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May 5, 2016 
 

 
 

Long Term Planning Ideas for the Unitarian Church of Evanston 
(Short Version) 

 
From interviews with six Unitarian-Universalist Board Presidents and one Senior Minister 

by Brian Nielsen, Thomas Tichnor, and Barbara Ghoshal 
 
 

Membership Engagement (and Growth) 
 
**making a stronger effort to welcome new people when they enter the church, engage them in 
groups/activities/relationships, and retain those members they have.   
 
**cultivating smaller congregations within the region.  They have a satellite program in a college 
town, and are becoming more closely linked with four other churches and fellowships.  They 
adopt the same themes, and there’s lots of pulpit sharing.  They are all trying to envision how to 
be more viable by cooperating.   
 
**have made growth a top priority.  They are about to begin working on new tactics, such as 
external marketing.  They have reached out to a regional UUA advisor to help with this effort.  
The Board wants to make sure they are able to offer what new members will be seeking.  They 
want to strengthen their work in social justice, religious education, and lifelong spiritual growth, 
and offer opportunities in these areas to members and potential new members.    
 
**very concerned about marketing, about how to get the word out.  The Board will be working 
with the minister and Program Council (which meets quarterly) to brainstorm in this area.  They 
will not be hiring outside advisors.  They will try particularly to make their existence known to 
young people and LGBTQ folks.  They have applied to be part of a UUA pilot program in 
marketing, but don’t know yet if they’ll be a part of it.  “We need to make ourselves smarter 
about publicizing ourselves; we need an “External Communications Campaign.”   
 
**growth is a part of their strategic planning.  The church decided to (1) work on membership 
retention, (2) work on social media marketing, and (3) develop a Legacy giving program, with a 
Charter Circle, targeting people of means.    
 
**reaching out to people at four and ten months, so they won’t leave at six or twelve months, 
apparently a common pattern.  Also working on Social Media Marketing.  They are targeting 
certain people in their suburban areas, and also those who might have children who would be 
possible candidates for OWL.  They want to target advertising within a ten mile area. 
 
**distributing necessary lay leadership roles.  “It’s better to have a team working together and 
getting a B, than having one person working alone and getting an A.  Also, resilience comes with 
many hands working together.”   
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**added lots more hospitality, lots more community. “You have to make it everyone’s job to 
welcome people.” 
 
Social Action 
 
**donates 85% of the plate for local and international causes.   
 
**minister a real force in their community, leading marches, writing in the paper and so on, 
making them a strong voice for liberal religion and social justice.  Their community has 
problems including gun violence and inequality in schools and housing.  Currently the church is 
strongly involved in Black Lives Matter activities, and in working with the homeless. 
 
**minister trying to pull the clergy of the area together and reach out to others, including 
Muslims and Buddhists.  They have had shared presentations with these other groups.   
 
** members involved in mentoring, tutoring at a local school they have “adopted.”  They help 
homeless school children, providing backpacks and school supplies, and uniforms when they 
attend schools where those are required.  
 
**thought it would be interesting to have a computer app to register all the volunteer hours UUs 
contribute for their church and community, as a sort of measure of productivity. 
 
**signing people up now for “Beloved Conversations: Meditations on Race and Ethnicity,” a 
program coming out of the Fahs Collaborative of Meadville-Lombard Theological School.  The 
program involves a 1 ½ day retreat and eight two-hour follow-up sessions.  
 
**has worked over recent years on helping rebuild houses, on a multi-year project of mentoring a 
school and mentoring single mothers, in UU Voices for Justice, in support of LGBTQ rights, 
women’s reproductive rights, and racial equality.   
 
**counter-demonstrated against Westwood Baptist Church wearing their Standing on the Side of 
Love shirts. They learned that, as needed, they could get together, have a sermon, call a press 
conference, have people sign up, and call an action.  
 
**have been out front with Black Lives Matter, anti-racism, working on racial justice, and the 
problems of white privilege for years.  They have worked with other UU congregations in their 
area.   After the Michael Brown shooting and the Ferguson uprising, they responded very 
quickly. 
 
**help run an overnight shelter three out of every four Thursdays, for ten or so homeless people, 
and have done so for twenty years.   
 
**has a social action team of twenty members, with their own web-blog.  The half-hour 
commute to the state capital is convenient for lobbying their “super-conservative” state 
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legislature.  The church has worked on LGBTQ and so-called “religious freedom” issues.  Anti-
racism is included in one of their Ends statements. 
 
Lifespan Learning 
 
**all children K-6 and their teachers do a project together each week…a craft, or Easter egg 
hunt, or prairie maintenance, or whatever.   
 
**consolidating grade-levels to have large enough classes.  They are getting the data they need 
on attendance now monthly, not just yearly.   
 
**will be interviewing parents and teachers in the near future to try to understand what’s going 
on regarding drop in attendance, and to advise the senior minister regarding this.  
 
**for adult education, they have had a book group, discussion groups, yoga, electives, and 
Growth Groups, which are small groups in which people discuss the sermon and get to know 
each other better.  KC 
 
**full-time Director of Religious Education is described as “passionate, and consistently looking 
for leadership among the students.”     
 
**part-time religious education staff member works with K-1, 2-3-4, and 5-6 graders.  The K-1, 
and 2-3-4 graders meet during either the first or second service; all those from 5-6 on up meet 
only during the second service.   
 
**have a Children’s Choir, and three different adult choirs. 
 
**hired a full-time Director of Religious Education with financial help from a Chalice Lighter 
Grant from the UUA.  One of their arguments in getting the Chalice Lighter Grant was that 
demographically they were in a place with young families and children, and if they had a strong 
Religious Education program for children they could bring in new people and keep them.   
 
Integrated Stewardship 
 
**have had a number of small cluster meetings in peoples’ homes, where wine and cheese or 
desserts were served.  People would talk in these small groups about what the church meant to 
them, and why they wanted to give generously, and what they hoped for the future of the church.  
People were often moved to give at this time.   
 
**allow members to use their phones and a QR code to make their offerings and donations.  
 
**benefitted significantly from a MidAmerican/UUA workshop on Stewardship campaigns.  The 
Board and stewards emphasized to the members that they need actual pledging in order to do 
actual budgeting for what they want.  They want to reduce anxiety and reluctance to talk about 
money, and to get people involved, to understand the money situation of the church.  
 



4 
 

Social Media 
 
**trying to do more with the internet.  Minister wants to stream and podcast sermons.  They have 
been revising their website—several times.  They particularly like the look of the Appleton, WI 
church website.   
 
** want to develop a stronger web presence, believing they have a good website (maintained by 
a skilled volunteer), but wanting to do more.  They want to be a target for those people on line 
who are searching, who are googling for topics such as social justice, liberal religion, and 
religious education.   
 
**updating their website, trying to do it on their own.  Using “Websmart” is too expensive for 
them.   
 
**have a publications assistant with a background in graphic design who works on their website.  
They are always tinkering, trying to make information easier to locate on their site. 
 
 
….Summarized by Barbara Goshal 


