














and run. For example, in one church, the search committee promised a candidate a larger
salary, thinking the matter had been cleared with the board. The board rejected the scarch
committee’s offer and the minister was blamed for *holding up the church.”" In another case,
a strong board clique wanted a different candidate from the one chosen by the search com-
mittee. Ministry is difficult enough to practice.in a new church without being garroted in in-
ternal church power struggles before even arriving on the scene.

6. A key question in any church is: how are controversics handled? Are they met or
avoided? If met, does the decision-making process settlc the matter or does a forceful
" minority refuse to abide by the result? If avoided, then how is the issue resolved or is it simp-
ly left to fester? Every church has some "sickies,” that is, individuals who find in church life
a primary outlet for neurotic needs, which are not fueled by the realities of the church, but
rather their own internal illusions. How are such persons handled? Are they allowed to
wreck havoc again and again? Are they excused and tolerated even if they dominate and
destroy groups? Are they lovingly ncutralized? Are they harshly confronted? Are they
forced out of the church? How a church handles its obvious, overt problem personalities
often signals how it will deal with significant issues in the church.

7. Some ministers like to have an informal meeting during candidating week limited to long-
time members. Such persons are rarely still active in the formal leadership positions of the
church, but they are usually casily identified. Such a meeting can be informative about the
concerns of older, influential members. The gathering can also reveal much about the living
institutional memory. Sometimes such members have unusual insights since they are not bur-
dened with the practical problems confronted by the current church leaders.

8. A minister should try to discover during candidating why s/he was picked. It is not hard
to ask, "What did you consider my strong points? What factors led to your decision? What
about my ministry seemed to fit your profile of nceds?” The answers the parson receives to
such questions may be a revelation, for they can reveal a perception far different from the
cleric’s own. The choice of any search committee carries certain expectations. It is good to
know what these are and whether you wish to live with them.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE CANDIDATING EVENT

The stellar moment arrives when all the preliminaries are over. A search committee invited
you to be THE candidate. It is now between you and the congregation which will vote on
your call. There is ample room for clation at this point, for you know that you've been
chosen after a long and arduous process taking many months. You are now asked to engage
in an event which is central to our heritage and highlights the dictum "frecdom of the pulpit
and freedom of the pew."

This booklet rivets on the practical aspects of church secking, yet candidating is more than
a pragmatic task. The linchpin to our whole system is that a congregation and a minister
choose cach other. For all its terrors, upsets, mistakes, and peculiarities, it is a profound
process. Any. minister stands privileged to take part in candidating. Every cleric who
engages in it well reinforces a tradition and enhances the entire ministry.

The dual dominant emotions during candidating tend to be euphoria and exhaustion. Both
conditions blunt perceptivencss. The week should allow both congregation and minister to
get acquainted, discover mutual strengths and weaknesses, and find out if there is emotional
and spiritual compatibility. Candidating is a trial run and evidence should be brought out

and examined. The right questions need to be asked, but this does not always happen.

1. Candidating is a process where both parties tend to put forth their best qualities. This
precondition can create a mood of politeness rather than candor. Church and ministerial
needs begin to meld. The congregation wants to convince you that it is the most dedicated
group to exist since the Socinian exiles of the 17th Century. You want to show the congrega-
tion that you are the reincarnation of Olympia Brown and William Ellery Channing. As a
candidate, you want to be liked and to receive an overwhelming positive vote. All the world
may love a lover, but keep pressing the nagging, scarching questions.

2. Usually the search committee selects one of its members to be in charge of arrange-

ments. Be sure that is done; otherwise the schedule will become confused and conflict as
several persons try to arrange dates. Before the calendar is even opencd, make certain that
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what you need is on it. It might not occur to the scarch committee that you need time to
look over the community, talk with other UU ministers in the area, have appointments with
community leaders, etc. Most of all, if you want free time, get it on the schedule, for the ten-
dency is to schedule chockablock all the time available. Do not hesitate to suggest meetings
which you would like, such as open houses, extended periods with other key staff, etc.

3. Think about hospitality. Frequently a church will suggest staying with a church member,
often with fervent assurances that the facility offered is private. However attractive the offer,
there is good reason to think first of a hotel. Private hospitality can involve obligations with
a host. At the end of the day, you may want a complete retreat to relax and sort out what is
taking place--why worry about whether you're using all the hot water or talking too loud or
how you find a bag of ice? You may find that your host is identified as a member who repre-
sents some clique in the church and thus dwelling with that member is misinterpreted.
There may be overarching reasons not to insist on a hotel, but begin with a bias toward
public facilities. A great boon during candidating is to have the loan (or rental) of a car.
This allows you freedom of movement and begins to let you get oriented in the community.

4. There will be all kinds of meetings during candidating week. It is a good idea to have
some sessions which arc simply open to all, where you are available for questions and
answers. In turn, you should feel free to pose questions about matters that interest you.

5. Make sure that there is ample time to talk with other staff, particularly full-time office
and professional staff. You will have to work closely with these persons if you become the
minister. Understanding and acceptance are essential for a smooth entry into your duties.

6. Churches tend to forget that candidating is a two-way street. You are not just on trial
before the congregation, the church is also being evaluated by you. Sometimes it is impor-
tant to emphasize this dual nature of candidating in your first Sunday service. There is no
need to be disagreeable about the matter, just make certain that the proper reality check is
given. Power is equal during candidating unless you surrender it.

7. Ask questions galore and listen to the answers. The tendency in large gatherings is to
want to hear from the candidate, so that it is easy to go through the week speaking constantly
and hearing little. Ask everyone for information and make a special effort to clicit negative
information. You should begin the week with a list of particular concerns. If the answers to
your concerns from different groups are similar, then you are probably getting the right infor-
mation. If the answers are divergent, then try to find out what leads different persons to
their conclusions. The caution flag should go up when knowiedgeable parishioners perceive
their church in different ways, since that probably means that the church has contradictory
drives within it.



In your listening, strive to differcntiate among (1.) what people say is so, (2.) what they say
should be so, and (3.) what is really so. Each is a differcat reality; a candidate should grasp
the distinctions.

8. If there arc further negotiations to be undertaken regarding the contract, get on with it -
carly in candidating week. Such matters should not be left to the frantic final days of can-
didating. Before candidating week begins, make sure that both board and search committee
members have received the UUMA Guidelines. Ask all members of these groups to read
them before you arrive, so that they will be aware of the ethical standards you are pledged to
uphold and what our professional expectations of a church are. Remember that all contract
provisions need to be in writing. Informal understandings are worthless and often lead to
later bad fecling, due to different interpretations of an oral agreement. The letter of con-
tract should be typed in final form and agreed to prior to the congregational meeting to call.
The existence of such a letter in no way obligates you to accept the call, only to accept the
conditions in the letter should you decide to take the call

9. Once you are finished candidating, leave! Even if you do not depart the community im-
mediately, go off on your own. If the congregational meeting comes on the final Sunday of
your candidating, you will wish, of course, to have the result phoned to you. Whatever the
news—good or bad--it is better to get it by phone, rather than by personal interview. The in-
terview is too subject to being sad, filled with hurt, or, more likely, ecstatic joy which carries
heavy psychological pressure for you to respond positively on the spot.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE CALL

In the Unitarian Universalist Association, the contract between a minister and a congrega-
tion becomes binding through an exchange of letters. No call should be accepted as final
until the contractual letter is in hand. A wise minister will never announce during candidat-
ing week that a call will be accepted if extended. No minister should accept a call over the
phone. This can seem "kill-joy” amid the enthusiasm generated by a congregation, when it
votes overwhelmingly to call you, but nothing is worse than to accept a call in the joyful out-
pouring of a successful candidating week and then to fall into a sapping wrangle about condi-
tions of employment. This situation can be avoided by having the final letter of contract
drawn and ready for signing before a call is extended. Lacking such a letter, if a minister
wishes to give a positive fesponse, the proper reply is, "I am grateful for your confidence. If
the letter is as we seemed to have agreed, then I am prepared to accept your call, as soon as
I have received it formally."

Every call should be extended with 3 report of the actual vote to call as recorded by secret
ballot of the congregation. While a second vote to make the call unanimous may be flatter-
ing, the important vote is the original one. Church bylaws usually provide for a call to be by
some margin greater than a majority (the usual provision is for a two thirds vote). The usual
wisdom is that a call that is less than 90% affirmative is shaky. If the call is under that figure
but substantially favorable, then the minister may wish to ascertain from several sources what
were the reasons for the negative votes. This report should draw from the congregational dis-
cussion about the matter, not just the surmise of individuals. In general, negative votes cast
because of objection to a particular provision of the contract (e.g. the loan of a down pay-
ment for a house) is less serious than negative votes cast because members believe the can-
didate would not make an adequate minister for the church.

Whatever the vote, the candidate deserves the most objective summary possible of the con-
gregation’s discussion prior to the vote. All negative votes should be taken seriously. The
highest confidence level a minister will enjoy is at the time of call. To begin a ministry with
10% or more of the congregation against your ministry is to initiate your work with a sig-
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nificant handicap. If there are more than a handful of negative votes, it is wisc to counsel
with others before responding to the call.

A candidate should also note the percentage of the voting membership of the church which
attended the meeting. If less than 50% of the congregation attended, it is worth looking at
the matter in terms of usual attendance at congregational meetings. A meeting to call a mini-
ster should be half again or twice as large as a normal annual meeting of the congregation.
During candidating a minister may wish to emphasize the importance of a large turnout as
being influential upon her/his decision to accept a call.

Again, all expected conditions of employment should be in the contractual letter. Even if
there are loose ends, they should be covered. For example, the church agrees to consider
providing for a sabbatical, but does not contract to give it presently. The letter might read,
"A sabbatical program will be considered and a recommendation made by the board for con-
gregational action within two years after settiement.” At least this guarantees a process for
making sure consideration is given.

A letter of contract has legal force. More important, any violation of a clear contract
provision will bring the UUMA to your aid. Usually contract disputes begin with lack of
clarity about provisions. Even experienced ministers can fall prey. For example, one church
provided that a certain budget amount would be set aside each year to accumulate a sabbati-
cal fund. The problem was that the minister thought that the money would be for his sabbati-
cal expenses, while the church assumed it was for supply ministers during the sabbatical
period. However elusive, clarity should be sought.

A minister’s call should be indefinite (ie. without term). The only exceptions should be in-
terim ministers (limited to not more than two years’ service to a church), extension ministers
(where a total evaluation of the program is required after a sct period—usually three years),
and the rare, limited call, such as the minister coming at age 65 and agreeing to serve at least
three but not more than five years. It is unusual for the initial contract to have a minimum
length (other than the standard three month termination provision). Sometimes, particularly
if there has been a history of unhappy settlements in the church, there may be an agrecment
that the call shall have an initial set period (say three years) and that obligates both minister
and church for that time period. Given the occasional exception, all should realize that the
indefinite call is basic to our polity and ministerial practice. No minister should be subject to
the whim and whine of an annual re-clection. There are ample provisions in any amply
drawn bylaws for the dismissal of a minister should there be widespread dissatisfaction.

The standard contract provides that either minister or church may end the contract with
three months’ notice. Sometimes the notice for involuntary termination is gradually extended
as the minister remains with the church. For example, the church might provide that after a
cleric is settled ten years, a notice of six months is required in the case of involuntary ter-
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mination. Any accumulated benefits are also due a minister upon leaving a church (cg ac-
cumulated vacation). Contracts should be clear about remuneration for any accumulated
sabbatical time. The fairest provision is that, if the minister resigns, the sabbatical is lost, but
if the minister is terminated then any accumulated sabbatical time is due.

Ministers and congregations are free to choose each other and also free to unchoose each
other. Since dismissals usually take place amid rancor, they deserve particular attention. No
church or minister should proceed along the road to dismissal without careful consultation
with outside experts. Itis I:ughly important that close attention be paid to due process, fair-
ness, and gcncrosnty This is difficult when people are upset and disputatious. The UUMA
insists that no minister shall be dismissed except by a congregational vote and according to
accepted processes and procedures. The UUMA will hold a congregation accountable for
cthical decisions regarding the termination of a minister’s service. A basic truism is that
potentially disruptive situations are best dealt with long before they reach crisis level.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CONCLUSION

The whole complex process of candidating seems like an esoteric rite to those unfamiliar
with it. Its practice results from an evolution of experience over centuries. Since candidat-
ing is a relatively infrequent event in the life of both minister and churches, there is a tenden-
cy to forget how it should be done. Certain strictures along the way seem limiting or cumber-
some to churches. Ministers often feel that as independent professionals they can do it bet-
ter their own way. The common desire by both churches and ministers is to shortcut the
process. In a small denomination, such as the UUA, we are apt to be impatient of formal
procedures and to believe that all matters can be dealt with informally in an "over the back
fence” manner.

Behind every step of the way we do things lies a rationale built upon our polity and tried by
long experience. The process is continually evolving, but it tries to maintain certain stand-
ards. The process strives for fairness, so that every minister recommended will be con-
sidered, and every minister so desiring will have his/her name sent to the vacant church. It
strives for professionalism, so that ministers will not be subject to popularity contests before
a congregation. It strives for church survival, so that churches can consider a number of min-
isters without the potential problem of splitting the congregation into various camps. It
strives for good mating, so that minister and congregations will feel productive with one
another. The settlement process works the overwhelming percentage of the time and thus it
is trusted. Most congregations that have departed from the usual processes have lived to
regret it. Nonetheless, settlement failures stand out because they are so noteworthy and
widely reported. No process can ever replace the care and the concern of the persons, cler-

gy and lay, who engage in it.

Ministers carry a particular responsibility throughout the whole candidating process. Laity
volunteer their time to serve on scarch committees out of their commitment, but ministers
act out of loyalty not just to a particular church but also to a profession. To candidate well
poses a particular challenge for ministers. For reasons of professional pride, inherent self-in-
terest, concern for churches, and collegiality, ministers should enter upon candidating with
seriousness and a commitment to uphold standards. When ministers slop through the search

53



effort, they insult our heritage, our profession, and themselves. Each minister who
negotiates with a scarch committee represents not only the self but all UU ministers.
Whatever a search committee ends up fecling about the adequacy of any particular minister
for its church, the committee should sense that it has dealt with a professional.

A minister once suggested that we might do just as well by replacing present candidating
practice with a lottery system. Candidating, said this minister, was wasteful, complicated,
and expensive. Such charges could be true, but they hardly confront the real issue. Our ap-
proach to settlement stems not from a desire for efficiency, but from our conception of who
we are as a people. Congregational polity was bought for us in blood.- Our call system is a
covenant between a congregation and a minister who choose each other. In free churches
settlement is a sacrament, for it is holy to the ideals and practices of our religion.
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EPILOGUE

WHAT SEARCH COMMITTEES SEEK--

THE EXPRESSED AND THE UNEXPRESSED

I have often been asked when I would write a booklet on "How to Case a Minister." In a
sense, that subject is still beyond my purview, but increasingly I have become aware of the
usual focus of concerns that search committees carry in looking for a minister. I suspect that
this is a little like being an espionage agent--an attempt to alert ministers about what "the
other side" is about. I am also aware of areas that seem important in the search process, yet
are rarely articulated by committees. With these thoughts in mind I offer ten observations.

1. Search committees ask many questions that are truly different ways of asking a single
thing, "How can we really find out about this minister?" Every minister not just starting out
has a track record. It is not hard to discover by a little diligent rescarch how the minister
has done in general. Ministers, however, do not run a track against the abstraction of a stop-
watch, they work with a congregation. It is not fair to evaluate a minister’s performance in
any settlement without having some sense of the nature of the church served. For example, a
minister scrving a parish in a small Vermont town where the population has been in decline
for the past century, is not likely to do much to demonstrate competency in leading church
growth. Churches also have personalities and sometimes a church/minister match does not
work, not because either is inept, but simply because the fit is bad.

A search committee should list out the statistics for every congregation cach minister under
consideration has served. Write out the record for cach year the minister was settled in the
church and also note what was the statistical profile before and after her/his settlement.
These figures will reveal only a small part of the story, but they it will draw some kind of pic-
ture.
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If a scarch committee has specific questions about a particular minister it can usually find
informal ways to get the answers neceded. Committees, however, need to take special care
that they do not proceed in ways that "tip" a minister’s present congregation to the fact that
s/he is sceking a new placement. If informal procedures are are used, then it is a good rule -
not to accept any information that comes only from a single source. For example, one search
committee contained a member who had met a congregant of a poteatial minister’s preseat -
church at the last General Assembly. A personal call resulted in a negative impression of
the minister, but it was not revealed that the minister’s present congregant was part of a tiny
clique that had opposed the minister throughout her settiement, even from candidating. The
search committee lost a good candidate because it harkened only to gossip.

2. Most of us find it rather easy to work with people to whom we feel close. A test of a min-
ister is the ability to be present to a variety of people. Do older people comment about
about the sensitive job a young minister does with funeral services? Do congregants not sym-
pathetic to church social action note that their minister, though a flaming radical, still is care-
ful to preach across a spectrum of concerns and not just harp on social concerns? Such
reports indicate a minister sensitive to diversity and a variety of needs with the congregation.
Some ministers with strong positions are delightfully open to variant views. Other parsons,
who seem less empathetic in their ideas, may display a peculiar rigidity in certain arcas. This
ability to encourage genuine diversity in a church may be far more important and basic than
the particular views a minister holds.

3. Ministers are generalists and are expected to function well in a vast number of areas. No
minister is adequate in every arca. The important question, then, is how the minister covers
the areas where s/he feels weak. This may reveal how a minister actually works in daily prac-
tice far better than brilliant competence in particular areas. A minister’s awareness of weak
arcas and an effort to compensate display a desite to have a full ministry.

4. Search committees tend to emphasize preaching, counseling, education, and, sometimes--
depending on the church--community involvement as the central tasks of the minister. Rarely
do churches take much interest in administration, organization, denominational participa-
tion, or leadership development as important parts of a full ministry. Wise search commit-
tees look for ministerial competence in areas that sustain the institution of the church as well
as present the personality of the minister. A given in the search process is that it favors mini-
sters with outgoing personalities at the expense of more reserved types. How often, though,
search committees end up fooled by a minister who is personable but has little beyond that
to sustain a ministry. Search committees should look more at a minister’s institutional
record than they do at winning personalitics. Put simply, search committees are oft their
own worst enemies because they look for superficial rather than depth factors in a minister.

5. Does the minister know how to set limits and yet demonstrate a basic enthusiasm for the
job? Ministers are deficient who have no ability to say "NO," who cannot play with some



humor, who constantly carp about their jobs, who live from crisis to crisis, and who do not
take their profession seriously (though not necessarily with seriousness). (A.) Be carcful of
the minister who is all extrovert and winsome; he or she may not wear well. (B.) Look for a
preacher who shows thoughtfulness and vitality, but also says things that help get you past
Monday. (C.) Look for a pastor who listens well and who will be there when really needed..
(D.) Look for the educator who has the facility to draw ideas out from others. (E.)Lodk‘for
the minister who demonstrates a commitment to self-growth by engaging in systematic
programs for development of ministerial skills and knowledge. (F.) Other things being
equal, seck out ministers who are respected by their colleagues for being good parish mini-
sters.” (G.) Look for a worship leader not to fit your own theology, but a cleric who thinks
worship is important and tries to make the total church service work. (H.) Look for the ad-
ministrator who takes the institution of the church seriously and wants the congregation to
prosper long after her/his ministry is over. (I.) look for the organizer who is constantly striv-
ing to find better ways to involve people in church life. ( J.) Look for the denominational per-
son who will pay back some of the benefits the minister has received from the wider

denomination over the years.

6. Every church has certain key requirements of a minister. Thesc things the minister must
do to "pay the rent." If these "rent" tasks are performed adequately, the minister is given
wide freedom to develop other aspects of church/ community/personal life. In terms of your
own church, will each particular minister "pay the rent"? Will s/he take seriously and try to
meet the needs expressed by the church community? Will this be done with concern, com-

mitment, and joy?

7. The word "spiritual” is being used constantly in UU churches. To ask, "Is the minister
spiritual?” is perhaps to posc a question of vaguencss and so subject to individual interpreta-
tion as to be meaningless. Instead, the matter may be illuminated by questions such as, "Is
the minister interested in questions that abide? Does the minister strive to illuminate the
quest, sharing his/her personal journey, and showing an openness to new religious under-

standing?"

The hard question in candidating is to know whether the minister will wear well. Some-
times search committees are taken in by those glib of speech or outgoing in personality. In
looking at a minister’s record, how did s/he wear in the present placement? One indication
is the length of time settled, but other factors can make this an unfair test. Perhaps the best
indication is to fathom whether the minister is respected where presently located. Most con-
gregations want to love their minister, but love can be a fickle emotion, while respect indi-
cates an integrity that will serve and abide over the long run.

8. Can the minister handle theology? The minister may have any theological position, but
questions relating to depth issues need to be entertained seriously (though not necessarily in
a scholarly fashion). '
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9. A parish minister serves a church. What is the minister’s doctrine of the church? If a
minister cannot understand the question or bas no fecling for what the church is about, that
is a danger sign. If a minister lacks a fundamental respect (even if a critical respect) for the
institutional church, then the ability of the cleric to serve in a parish setting may be limited.
This is not to say that the minister cannot be critical of many aspects of church life. Rather,
it is the sense than when all is said and done the church has import for helping people in
their religious quest and for cherishing the values which will be important for the human fu-

ture.

10. Is the minister life affirming? If we do not appieciate the gift of life, then what can be
the meaning? Churches want a minister who is able to, beyond all else, proclaim and live an
affirmation of existence.






