opportunity
lies with the congregation’s leadership to fulfill the wishes expressed.

Conclusions
This congregation has the opportunity to re-start its religious education program but
funding and support has to be allocated that will allow a skilled and experience religious
professional to bring the insight, experience and creativity to the congregation that will
help re-invigorate and re-establish the program as a vital part of the congregational life
of First Parish in Brookline. I encourage you to recognize the need for a three to five
year commitment to a bold vision that will re-set this program in ways that will feed the
congregation’s health and vitality in all areas.

To summarize, the elements that would help to establish such a plan are:

Staffing
Director of Family Ministries - full time, ~60- $75K
Youth Programs Director, ¼ time, $25/hour
Youth Music Director - in kind or ¼ time, $25/hour



Curricula to include elements such as:
OWL at the K/1 and 4/6 levels, every other year
OWL at the middle school level, every other year
Revitalized and reimagined Coming of Age for grades 9/10, every other
year Spirit Play for lower elementary/PreK
Additional Programs like “Faith Among the Trees,” “Harry and UU,” “The Fifth
Dimension,” for elementary levels
“Building Bridges” for older elementary/lower middle (upgrade from the old “Neighboring
Faiths” - 2 year rotation curriculum

Religious Education Training to be reinstated 2x/year, including basic information, safety
procedures, learning and teaching skills, plus information from ‘specialists’ who can be
engaged for a three hour training (e.g., special education, music and drama in
education, creative craft use in education, etc.).

All ages programs to build connection and community including spaghetti and chili
suppers, country dances, hikes, camping trips, movie nights, etc. plus ‘intentional family
pods’ to connect a wide span of ages together in ‘family’ groups. Revival or expansion
of small group ministry models could also be part of this effort.

Increased all ages worship experiences, at least once/month, that fully engage the
congregation in celebrating worship together and build the connection children and
youth have to UU faith and values. Inclusion of children and youth regularly as ushers,
greeters, readers, chalice lighters should all be part of this effort.

I am convinced that First Parish in Brookline can offer a dynamic religious education
and family ministries program that is attractive not only to the families and members of
the congregation but to those in the surrounding residential areas, particularly Jamaica
Plain and Dorchester. However this promise is not likely to be realized without a
significant investment of resources to ensure its development and support. Such an
effort is well worth doing at this time, when resetting a healthy religious education
program can bring hope, promise and optimism to the families who call First Parish in
Brookline home.


