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Introduction

Briefly, the hire-to-call process is a means ohbig a second (or third or fourth)
minister to a large congregation designed to hedgimize the chance of a great relationship
between a senior minister and an assistant andc#ssary, to give a graceful means of exit for
the congregation and minister if the match is romidy In this process the minister is initially
hired by the board of trustees for three-year gewdh the understanding that at the end of the
second year the congregation will vote on a délthe minister receives the requisite plurality
(often 85%) from the congregation, the assistamister is considered “called.” Frequently, at
this point the minister is promoted from assistarassociate minister and receives a
proportionate increase in pay. If the ministersipnet receive a vote sufficient for a call, she or
he is offered a one-year terminal contract. Dutimg year both the minister and congregation
usually enter the search process.

| hope in writing that | invite others to fill gaps my own understanding. As yet, little is
written on the subject. The UUSettlement Handbook andInterim and Consulting Ministry
Handbook contain material that can helpfully be used to gutds process but only once refers
to the process directly and never mentions it bypera This treatment of the concept in the UU
settlement bible is indicative of the growing bitill ;stitutionally unsettled status of this
practice.

| write additionally because | sense in my inittahversations on the subject that we are
at somewhat of a turning point regarding this pssceThe early experiments have grown and
have gained greater acceptance and have led to stetrig, successful ministries. Some still
have doubts. It has long been a basic understamioat the authority of a minister is based, not
primarily on skills or on professionalism but ogall. In our congregationally based

! The direct mention of the process is found inS&tdement Handbook: “In view of the critical
importance of a well-functioning, mutually cordralnistry team, the search for a new minister igéar
congregations offers special complexities, depandimthe position to be filled and the accountgpbili
relationships anticipated among the ministers. ggisdant minister is generally supervised by a more
senior minister and hired by the board rather twdled by the congregation. Thus wide congregationa
involvement in the search—surveys, group meetiagd,candidating week—is inconsistent with the
relationships to come. This minister is best solbgtd search committee made up of board members,
chairs of committees responsible for areas in wthielminister will concentrate, and the supervising
minister” (p. 14 http://www.uua.org/documents/mpl/transitions/setiat _handbook. pylf

The most helpful material related to the hire-ti4peocess is found in thieterim and Consulting
Ministry Handbook in the section “Calling a Consulting Minister Addy Serving the Congregation” (See
Appendix A).



denomination, Unitarian Universalism, this call esthrough a congregation if not from it.
This is why, among us, congregations have the @nppwer to ordain. Yet, gradually, these
understandings have made way for the growth ohtteeto-call practice. While this is by no
means the standard or universal method of bringisgcond minister to a large Unitarian
Universalist congregation, it has become commonepia large congregations. Moreover, this
method acquired the cache of being the new or mi@gressive way.

At the same time, experience with this method la®lbped. Something on the order of
20 ministers have been bought to congregationsisniay (beginning with Kelly Crocker in
2001 at First Unitarian Society of Madison). Ttreck record has given momentum and a
certain measure of acceptance to the model. lalsasgiven painful object lessons teaching, at
least, that there is no full procedural fix to thikerently fraught vagaries of how ministers and
congregations form relationships and dissolve thémthe worst cases, some ministers and
some in congregations have ended up feeling teabitle-to-call process was more a two-year
audition than a ministry.

Optimistically viewed, the fact that we have novd Isgven years experience with this
model means that we are at a moment when we maghegsome wisdom both about when and
how this model is best used.

Where Does This Come From?: Beyond the Tyranny of the Mid-Sized Congregation
Immediately, the idea for the hire-to-call procdssives from painful experiences
regarding second ministers in large congregatidiigese were primarily instances in which the

traditional call process had failed with painfusuéis for the congregation, the assistant or
associate minister, and the rest of the staff oioly the senior minister. And this also included
experiences in which large congregations hiredimteecond ministers and were very frustrated
that the rules regarding interims forced populaosé ministers to leave after one year. In
somewhat wider scope, three shifts have contribit@tdeating the moment for this innovation.

First, there is the perception in the UU and ireotthenominations that there has been a
tyranny of the mid-sized suburban congregation.atorked for them was taken as the
standard and norm for all congregations—Ilarge amallsrural and urban. Increasingly there is
the realization that in every area of congregatibfeathe standard models must be adapted,
sometimes radically, to work outside the mid-sigaldurban congregation. This is true of RE
curriculum and ways of getting building loans. s true of administrative organization and
methods of doing social justice. And it is truenafys of forming and dissolving relationships
with ministers.

Second, methods of governance are shifting or—aatlethere is strong opinion that
they should shift. At base many perceive that t®af trustees have become bogged down in
the details of decision-making and problem solwirdgen their more proper role is in setting
direction and policy. There is decidedly mixedifegabout the most prominent fix to these
problems—Carver Policy Governance. Yet, anyone dssat through interminable board
discussions, second-guessing the work of capalileters and staff, has an intuitive
understanding that change might be needed. CGbtfrustration has come the perception that
key staff, especially the senior minister neededenamd clearer executive authority, including in
selection of staff. In the traditional search @®%; the search committee is intentionally
insulated from the direct influence of the congtegaand its leadership, and perhaps most
especially from the influence of current staff. sime measure the hire-to-call process has been
a move to redress this—to guard the congregatmnisership of the process while allowing
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other staff and especially the senior minister&lesough to the process to help ensure the
working relationship between the second ministek thie senior is creative and productive.

Third, views concerning interim ministry are smfii In the 1980’s the Alban Institute
proposed that, especially in cases of long mimistar troubled ministries, congregations have
term-limited ministers who come for one or two \getir help prepare congregations for what
would—hopefully—be the next long-term settled mi@is This interim would have exceptional
scope of authority to work to change those thingsessary to creating success in the new settled
ministry. Freed from the need to build her orduwa long-term constituency, the interim is freer
to be honest and to push to change what needsaitgeh Especially in the UU world, it
increasingly became normative that there wouldrbm&rim after the departure of every settled
minister not just after the end of particularly door troubled ministries. More recently, the tide
of opinion has flowed in the other direction. leasingly, opinion has developed that the idea of
interim ministry is another of those that presurttedrealities of the mid-sized congregation. In
a large congregation, there is increasingly mixgidion about whether interim ministers are
needed or desirable for positions other than theseninister. For positions other than the
senior minister the stress of the transition is.le$ is arguable that, if work is needed on the
traditional six tasks of the interim this work shabbe led by the senior minister or an outside
consultant, not an interim assistant supervisetheysenior ministef.

What WeHave Learned

Sometimes this process has worked well. SometimaesOverall, it has worked
satisfactorily enough that it seems likely that tise of the hire-to-call process will continue to
be used. The problems with the process are that it canaadelement of tentativeness to the
first two years—sometimes making it feel like aredy long audition. And, it can insert into
the life of the hire-to-call minister and the coagation a time-bomb of sorts. One might say,
that the process does not insert the tension lirgdife of the congregation, only gives a healthy
structure for dealing with it. However, ministrjéike marriages have their ups and downs and
there is a good reason we do not enter into masiagth a provision that two years, if both
partners are not 85% satisfied, the marriage is.oVet, overall, the experience with this model
seems to provide a relatively good mechanism foomplishing its chief purposes: (1.) to give
the senior minister a healthy way to have a strongle in the process, and (2.) to give less
traumatic and more orderly exit strategy when tla¢cmis not good).

Some have recently argued that a way to fix thélpros with the process might be to
push the logic of hire to call even further: tdyonave one called minister in a congregation

2 (1) claiming and honoring its past and engagirdyaknowledging its griefs and conflicts; (2)
recognizing its unique identity and its strengtieeds, and challenges, (3) understanding the ajpa®p
leadership roles of minister(s), church staff, lydeaders and navigating the shifts in leaderttp
may accompany times of transition, (4) making appede use of District, UUA, and other outside
resources, (5) reaching beyond the dominant cultureclude the multicultural world in social sesei
and social-justice, and (6) renewing its visionesgthening its stewardship, preparing for new gnow
and new professional leadership, ready to embtecéuture with anticipation and zest.

3 It is unclear how the growing shortage of ministeill affect this trend.
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with second and third ministers only being hifettet, it seems most likely that the hire-to-call
process will continue to be a common and perhapsihst comment method of bringing second
ministers to large congregations.

Given that the practice of hire-to-call is likety ¢tontinue, it is important to gather
wisdom on when and how it should be done.

The first piece of wisdom regards what to expemtifiany such process. The forming
and dissolving of relationships between ministexd @ongregations includes messiness—
always. It is destructive to blame a process bee#has failed to tame entirely the messiness.
Many congregations see anxiety and decide thaegnis itself the problem when in fact the
problem is their low capacity to work creativelyidst anxiety. Indeed much thinking about
creative leadership in congregations focuses oo this: how to live creatively amidst a
higher normal level of anxiety (Peter Steinkengregational Leadership in Anxious Times,
www.alban.org/conversation.aspx?id=618&on Heifetz,Leadership Without Easy Answers).

So, the ideal for any such process is not thainiet the messiness but that it create an
institutionally healthy structure for it—with a @eunderstanding of what will happen when and
where the healthy places for involvement in thecpss might be. The aim is not to find a way
to eliminate the pain of the end of a ministry.eTdim is to make clear and well-understood
channels for dealing with that pain and for turniinigp organizationally and personally healthy
purpose.

The second piece of wisdom regards the choice ethven or not to use the hire-to-call
process or whether to use a more traditional ditangll (or, conceivably, straight hire). Much
involved in making the decision about which to doestbe individual to a congregation. This
much can be said in general: to the extent tlcahgregation has a strong executive role for the
senior minister, hire-to-call should be considereate strongly. To the extent that a
congregation has more egalitarian or less strudttgkationships in the staff and that the lay
leadership takes a stronger management role,atigicmal call process should be considered
more strongly. To do otherwise on either side gpta dissonance that it likely to lead to
problems.

If a congregation decides to use the hire-to-aatess, there seem to be five key things
that are crucial to its success:

» Srong role of the senior minister in theinitial search and settlement process. Often
the laity and lay leadership feel strong ownerstip-even possessiveness over—the
process of selecting a minister. For this protessicceed, the congregation must be
willing to relax this and the senior minister mbstready to push the congregation to
do so. If the congregation is not ready for tbisthe senior minister is not ready to
press this issue, it is best not to use this pgoc&se senior minister should not chair
the search committee but should be and be seenda hctive member of the
committee, active at every stage. This shoultldeopen, honest discussion in the

* The major reason some believe that there shoujdbenone called minister per congregation involtres
sometimes awkward situation in which the senioristém departs and the associate or assistant remaimere
have been instances in which the question of wlaatweeded to balance the skills of a remainingrektoonister
have been allowed to take precedence over thellangaeeds of a congregation. There have be¢anioss also
in which congregations have ignored the lack ofdyoeemistry between the new senior minister areh@ming
second minister—leading to problems.
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committee of where the senior ministers’ strengthd weaknesses need to be
balanced. And this must include the right—andrésponsibility—to have
opportunities to judge and opportunities to exprasws about the intangibles of
personal chemistry. For this to work, the senigrister and the assistant must have
more than general compatibility and well-balanagulgkills. They must “click.”
They must find in each other a primary creativermar

Clarity of communication and process. Under the best of circumstances, UU
practices concerning the settlement of ministec®rgusing and mystifying,
especially to the average lay person. The hireatbprocess is pretty much entirely
uncodified and passes from one congregation tchenty word of mouth. The
purpose of this process is to serve as the meanake tough, important decisions
and to give a channel to potentially strong ematiofhere must be repeated, clear
communication to establish this process in theectite mind of the congregation. |
am tempted to say, it needs to be drilled in toppe0oThis means, at the very least,
establishing the process in writing with a timelared repeatedly referring people to
where the congregation is in the timeline. Posljiwiewed, a hire-to-call process is
an excellent occasion for a congregation to leaedgcommunication skills. Direct
face-to-face communication is good. Indirect comioation, especially anonymous
indirect communication (as in questionnaires) aght with difficulty (Alban
Institute just published a good book on communacain congregations: Ruth
Kibbie Simmons and Karen McClintocKdealthy Disclosure: Solving
Communications Quandaries in Congregations,
http://www.alban.org/conversation.aspx?id=6138

Strong intentionality in the relationship of the senior minister and the assistant. This

is not an easy relationship. In one moment, tkaiomship is one of supervisor and
employee. In another it is as close creative bollators. And in another it is two
relatively equal colleagues in a profession. Gsre@-assistant team whose
relationship went well described the lengths theyito in this regard: Yearly they
had an outside professional consultation regarthiag working relationship. They
stuck to an absolutely regular schedule of weeldgtings. They took pains to
clarify with each other their relative roles in tmany, many endeavors they shared.
They even went to the lengths of holding differpies of meetings in different
places. If the meeting was to be as supervisoreamuoyee the meeting was held in
one place. And, if the meeting was as two membktise executive team holding
each other accountable, it was in a different plaked, if the meeting was as two
colleagues, they meet in a third place. Whilegasicularities of this way of relating
is specific to this these people, there is somgthlout the intentional, even
obsessively intentional nature of this way of watkthat is important to making the
hire-to-call process succeed.

The senior minister needs to learn to be a good supervisor and work past any
ambivalence concerning thisrole. Ministers don’t learn to be supervisors in
seminary. Even congregations, even few large agagions, have clear, regular
routines of supervision and evaluation. Indeedstnsongregations and most
ministers approach the subject with studied ambiva#. To do well in this process,
the congregation starting with the senior minisieeds to build capacity in this area.




It simply isn’t adequate for supervision to be ¢nadl to occasional compliments and
criticisms and a once a year written process. sEmeor minister and the assistant
need to have an ongoing rich conversation concgmuowing edges and how best to
build strategically on strengths.

» Clear, strong rolein the call process for the senior minister. When it comes to the
congregational vote for the call in the hire-tolgabcess, the senior minister must
tread a very narrow line. The call itself is froine congregation. The congregation
rightly owns this part of the process. Especigliyen the strong role that the senior
minister plays in the earlier part of the hire-tl@rocess, it is wise and important
for the senior minister to allow the congregationiake the lead in the call part of the
process. And, at the same time, the minister neelds visible in the process.
Anything less would be read as ambivalence or sagdport. This balance is not easy
to maintain. Should the senior minister say thatsr he favors the call? Should the
senior minister directly ask the congregation tppsut the call? Some of those
wisest about the process and with the most expmriehit, paused when asked
directly these questions. At the very least thre@aminister needs to be up-front and
visible in the process.

Crucial to the success of the hire-to-call proeedbat peoples’ reactions be directed into
the process: don’t seek to tame the reactiorsnd®nber, as was said above, the aim of this
process is not to remove the pain often associaitdministerial settlement and departure. The
aim is to create a structure strong enough to lgaadthy channel to strong reactions.

In conclusion, | thank all those who gave generpatheir time and energy to help
educate me concerning the hire-to-call processndrad has been learned in the seven year since
the hire-to-call process was first used.



Appendix A
From thelnterim and Consulting Ministry Handbook:

Calling a Consulting Minister Already Serving the Congregation

Consulting ministries are established for a hoseakons. A consulting ministry that is going
well often inspires leaders to seek to conven # settled ministry by means of a ministerial.callhile
a UU congregation is of course free to call teséttled ministry a consulting minister already s&g\or
any other person, for that matter), it should adgk to do so when the objectives for which thegiioai
consulting ministry have been largely satisfied] anly after the passage of a significant periotiré.
The wise congregation will concentrate on the isghat brought the consulting ministry into being f
two years to thirty months before beginning to cdeisextending a call.

There is no restriction on a consulting minist@ésmitting him- or herself to be so considered as
long as in doing so the conditions of the UUA’sslisle candidate” rule are met. Under the rule, a
minister who is a member or staff member of a cegation may not accept a call after the Transitions
Office has submitted a list to the search commifiéeis an inside candidate must apply to the search
committee early in the process, and the search cibeenmust make a yes-or-no decision before
considering other candidates. In other wordsgctiresulting minister can only be considered aloree an
not in competition with other ministers.

Before getting deeply into a call process, the cegation’s bylaws should be reviewed. If odd
or counter-productive bylaws make compliance alehgg, it's time to change the bylaws! The
experience of district staff and the Transitionsebior suggests that generally, the call of a némister
should require at least a 90% vote (written bajlabsentee ballot ineligible), while for dismis3aPb6
should be sufficient. The threshold for callinmemister already on staff should probably be in86e
percent range.

In the polity that characterizes Unitarian Univéistaongregations, the Board and the called
minister(s) are partners in leadership, both chbgethe congregation. With that relationship imdyi
the Board would do well to shift the ownership qfaential call process from itself to the congtema
It will be the Board'’s task to hold the tension dhe limbo of the process, without jumping in tp tio
manage it or fix it or “settle it” in a hurry.

In most instances, the Nominating Committee isajygropriate locus of responsibility for
recommending the functional equivalent of a mimiatesearch committee to the congregation. The
Board can ask it to create a slate of perhapsctwelidates for a “Ministerial Transition Committem”
“Ministerial Options Committee.” They can find daince for their procedure in the UU/Ssttlement
Handbook, which outlines good characteristics for searanmiitee candidates. It is conducive to an
open and healthy process to add that during théimgete elect the Ministerial Transition Committee,
nominations from the floor will be accepted. Oagain, check the by-laws for requirements on proper
notice.

The Ministerial Transition Committee is responsitde“interviewing the congregation” for the
next ministry. Whether the congregation choosesticthe consulting minister or not, there will b@ew
ministry. The Committee is responsible for intewing the minister-candidate, too, as to what chang
s/he would wish to bring about in her/his preseit if called. It is up to this committee, justwith a
search committee, to determine if the congregatiand the minister-candidate’s desires match. They
will or will not recommend that the congregatiori tiaat minister.
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Assuming that the Ministerial Transitions Committeeommends the consulting minister for a
congregational call, the Committee should conduatlaand formal candidating week as describedhin t
Settlement Handbook:  services on two successive Sundays, meetingsominmittees, the Board, and the
congregation as a whole, a vote by secret ballot-watbrks! Only by this means will the minister and
congregation truly know one another’'s mind.



