
A Letter from Rev Tony Larson 
 
It has been a fascinating journey to be involved in Lakeshore UU Fellowship's 
strategic-planning journey this past year and to work with the Fellowship on the 
development of your Covenant.  I have not only learned a lot from you, but I have 
felt inspired too.  One of LUUF's great strengths, as I see it, is your openness not only 
to each other but to visitors.  My husband Craig and I have visited at least a dozen 
UU congregations, large and small, over the last year and a half since I retired from 
full-time UU ministry.  We've seen many different styles of worship, types of music, 
and kinds of programs. But nowhere else have we felt as welcomed as at Lakeshore 
UU. (We both commented on this the very first time we were here.)  I suppose one 
could argue that your size makes you more noticing of newcomers (or that you are 
nicer to a guest minister than you would be to a regular visitors) --but I don't buy it. 
We've been to all kinds and sizes of UU congregations, but your community made us 
feel welcome right away. This is a strength that I urge you to continue to nurture. If 
Lakeshore UU grows significantly in the future (which, of course, I hope it does), it 
may be tempting to put less effort into hospitality.  After all, with more members 
often comes less individual commitment to welcoming newcomers.  Visit most large 
congregations and you will probably see this in action. They may have a "greeter" to 
say hello when you enter the door or an usher to hand you a program; they may 
even have a visitor table for you to come to if you want more information.  But rarely 
will a long-time member come up to greet you, because long-time members are busy 
talking to the friends they've already made--they don't feel they need new friends, 
so they hope someone else will be welcoming. Who's left to greet you except for 
other newcomers, who are generally too shy to go up and introduce themselves to 
strangers. 
 
Another strength I see is the kind of community you have already created.  Some of 
the comments I heard from you stuck in my mind.  One of you said, "This community 
holds me--and holds me UP."  Others said they think of this fellowship as "home" or 
that they liked the laid-back, nonjudgmental experience they feel here.  "Finding a 
UU church is like finding your tribe."  "Everyone who sits in these pews has a 
commitment to everything I value."  "UUs are the most thoughtful, kind, and 
intelligent of any people I've been associated with in Manitowoc."  Comments like 
these reveal the kind of spiritual community that many people in our world are 
looking for.  So does the fact that a number of you were not all that gung-ho about 
creating a covenant but could see its importance to their friends and so were willing 
to go along. That's what real community does.  
 



What I especially found gratifying is that a number of you felt that the process of 
creating a fellowship covenant actually helped you focus on the value of the 
fellowship itself.  My recommendation here would be for you all to remember your 
own journeys, and what you said about them--and consider whether there may be 
people in the wider community who are looking for exactly what you found.  It's 
always tempting, when you've found a good thing, to just keep it.  But when you 
realize there are people out there who are not accepted for who they are (LGBT, 
trans, immigrants, etc.), you see that it is not enough to keep UUism for yourself.  It's 
like the cartoon I once saw that had two people talking to one another, and one says, 
"I've just found the perfect church!  Now if only I can keep it a secret!"  
 
I'm not talking about proselytizing, of course, or trying to show other people how 
wrong they are. (Sharing is different from pushing!) But it doesn't hurt to mention 
your life at LUUF or the people in it who inspire you--plus your own 
religious/spiritual beliefs and practices--in casual conversation. And when visitors 
come, welcome them the way you welcomed Craig and me. 
 
Another point I'd like to make is that I believe the covenant you have created is a 
particularly good well-written one.  For one thing, it includes the "Love is the 
doctrine of this congregation..." statement, which LUUF has been reciting for years 
(so it has history) and which is a fairly easy-to-remember answer to the often-asked 
question of UUs: What do you believe?  
 
For another, the covenant you've created includes the statement about welcoming 
people who may disagree with particular wording but are in general agreement with 
the covenant. This makes it an inclusive document and reinforces the idea that LUUF 
is not a monolithic or conformity-based community. 
 
The covenant you have adopted also threads between extremes. For example, it 
holds out the ideal of consensus without making it mandatory. It celebrates 
individuality without affirming narcissism (that is, it affirms each person's unique 
character but without crowding out other people's opinions, since "everyone's voice 
is heard").  It hears and values the opinions of all, but without saying everyone's 
opinion has to be followed. ("We hear and value your opinion 
AND we have decided to go a different way.")  I could go on, but my point is simply 
that your covenant shows a lot of carefully-thought-out work and well-considered 
opinion went into its creation.  While the covenantal process is sometimes said to be 
more important than the final result, I'd say the covenantal result is quite good too! 
 



Still another area I would like to comment on, in terms of future LUUF visibility and 
growth, is LUUF's social-justice outreach to the wider community.  From what I can 
tell, LUUF has become visible in the community as an accepting, welcoming place 
and as a beacon for progressive religion and values.  This will sometimes help to 
increase your membership.  (For example, after Donald Trump was elected, a 
number of UU congregations saw modest growth--apparently his election moved a 
number of "lone wolf" progressives to join a community with like values.)  However, 
it is important to stand up for issues regardless of whether there may be 
membership advantages.  Many people will not join a UU congregation because they 
saw it take a stand.  Even those who do join will not necessarily do that the first time 
they hear about the congregation's position or values.  And some will actually avoid 
attending a congregation because of its perceived stand. But that's not the point.  A 
congregation takes a stand to represent its values to the wider community; whether 
that increases membership is beside the point.  Besides, people don't have to be 
members of a particular congregation to benefit from its values.  I have often met 
people who told me, "You'll probably never see me at one of your services, but I'm 
sure glad your congregation exists.  It's saying something that's important to be 
said."  (I think of it this way: There are youngsters who think they might be gay, but 
the religion they have grown up in says they are living in sin and will go to hell. 
There's no one they think they can talk to.  But then they hear about a religion or 
congregation that doesn't condemn them, and they have a little hope for the future. 
I sure wish I had known such a religion when I was growing up!) 
 
I do have one recommendation that you may find helpful in your congregation's path 
forward.  It is something called a "one-on-one."  Normally congregations use this 
process to help them figure out what social-justice issues they may want to 
concentrate on,  but its added benefit is that it sometimes brings back "fallen away" 
members and friends and, in any case, brings a lot of energy to the congregation as a 
whole, because it helps people dialogue deeply with each other. It is something like 
the process LUUF did when its members and friends shared their spiritual journeys to 
UUism, but it's different in that it includes much more than one's spiritual journey. 
It's also generally done with just 2 people (thus the name "one-on-one").  Basically, 
the first person asks the second about his/her family background, religious 
upbringing (if any), where they have lived, what are their sibling relationships like, 
what are their hobbies, what makes them most happy, do they have any favorite 
movies, books, or TV shows,  what do they value in a friendship, are they 
married/partnered (or were they in the past) and what was/is that like?, what kinds 
of jobs or employment they have had, what issues (social-justice or otherwise) they 



are passionate about, people or writings they've been inspired by, what they hope to 
do with the rest of their lives, etc.  
 
The one-on-one usually takes about an hour for both parties to speak and listen. The 
beauty of it is that people who have been through a one-on-one generally feel 
"heard" in a deep way and also trusted because they have gotten to know things 
about someone else that would not come up in normal conversation. In short, both 
parties usually feel they have a deepened relationship with someone and feel a kind 
of trust that may not have been possible before.  I would be glad to demonstrate this 
process in a workshop after a service (on April 26th or May 3rd) if you think it could 
be helpful. (I would just need a volunteer from LUUF.)  And it would be my gift to 
you (that is, free!). 
 
Regardless of what you decide about this and other steps LUUF wants to take in the 
future, please know that I will always be grateful for having been let in on your 
congregation's life--as well as grateful that you have planted the UU flag in 
Manitowoc.  Thank you so much for letting me be a part of your community in this 
way.  I will always treasure it. 
 
Peace, 
 
Tony   Larsen 
 


