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When I was in search for my first settled ministry, I wondered how early I should tell Search 
Committees that I don’t bring dishes to church potlucks. You see, I don’t like potlucks, and I use my 
ministerial prerogative to come to them empty-handed. 
 
I suspect some of you are gobsmacked that someone who doesn’t like potlucks could ever become 
a Unitarian Universalist minister. But perhaps I’m just projecting guilt. 
 
For one reason for my antipathly to potlucks is that they make me feel guilty. I feel like I’m 
supposed to whip up something wonderful to feed, nurture and sustain others. But you see, I also 
hate to cook. I come by this aversion quite honestly – both by nature and by tragic circumstances 
of family nurture.  
 
My parent’s marriage began as 1950s traditional, with father as breadwinner and mother as 
homemaker. Yet my mother was not especially inspired by this role, and she was certainly never 
an inspired cook.  
 
Mom had a friend who appeared to be the perfect homemaker. Mrs. Rogers taught her daughters 
to cook and knit and sew their own clothes, she even taught them to tat. So of course, she 
volunteered to help my Girl Scout troupe earn our cooking badges. After our very first class in her 
kitchen, Mrs. Rogers called Mom to chastise her. My utter lack of cooking skill must mean that 
Mom was neglecting her maternal duty to educate me in the feminine arts.  
 
What Mrs. Rogers didn’t understand was that I was a walking natural disaster in the kitchen. I could 
get flour from head to toe in a matter of seconds. In Mrs. Rogers’ kitchen I mixed up teaspoons and 
tablespoons, picked up hot cookie sheets with bare hands, only to drop them and send cookies 
flying. I did earn my cooking badge, but when the class was over Mrs. Rogers called my mother to 
apologize. My complete ineptitude in the kitchen could be no reflection whatever on my mother. 
 
So much for the nature part. Fast-forward a few years for the emotional trauma. In my early teens, 
Mom went back to college for a teaching degree. She was no longer home every night to make 
Dad dinner, and the duty fell to me, the eldest daughter. My father worked hard and came home 
expecting a hot meal ready. Not an unreasonable expectation, but I don’t think we ever got through 
a meal without a fight. Dinner was late or something was cold. I have felt fully inadequate in the 
kitchen ever since. How does anyone – even in the age of microwaves – get all the dishes to the 
table on time at the right temperature?  
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So you see, so potlucks make me feel guilty and inadequate. What a lovely combination. 
 
Yet here’s the moment of grace. Even as I debated how soon to let a Search Committee know my 
little secret about potlucks, I found myself blurting it out at the very beginning. The folks in Oregon 
City where I landed didn’t miss a beat at my confession. That’s OK, someone said, we’ll feed you. 
 
There are so many demands and expectations on the modern minister. It is a calling that really is a 
24-7 undertaking. Though calls at 2 in the morning are rare, just knowing they are possible is 
always in my consciousness. And there is really always more that could be done in any moment.  
 
It was different back in the day – take Ralph Waldo Emerson’s day for instance. The minister had 
two main roles – pastor and preacher – and even that was too much for some. It’s true, the minister 
preached just about every Sunday, and the sermons were at least twice as long as they are today. 
Yet during the week, the minister worked on his sermon and made pastoral calls to the members of 
his flock. And that was really about it. 
 
From our vantage point, it does seem like such a simpler time. Today a minister works with 
committees and boards, meets with new members, is supposed to know something about budgets 
and administration, supervising a staff, governance models and religious education. Then there’s 
community outreach and justice work, and now there are websites and social networking 
technologies.  
 
In 1838, Emerson addressed the graduating class of Harvard Divinity School. An alumnus of  
that institution, Emerson had served as the minister of Second Unitarian Church in Boston  
from 1829-1832.  And vigils to keep at the statehouse. 
 
Emerson decried the state of preaching in Unitarian churches of his time, using words like  
routine, extinct, and famine. He said, “Whenever a pulpit is usurped by a formalist, then is the  
worshipper defrauded and disconsolate. We shrink as soon as the prayers begin, which do not  
uplift, but smite and offend us.” 
 Then he really went for the jugular. 
  “I once heard a preacher who sorely tempted me to say I would go to  

church no more. . . . A snow-storm was falling around us. The snow-storm  
was real, the preacher merely spectral, and the eye felt the sad contrast in  
looking at him, and then out of the window behind him into the beautiful  
meteor of the snow. He had lived in vain. He had no one word intimating  
that he had laughed or wept, was married or in love, had been commended,  
or cheated, or chagrined. If he had ever lived and acted, we were none the  
wiser for it.” 
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I will stop quoting there, but Emerson went on. And everyone in the room knew exactly of  
whom he was speaking. Emerson was a regular attendee at the church in Concord, which  
had recently called a new associate minister, one Barzillai Frost. And just in case anyone  
missed it, Emerson deliberately used wintry imagery, saying essentially that the frost outside  
the window was more inspiring than the Frost inside. 
 
My heart has always gone out to poor Barzillai Frost, a new minister, so publicly dissected and  
criticized. History has not recorded his response to Emerson’s address. Much of the rest of the  
Unitarian clergy in Boston were outraged. I can imagine that many of the new graduates  
embarking upon their ministries, idealistic and enthusiastic, were thrilled at Emerson’s skewering  
of their elders.  
 
Apparently, Barzillai Frost was never more than a mediocre preacher. Yet he served in Concord  
for many years and was much beloved by his congregation as a tireless pastor who regularly  
called on the homes of those in his flock. I named one of my cats after him, a kitty who has been  
a warm, pastoral presence in my life.  
 
Ironically, in Emerson’s own brief career as a minister, such pastoral calls were his bane. He  
was a wonderful preacher, but he was not especially warm and cuddly. Emerson left the ministry  
for many reasons – personal, theological and practical – and his congregation was sorry to see  
him go. Yet they and he probably both knew he really wasn’t cut out for a parish ministry.  
 
It is true that no one minister has all the gifts of ministry in equal measure. No minister can ever  
minister alone. This has always been true, but is all the more obvious in our times when we  
expect even more of ministers.  
 
 
Many of you have told me about a sermon the Rev. Margaret Keip preached here a couple of years 
ago about ten types of minister. There’s the Executive who understands systems and works well 
with a staff. The Catalyst who creates new programs and inspires others to do the same. The 
Preacher who is eloquent and compelling in the pulpit. The Teacher who sparks minds, informs 
and enlightens. The Priest who crafts meaningful worship, ritual and ceremony. The Pillar who 
builds community. The prophet who leads with a passion for justice. The Pastor who nurtures the 
flock. A Participant who engages at the heart of congregational life, noticing and addressing people 
and issues when they fall through the cracks. The Exemplar who leads with personal integrity and 
lived personal experience. 
 
Of course, Margaret then told you all that at best you’ll find a minister who is strong in about three 
of those categories.   
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Add to this a new document from the Unitarian Universalist Association, Fulfilling the Call: A Model 
for UU Ministry in the 21st century. It enumerates just nine areas of responsibility, followed by lists 
of skills, knowledge and behaviors required in the ministry. 
 
It says: A successful minister is: 
Adventurous, agile, articulate, authentic, and aware. 
Balanced, compassionate, confident, courageous, creative, curious. 
Emotionally intelligent. 
Generous, grateful, honest, humble, and humorous.  
Innovative, inspiring, joyful, kind and loving. 
Patient, playful, politically astute, practical. 
Spiritually mature, strategic. 
Transparent, trustworthy, visionary and wise.  
 
Sounds a bit like an alphabet soup, doesn’t it! (And that’s not the whole list.) 
 
So how can the ministry of a congregation be sustainable? And why do ministers and 
congregations keep at this seemingly impossible task? 
 
We do it because it is also really fun and meaningful and it can bring us all more fully alive. Which 
is why it is important that it is sustainable.  
 
So how do you sustain ministry? By this I do not just mean the minister, but the ministry of the 
church, but let’s start with the minister. 
Take care of your minister in good and appropriate ways.  
You should never have to take care of your minister emotionally or spiritually, though by being 
good and mature congregation you will be doing both, at least indirectly. 
 
Know what your minister’s day off is and honor it. Really, don’t call on the day off unless it’s truly 
urgent. If it can wait, let it. Then there is the Wednesday rule, if something I say on Sunday really 
bothers you, I very much want to hear it.  Just not on Sunday right after church.  If you have 
anything critical to say please let me know on Wednesday. I’ll be more ready to hear it then. 
 
Don’t expect the minister to know where everything is and everything that’s happening – 
sometimes you will need to get your own Es and Os and Ws. 
 
A sustainable ministry cannot take 50-60 hours week in and week out, though that is how much 
many of my colleagues work. Part of your work is not ot let us. I’ve heard a church expert say that 
any minister who works more than 40 hours a week is disempowering the congregation. Now I 
have to say that I’m finding a 40-hour week pretty elusive. Yet the closer I can come to it, the more 
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I can let go or give back to you. Hopefully you will feel more empowered and I can be more present 
and available to you. 
 
Truly, this overworking thing can be as much the minister’s issue as the congregation’s. Overwork 
is not a spiritual valve – Puritans aside – I want to model a sustainable ministry for myself and for 
you. There are churches who fall into treating the minister a bit like the customer in our story this 
morning, though you all are really not often like that. I, however, can have a hyper-responsibility 
streak down my back that leads to guilty feelings, if not always to over work. A lot of guilt is not a 
quality of sustainable ministry either.  
 
A colleague of mine says, “I don’t want to take care of them. I want them to take care of each other.” 
 
Ultimately it doesn’t work, it isn’t sustainable unless we share the ministry. We can be in 
conversation which work is the minister’s, which is yours and which is ultimately shared. Such open 
and direct conversation about the ministry can help the congregation and minister avoid getting into 
territorial fights, which is another unsustainable dynamic that churches too often fall into.  
 
There’s more to ministry today, but perhaps that just means that we need more ministers…. 
 
As it is with so many other things in life, this is all a balancing act. 
And it is so important. 
We, as congregation and interim minister, are finding our balance. Which is your practice for finding 
the balance with your next settled minister. Pay attention to the kinds of ministry you feel from me, 
the qualities of minister you see (or not) in me.  
Pay attention to what kind of ministry you think this congregation needs going forward.  And pay 
attention to making it sustainable. 
 
And this is not just work you do for yourselves. 
As the Rev. Jack Mendelsohn said: 

The future of the liberal church is almost totally dependent on these two factors:  
great congregations (whether large or small), and skilled, effective, dedicated ministers. 
The strangest feature of their relationship is that they create one another. 

 
Let us be about this grand task of creation. 
Amen. 
Blessed be. 


