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Voices, Values and Vision
Claiming the Best of a National Faith Tradition
This two-year initiative for
the Unitarian Universalist
Association was designed
to ‘discover our shared
aspirations and unleash
the power of our faith’. The
article describes the highly
accessible design and
how an AI process can be
grounded in spiritual practice

programs and services to stimulate growth and enhance spiritual vitality – felt
disconnected from “the people in the pews”.

giving voice to people’s deepest values. Having experienced Appreciative Inquiry

everyday Unitarian Universalists in setting direction for the movement.
When we come together and share our most precious memories and deepest

spiritual values versus
whose voices are not often
heard through intimate and
meaningful conversations.

Peter Morales

hundreds of “unchurched” Unitarian Universalists. It was called Gathered Here: An
Invitation to Discover Our Common Aspirations and Unleash the Power of our Faith.
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The goals behind the goals
Unitarian Universalism’s Seven Principles:
1 The inherent worth and dignity of every person
2
3 Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in
our congregations
4 A free and responsible search for truth and meaning
5 The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our
congregations and in society at large
6
7 Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part

than dogma or doctrine. The principles themselves are “strong values and moral
teachings: a guide for those who choose to join and participate in UU religious
communities”.1 They bear a striking similarity to many of the underlying assumptions
of and values embedded in Appreciative Inquiry (AI).
It was this very similarity and congruence that initially turned UUA leaders towards
AI. They understood that the process would amplify and reinforce some of the best of
the faith – even as it built momentum for a new future.

Leaders wanted to set
strategic direction for the
UUA in a manner that would
increase the vitality of local

set strategic direction for the UUA in a manner that would increase the vitality of local

sponsor an AI-based strategic planning process “solidly rooted in and responsive to
our congregations’ most compelling desires for the denomination’s future”. The board
within the Association.
The methodology: Getting started

1 http://www.uua.org/beliefs/principles/

More Articles at www.aipractitioner.com 35

AI Practitioner Volume 16 Number 4 ISBN 978-1-907549-21-2

November 2014

Six months into the

• Potential participants were geographically dispersed volunteers from self-

recommended a radical
paring down.

• A relatively small percentage of people identifying as Unitarian Universalist
were members of traditional congregations. Thousands of others were
and an international online spiritual community (Church of the Larger
Fellowship).
•
-

Evolving design
The initial design involved a complex infrastructure of endorsements by UU

modular materials. But it soon became evident that the complexity was a barrier to
2

–

conversation” guides3

we watched participation grow exponentially. But increased participation came with

implications of this issue are discussed in the Summary.

implemented a virtual Community Conversation process. Among the communities

3 “Community Conversations” are group gatherings involving two-way interviews combined with
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Because of the project’s
stated goal of actively
involving people whose
a small group of facilitators
created and implemented
a virtual Community
Conversation process.

November 2014

people to conduct “spot” interviews using materials that were available in the exhibit

members convened a two-day “meaning-making” session during which they read
“positive core of Unitarian Universalism”. Because of the board’s commitment to hear

Gathered Here are invited to
strategic vision.
Outcomes
Former project leaders describe Gathered Here
Gathered Here gave people space to think
strengthened our sense of common purpose.”
-

‘Gathered Here built
synergies between
governors and other UUA
departments and functions.
It is very exciting to lead
right now.’
Rev. Harlan Limpert

to be referred to and quoted by the board and others. “It’s a body of knowledge with

Gathered Here also strengthened relationships between various UUA
bodies and congregations. “It built synergies between governors and other UUA
for the UUA. “It is very exciting to lead right now.”
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Gathered Here

-

“It became part of a communications toolkit we used to train one another.”

and via phone and video calls.

has continued to unfold through an ongoing initiative called “Congregations and
Beyond”. When Gathered Here successfully reached out to and engaged people who
were philosophically and spiritually aligned with the faith (but who did not participate in the life of a congregation or community) it planted seeds for future grassroots
activities that have yet to emerge. It may even have predicted one vital way in which
Unitarian Universalism will adapt to the changing nature of American culture.
Summary
by an unknown fraction of Gathered Here
in Gathered Here
made the connection between their participation and the changes it inspired. Based
profound.
Gathered Here was one of the more ambitious and complex initiatives ever underit engaged UUs within and beyond congregations in conversations about “what gives

movement as a whole. Its evolving design demonstrated the importance of simplicone participant Gathered Here was “faith-making”.
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