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Introduction
You will read many ministerial packets over the next few weeks, just as those of us in search
have been reading congregational packets in the past month. Each type of packet often
contains much of the same content since our churches and our ministers often share many of
the same issues affecting our broader denomination. Certain issues challenge most of our
congregations. The following comments reflect my beliefs on how we must address them as
Unitarian Universalists.

Growth
Churches express many reasons why they wish to grow. Some derive
from the sense of general decline in church participation facing many
American denominations. I believe that one justification for growth as an
institutional goal represents an essential, healthy commitment by a
congregation, and a right relation with visitors and guests. We should grow
because we offer the world and each person searching for religious
community and spiritual growth a saving message. We should grow
because too many people live anxious and pained lives and they
desperately need the intentional and principled community we offer. If we grow primarily for this
reason, then other consequences we seek will accrue.

Racial Diversity
Nearly every Unitarian Universalist congregation
wishes their demographics represented greater
racial diversity. The plain fact, however, remains
that the majority of People of Color in this country
desire a role for Christ in their lives. If our
congregations will not embrace our roots in the
teachings of Jesus and truly include people with
theistic ideologies, then racial diversity will not
grow. There simply are not enough atheist,
humanist, and non-Christian People of Color to
change the makeup of our churches. One approach requires us to address the too frequent
hostile attitudes Unitarian Universalists express toward Christianity. Another approach calls us
to take bold stands on social justice issues relevant to racial minorities. We can also pursue
active partnerships with traditionally Black, Asian, Hispanic, and Native churches.

Engaging Young Adults
The 20th century church model cannot work in the 21st
century. Wages stagnated for decades. Most adults now
work – often more than one job – while trying to raise
children. Many potential congregants in their 20’s and 30’s
bring with them crushing student loan debt. Churches cannot
expect Millennials to volunteer and contribute financially at
the same levels their parents did. Churches must find more
efficient ways of reaching out to current and potential
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congregants, using the most modern and effective tools. This requires both electronic and
physical presence in youth groups, campus ministries, and coffee houses. And we must pay
more attention to the needs of parents for childcare and other forms of family support.

Wither Goest Religious Education?
Weekly Sunday School attendance for most of today’s children
is nearly impossible. Conflicts for time on Sunday mornings, split
families, and decreasing leisure time continually limit our ability
to address our religious education mission. Engaging today’s
children effectively requires new pedagogical models and
delivery systems. Also, we must end the “basement” culture of
religious education, committing to fully engage our children in
the life of the church. Most important, our curricula must present
necessary and meaningful material so that our children go into
the world prepared to face religious plurality with the tools of
critical thinking and intuitive judgment.

Social Justice Identity
Unitarian Universalist churches long served the
role of “haven” to people alienated by our
nation’s religious environment. While useful and
necessary, this attitude creates a barrier
preventing us from performing a critical function
of any religious body – hands-on charity. And
Unitarian Universalist congregations derive a
special calling from our principles – to serve as
advocates for justice in public policy. Now,
perhaps more than ever in the past 50 years, our
congregations should embrace resistance to
immoral public agendas that oppress and demonize people on the basis of their identities. Our
religion uniquely affirms the democratic process as essential, and we must Stand on the Side of
Love on the front line of that conflict.
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My Life
Before Ministry
I was born in Barberton, Ohio in 1956, the third child of Henry and Helen Liebmann. My father
worked for PPG Industries as a Design Engineer and my mother was a full-time
homemaker. We lived in the house that my father and mother built until I was 10 years old. My
father earned a promotion to a senior management position at the corporate headquarters, so
we moved to Pittsburgh. There, I attended Mount Lebanon public schools until I graduated in
1974.
I entered the University of Pittsburgh that fall and graduated in 1978 with
a Bachelor of Science degree in Chemistry and a minor in History. I
enrolled in Pitt’s Graduate School of Business that fall earning a Master of
Business Administration degree in 1979, majoring in Operations
Research. I also did some acting on the local scene during that period
(this photo is from Ten Little Indians, in which I played Dr. Armstrong).
I took a position as Planning and Policy Analyst in the central
administration of the University in January 1980, where I flourished. I
conducted a wide range of qualitative and statistical analyses on every
aspect of University management, and staffed a number of committees with representation from
every constituency in the University community.
I married my first wife in 1982. My daughter Ashley was born in 1983 and my son Tyler in 1986.
In 1985, I began taking doctoral classes in Education and Business. A fellow student introduced
me to Unitarian Universalism and the rest, as they say, is history. I joined the East Suburban
Unitarian Universalist Fellowship and within two years was President. I led programs, taught
religious education classes, and helped the congregation craft a strategic plan that led to the
calling of their first minister.
Seeking a larger religious education program for our children, we moved to the First Unitarian
Church of Pittsburgh in 1989. We lived in the Eastern suburbs of Pittsburgh, serving on various
community and school boards and committees. I was promoted to manage the strategic
planning activities at the University and moved to the Provost’s Office in 1993. I am proud to
have authored the strategic planning document widely recognized as helping turn the University
around in a difficult time. I coordinated the writing of several accreditation reports and a variety
of projects on budgets, staffing, enrollment, and benchmarking.
My daughter earned a Bachelor of Arts in English and a Master of Teaching degree at Pitt. She
lives with her husband Kevin and their two children. My son is the General Manager of a Planet
Fitness site near Pittsburgh, where he lives with his wife and their daughter.

Into Ministry
I entered seminary, but our lives moved in different directions. We divorced in 2008. I served
my internship at the Unitarian Universalist Congregation at Shelter Rock (NY), and a contract
ministry at the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Smithton (PA).
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After the Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Midland called me
to serve as their settled minister in 2011, I was blessed to meet
the woman of my dreams, Jody. We married in 2012 and are on
our joint path to change the world.
Jody is an amazing wife, mother of Marcus and Emily, a partner,
and fellow traveler. She worked as the Sexual Assault Advocate
for the Underground Railroad, the women’s domestic violence
shelter in Saginaw until recently, taking new positions with
Midland County Senior Services to fulfill her Master of Social
Work degree requirements for internships. We both answer a
call to serve and to act as catalysts for social change.

Interests and Activities
Jody and I share a love of art. She paints with watercolor and
acrylics. I work with inks. Sometimes we work together on
pictures. We also have taken up stained glass. We love going to
garage and estate sales and we often find pieces to refinish and
bring back to their formal glory.
I am a collector. You name it, and I have collected it over the years
– stamps, Matchbox cars (which I later sold as a down payment for
a house), comic books, cigarette cards, and various genres of
books. Hobbies that remain current are World War I propaganda posters and Zuñi fetishes. I
love to sing and listen to almost any kind of music. I try to golf and roll a decent bowling ball.
My biggest guilty pleasure is my circle of friends who are
fans of George Romero’s Living Dead movies (he is a
Pittsburgh native and filmed his first movies in the area). I
have participated in several zombie walks that made the
Guinness Book of World Records.
Equipped with youthful energy, the most supportive
partner I could hope for, and a passion for Unitarian
Universalism, I am ready to continue my life’s work.
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Call to the Ministry
I first learned of Unitarian Universalism in a bar. In 1985-86, I took doctoral courses in higher
education administration and business at the University of Pittsburgh where I have worked for a
few years after earning my M.B.A.. After several terms, I realized that my program had no
interest in married, part-time students whose career path did not include entering the faculty
ranks. A fellow student, who sensed my growing frustration, invited me to a drink one
evening. After much venting and a diatribe on my views about life, she remarked that I sounded
like a brochure she picked up the week before at a local Unitarian church. My path to the
ministry began with finding a community of kindred spirits.

Congregant and Lay Leader
I joined the East Suburban Unitarian Universalist Church and soon was President of the small,
lay-led congregation. For 25 years, the congregation had debated between investing first in a
minister or a building. I decided that we needed to make a choice
or risk facing another quarter century of indecision. During my term
of management, we wrote a long-range plan and decided to call a
minister. I subsequently led the strategic planning effort at my
current church (First Pittsburgh), which made our 100-year-old
building accessible.
Seeking a larger religious education program for my children led to
the First Unitarian Church of Pittsburgh, where I taught almost
every Sunday morning for 15 years. After leading primary grade
classes for two years, I hesitatingly took on the junior high class,
where I quickly found an exciting home. The following year, I
moved up with those youth into the high school class. Almost no
religious education curricula were in print for senior high youth at
that time, so I began creating programs for the class. With the publication of Sacred Threads,
my journey toward the ministry continued with the sharing of knowledge and wisdom with youth.
About that same time, I attended my first Ohio-Meadville District youth conference. Arriving on
Friday night, I found youth hugging each other and sharing an emotional bond that definitely
challenged my comfort levels. By Sunday morning, however, I gladly joined in the “huggerpillar” and opened myself to others that I barely knew in a way I did not think possible. That
moment of shared love was the first time I felt what one would label a call to the ministry.
Over the years, I have been privileged to work with some amazing young people. My efforts as
a mentor to these youth help them mature and realize dreams and aspirations. But, I also
learned that leadership is not about doing everything by yourself. Leadership is about showing
a way and then encouraging others to join in the trail blazing. Youth empowerment does not
mean that adults abdicate their responsibility. On the contrary, adult leadership within a
framework promoting youth empowerment requires a high level of participation and nurturing.
My call to the ministry is the result of the many factors: finding a community that shared my
ideas; helping churches manage difficult decisions; promoting a search for knowledge among
our youth; growing to freely share my love for our church and our community; and providing an
example of leadership so that future generations will carry on the work of this religion.
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Religious Influences
People who use reason, creativity, and perseverance against substantial odds, challenging
paradigms that limit human thought and imagination influence my religious identity
powerfully. My favorite books and movies highlight underdogs striving against injustice, or place
into extreme situations people who craft solutions deemed untenable by established
authority. The romantic in me admires martyrs such as Weigel and Servetus, Reeb and Liuzzo,
King and Gandhi, or Valentine Michael Smith from Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land. A
philosophy of life worth living deserves necessary sacrifices. My bureaucratic side appreciates
the less dramatic efforts of leaders like Frederick May Eliot and Robert West, who used their
considerable talents to achieve significant organizational goals within a spiritual framework.
Theologically, I hold the ideas of great teachers and religious movements in high regard,
including the Beatitudes of Jesus, the Analects of Kung Fu Tse, the Five Pillars of Islam, and
the Eight-Fold Path of Buddhism. I do not believe in a supernatural godlike entity, but am
comfortable knowing that mysteries exist that we may never unravel. I support humanist
principles, but wish that the various Humanist organizations could find common ground. I see
Unitarian Universalism as the one religion that treasures the search for truth, defends the tools
for searching, and holds dear the seeker and the universe that is our laboratory.

Intellectual Influences
Intellectually, I owe so much to my father, Henry Liebmann. He
taught me a moral code of living based on truth, honesty, reason,
and relevance. He engendered in me a passion for history and
knowledge. Most important, he combined these values into one
basic philosophy of life: Treasure your heritage, but create new
traditions to replace whatever is false or harmful in order to build a
better world.
While my undergraduate major was chemistry, my history minor
received my passion. The twentieth century holds my greatest
interest. In particular, I believe understanding the social history of
eras such as Nazi Germany, with its power to control the minds of
otherwise sane and intelligent people, is a key to coming to grips
with many of the complex issues still facing society. In the current
climate of the 2016 Presidential election primaries, I am particularly saddened at the tone our
politicians take and the casual scapegoating that promotes hate and violence. We must
examine the circumstances that gave rise to such a philosophy and that stood by and allowed it
to grow and flourish. I believe that ministers bear a special burden to challenge the influence of
fear mongers, who are adept at moral propaganda and are all too willing to compromise our
democratic principles.
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Congregational Experience
Unitarian Universalist Ministry


Currently serving as Minister of the Unitarian Universalist
Fellowship of Midland, Michigan.



Received Final Fellowship from the Ministerial Fellowship
Committee in November 2015.



Served as Consulting Minister at the Unitarian Universalist
Congregation of Smithton, Pennsylvania from February 2010
to July 2011.



Received Preliminary Fellowship from the Ministerial
Fellowship Committee in September 2010.



Worked as Ministerial Intern at the Unitarian Universalist
Congregation at Shelter Rock from March to December, 2009.



Completed clinical pastoral education unit at the Veterans’ Administration Hospital in
Pittsburgh in 2008.



Graduated from Meadville Lombard Theological School ‘s Modified Residency
Program, May 2010.



Also took classes in Religious Studies and Social Work at the University of Pittsburgh
and online classes through the Starr King School for the Ministry.



Served as Student Minister at the First Unitarian Church of Pittsburgh, 2007-08.

First Unitarian Church in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania


Member from 1989 to 2011.



Full-time religious education teacher, 1991-2007 (taught every grade from 1-12).



Youth advisor, 1995-2007; regular participant in Ohio-Meadville District YRUU
conferences .



Adult Co-Chair of the Ohio-Meadville District Youth Adult Committee (YAC), 2001-2007.



Honored with First Unitarian Church Volunteer of the Year Award in 1998.



Former Chair of the Long-Range Planning Committee.



Former member of the Music Committee and Choir.

Continental Unitarian Universalist Activities


Chrysalis Level IV Youth Advisor with concentration in Youth Spirituality — Continental
Youth Advisor Trainer (AT1) — attended training in Boston, November 2000.



Adult-at-large member of the Continental Young Religious UU Youth Council, 19971999.
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Co-Founder of REC Room, a web site devoted to disseminating information on UU
religious education curricula.



Member of the Unitarian Universalist Curriculum and Resource Developers (UUCARDs),
a group of UU curriculum writers.



Attended General Assemblies 1998 to 2006, 2009, 2011, and 2013.

Other Information


Born in Barberton, Ohio in 1956; lived in Pittsburgh, PA from 1967 to 2009.



Married to Jody (2012).



Daughter Ashley (b. 1983) and son Tyler (b. 1986).



Employed at the University of Pittsburgh 1980 to 2008, most recently as Assistant to the
Provost.



B.S. in Chemistry (1978) and M.B.A. in Operations Research (1979), both from Pitt.
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Publications
Sauntering: Wandering the Path of Mystical Omnitheism
Sauntering is written for people who are questioning their beliefs and
looking for meaning, purpose or answers to the big questions in life –
people who call themselves “spiritual but not religious,” or
nonreligious, or even agnostic or atheist. The book offers advice on
how to open your body, mind and spirit to new insights without
resorting to complicated spiritual practices or time-consuming
meditative arts. By sauntering, one explores the path of Mystical
Omnitheism – the idea that ours is only one of countless universes
and planes of existence – and that all existence is god. Everything is
sacred, and every person and everything that exists is important.
Sauntering opens the door to mystical experiences with all
universes.” Many religions teach that salvation depends on a loving,
accepting, and obedient relationship with God. Adherents of these
faiths communicate with God through prayer. They show their devotion to God through the acts,
such as communal worship. They commit to a moral code established by the human voices of
God in ancient history and periodically adapted over the centuries by religious leaders.
Other religions teach that enlightenment requires that you shed the illusory trappings of our
mortal plane of existence. Only by disengaging from suffering, or from attachment to worldly
things can you reconnect with the original source of life. Adherents of these faiths pursue the
path of meditation and reflection. They show their devotion through acts of sacrifice and by
following codes of duty and behavior established by ancient teachers and cultural traditions.
But, what if you believe that the god of your ancestors is a fantasy invented to numb us into
conformity and controlled living? What if you care about people and the world here and now –
not just in what happens after death – and you want to work to make things better? You find
little solace in churches, synagogues, temples, and mosques. You grow quickly bored with yoga
and meditation. You find no connection with the narrow-minded dogma of any of the so-called
organized religions. And you find no hopeful and loving message in nonbelief or atheism. What
can you believe in that satisfies your emotional needs and your intellectual reasoning? How can
you sustain and strengthen your belief that your life matters?
Through the spiritual practice of sauntering, or mindful wandering, you can learn how to open
yourself to the world around you and connect to possible realities beyond the known universe.
Omnitheism recognizes that you, every animal and plant, every molecule in every galaxy is
equal and all equate to the traditional construct of god. The Omnitheist believes that all
existence is a unity of “godness,” an interconnected and interdependent oneness. Mystical
Omnitheism takes the view that our known world is only one of many universes and planes of
existence. The omniverse interacts in ways that we can perceive if we open our senses and our
spirits. Often, we can derive meaning from these interactions. Through mystical tools of
awareness, we can improve our capacity to perceive and find meaning in the intersections of all
elements of existence – meaning that we can apply to improving our own lives and our world.
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And, when the end does come, Mystical Omnitheism suggests that we remain part of this
ultimate perfection of unity. We become part of the spiritual flow of all things, omniscient and
omnipresent.” (from the back cover)

Unitarian Universalist Religious Education Curricula for Junior /Senior High
School
I have phased out the direct sale of hard copies of my
curricula. Each is available as a pdf file or on a Compilation CD
containing all of my curricula. Churches are permitted to make
copies of purchased curricula for their own use. Seven curricula on
one disk in pdf format (135 Sessions, nearly 1,000 pages, and six
school years of religious education resources for junior and senior
high Unitarian Universalist youth)


Living in UUville – Exploring the Unitarian Universalist
Purposes and Principles for junior and/or senior high school
youth



Paradigms Lost and Regained – Sacred life skills for junior
and/or senior high school classes with an adult supplement



Heresy Apparent – Unitarian Universalist heritage for junior and/or senior high school
classes



Sacred Threads – Asian religions curriculum for high school classes, recently revised
with nearly 50% new additional material



Thinking the Web – Moral issues curriculum for high school classes, recently revised
with 33% more material and updated resources



Truth and Meaning – Western religions curriculum for high school classes



Dare to Know – Humanism and Western philosophy curriculum for high school classes



Global Summit 2.0 – Week long theme activity for up to 75 junior and high school youth,
especially adaptable for camp settings



Global Summit, the Peace Game – Card game where players work together to resolve
global conflict to maintain world peace, for ages 10 and up



Youth Group Walking Tour of Downtown Boston – I developed this for our youth group in
2005. It takes about two hours, starting at 25 Beacon and ending at Fanueil Hall



Why high school religious education? … Why not? – These are some short responses to
common questions I have received over the years about high school RE



Bridging Ceremony readings – I delivered these homilies at the Bridging Ceremonies at
the First Unitarian Church of Pittsburgh



Racovia Today – A five-session multigenerational curriculum experience on community
building both for individuals and for society. This is available for free download.
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Sermons
I upload electronic copies of my sermons on my Google Drive. I
currently have most of my sermons from January 2014 to the
present posted.
You can also find other sermons and presentations on my
current Youtube Channel. When I served the Smithton
congregation from 2010-11, I also produced some videos that you
can view here.
This photo was taken in December 2014 on the capitol steps in
Lansing. I was asked to preach about the so-called Religious
Freedom Restoration Act by a group of college student activists.
That speech can be viewed here.
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Editorials
I have contributed many online articles and print editorials to
the Midland Daily News over the past four years. I cross post
these to my blog as well. These columns are read widely and
expose Unitarian Universalist philosophy to a broad audience.
The following is the most recent editorial, published on
Christmas Day, 2016.

Truth and Meaning: Christmas Message for Modern
Times
Today, billions across the earth celebrate the birth of a child.
Some doubt the accuracy of factual details of the event. Others
question the nature of the child and the circumstances of his conception. Centuries of
scholarship and spiritual contemplation failed to resolve different interpretations of the child’s
purpose and of his eventual actions as an adult.
Nearly everyone can agree, however, on one thing. Whether you are a Christian, Muslim, or
Jew, whether you follow Buddhist, Hindu, or no religious teachings at all, we can all agree on
this specific aspect of the life of the man known as Jesus.
Early in his ministry, this wandering
rabbi preached a message to the
people. He preached from the
hilltops and from the valleys. His
message resonated with every
person largely because other
prophets had preached the same
wisdom throughout the centuries.
And in 21st century America, this
message rings especially true.
Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. But woe to you
who are rich, for you have received your consolation.
Jesus lived in a world where the privileged held reign over the oppressed. He foresaw a time
when all their wealth, power, and military might could not prevent their eventual downfall.
Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled. Woe to you who are
full now, for you will be hungry.
Jesus called out the hypocrites, the policy makers who dined in fine style while the poor made
do with the scraps. He preached fairness and equity for all the people.
Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh. Woe to you who are laughing
now, for you will mourn and weep.
The arrogant leaders, distant from the faith and dedication of the people, thought they controlled
the truth. Jesus did not mock or threaten others to serve as an inspirational leader.
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Ministerial Packet of Jeff Liebmann
Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile you,
and defame you. Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that is what their
ancestors did to the false prophets.
Truth is not whatever reality most benefits you. Truth is truth. Jesus showed that true leadership
consists of honesty, openness, and candor regardless of the consequences.
Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you,
pray for those who abuse you.
Jesus spoke truth to power, never backing away from the challenges of scribes and Pharisees.
He never sold his principles for comfort, advantage, or influence.
Give to everyone who begs from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do
not ask for them again. Do to others as you would have them do to you.
The Golden Rule is the single most universal ethical belief of humanity. Jesus lived this ethic
and taught others to do the same.
Do not judge, and you will not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be
condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven; give, and it will be given to you.
Hold people accountable, but always do so with love and understanding. Jesus held malice in
his heart for no one and yet stood on the side of love opposed to all oppressive authority.
Near the end of his ministry, Jesus demonstrated that we cannot achieve justice passively, and
that we must sometimes meet oppression with active resistance.
Jesus entered the temple and drove out all who were selling and buying…he said, “My house
shall be a house of prayer, but you have made it a den of robbers.”
After his active resistance to the corrupt bankers and priests, Jesus taught in the temple and
healed those who came to him seeking cures. He told the crowds that the scribes and
Pharisees tie up heavy, hard to bear burdens and lay them on the shoulders of others to carry.
They exalt themselves, claiming great deeds and the best seats in the synagogue. Jesus called
them blind guides and fools, for they valued the gold and not the sanctuary that made the gold
sacred. Instead of tithing, Jesus called on the self-indulgent and greedy to practice justice,
mercy, and faith.
Prophecy. Christmas celebrates a world-changing event in the past. But Christmas also
commemorates the spirit of the man born under that star. Christmas proclaims the message of
brotherhood and sisterhood among all people, and compassion for every person, whether poor
or sick, hungry or hated.
So, honor the wonder of birth this Christmas season. May you see in every child the promise of
a great life of service, a great love of others. Honor the child – wherever and however he was
born – as the symbol of hope for billions born into poverty and oppression. Then, honor the man
that child came to be – the man who taught the beatitudes of unconditional love, and who
sacrificed everything to show us the meaning of justice, mercy, and faith. May we honor those
teachings every day of the year and find the courage to stand up publicly for those principles.
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Newsletter Articles
I write a monthly column titled Pulpit Ponderings for my Fellowship’s newsletter, The Candle
Flame. Here are the most recent examples.

Pulpit Ponderings, December 2016
Our Fellowship faces an intriguing time in the next few months. The recent election shocked
most people, leaving in its wake much anger, frustration, sadness, and fear.
People want help and reassurance. People want desperately to do something. And people
marginalized in one way or another by society seek sanctuary.
Many people will visit the Fellowship and will explore our online
outreach. They will seek us out for reasons very different from
those that often bring people to a Unitarian Universalist
congregation. Theirs is not a gradual process, or curiosity. They
feel desperation. They badly need to know that things will be
alright and, if not, that they is a place they can go to.
In the coming month in particular, people will want the familiar
warmth and compassion surrounding the December holidays.
They need these things, however, without the passive
acceptance of the violence and bigotry erupting across the
nation in the wake of the election. They need a place that stands by them no matter what. They
need a place with a history and tradition of fighting injustice and welcoming the oppressed.
Therefore, I ask you all to consider the hurt visitors may feel. I want us to set aside some of our
business as usual for a time and concentrate heavily on the members of our community who
need this religious community in their lives. If you know someone experiencing pain, invite them
to join us. When you meet the visitor, listen to their story. And when the time comes for action,
be prepared to resist.
If you saw reports of the white supremacist conference in Washington D.C. recently, you know
that those opposed to our Unitarian Universalist principles are very real and feel emboldened by
the language and tone of our President Elect. The coming year may be critical for our nation,
our region, and our community. I stand ready to face this challenge and to offer suggestions for
contemplation and action. May this season of peace temper us for the events that may come.

Pulpit Ponderings, November 2016
Recently, I listened to a congregant commenting on his perception that our Fellowship’s
decision making lacked sufficient democratic process. He offered no specifics or suggestions to
address this perception, just his sense that a small number of persons were making the most
significant decisions affecting the life of the Fellowship. Since this perception may be felt by
others, I want to suggest ways in which any member of this congregation can help make our
processes more democratic.
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1. Read the key Fellowship guiding documents. Participating in the American democracy
requires knowledge of the Constitution. Participation in the Fellowship’s democratic
process requires knowledge of the Mission, Vision, Core Values, and Covenant.
2. Read the monthly newsletter and midweek updates and like the UUFoM Facebook
page. Every effort is made to advertise any event of significance to the members and
friends of the Fellowship through these communication channels. A democratic process
is only as good as the efforts made by its participants to stay informed.
3. Talk to Ministry Team and Committee chairs. The best way to learn more or ask a
question about an area of the Fellowship is to speak to the chair of the responsible
group. If you don’t know who that person is, feel free to email or call the Fellowship
Office. Chairs want feedback. The democratic process starves in a vacuum and
communication must travel both ways.
4. Attend Ministry Team or Committee meetings. With the exception of the Pastoral Care
Ministry Team and the Committee on Ministry (which both require a degree of
confidentiality), every meeting held under the auspices of the Fellowship is open at all
members to attend. If you want to know the next meeting time of a group, email or phone
the chair of that group. If you want to view democracy in action, you can see it in the
efforts of dozens of your fellow members volunteering their time designing worship
services, maintaining the grounds, educating our children, beautifying our building, and
the many other chores needed to sustain our religious community.
5. Talk to your elected officers. As in any representative democracy, you vote for leaders to
serve on your Board of Trustees who are entrusted to manage the legal and financial
requirements of this organization. They represent you and are responsible to you. Board
meetings are open to all to attend and minutes of past meetings are available for all to
read. If you have an issue or question regarding the governance and policies of the
Fellowship, you have every right to raise that question with the Board.
6. Talk to the minister. I oversee and am responsible for every aspect of ministry at the
Fellowship, a responsibility included in your call to me to serve as your minister. But,
while I serve each of you, I also serve the greater community in which live hundreds
even thousands of potential members of this Fellowship. I also serve the mission and
goals of the Unitarian Universalist Ministers Association, and adhere to its guidelines
and codes of conduct. Lastly, I serve the history and tradition of Unitarian Universalism
in the world. Email me. Call me. Grab me after a service.
7. Be patient. You may not always hear the answer you think you want. But everyone
involved in our democratic process will take all the time needed to explain the answer
and the rationale behind it. After hearing the answer, you might have suggestions for
change. Great! Identify the appropriate person and submit your suggestion in writing for
consideration.
8. Look outside the box. The decisions made in this Fellowship are made not only on
behalf of our current members and friends. We also make decisions that serve the
interests of our children, our neighbors, and our surrounding community. We commit to
courses of action for those who may not even know we exist yet. We act to help some
who will never sign a membership card, but to whom we owe our duty as a spiritual
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body. And we act for future citizens of this region who will study our contributions to the
legacy of Unitarian Universalism as they carve their own path.
9. Volunteer! Don’t wait to be asked. Offer your help, whatever the area. We are always in
need of greeters and ushers, teachers and assistants, tree trimmers and painters, meal
providers and drivers, writers and singers. The opportunities for you to be part of this
Fellowship and to engage in its democratic processes are limitless.
10. Don’t wait for leaders to act. We all wear multiple hats, and there is more than enough
work to spread around. As a result, we can sometimes focus solely on today and not
tomorrow, next month, next year, and beyond. So, take time to ask tomorrow’s
questions. Who should we be serving and how can we best serve them? Are there new
and/or better ways of reaching out to the community? What does Midland need
desperately that we can uniquely offer? If we took out a $500,000 mortgage on our
property, what could we do with that money to advance our vision? When you tell
someone where you go to church, what is the first thing you hope comes to their mind?

Pulpit Ponderings, October 2016
Alien sounds bombard our ears every day. We walk down the street and the clanking of
machinery and whirl of motors drowns out the whispering breezes and melodious tones of
singing birds. The worst sound of all? Words spoken to disparage, to demean, to discredit, to
dismiss. The smug, shrill voices of arrogance can make us feel unworthy, helpless to escape
unpleasant circumstances.
When I am unable to shut out these unwanted sounds, I pull out my John Coltrane CDs and
records and let his saxophone speak to me. Coltrane possessed a unique talent to bring his
instrument to life with a purity that most of us mere mortals can only imagine. When his fingers
dance, I hear no other sounds. My soul gets in sync with the beat and I follow his horn wherever
it leads.
Too few people have the power to transcend the mundane and to lift others up into the
stratospheric winds to join them on the journey. Some accomplish this feat with words, others
with dance, still others with art. Some silent film actors had this ability using only facial
expressions (watch Renée Jeanne Falconetti in the 1928 production of The Passion of Joan of
Arc).
When you find people who speak to you this way, cherish them. Call upon them when the world
bears down too hard, or when fear and doubt begin to crush your very humanity. The discordant
voices are the ones out of step with reality. Harmony is the natural order in the universe and it
welcomes us.

18

Ministerial Packet of Jeff Liebmann

Worship
My call to ministry began through work with Unitarian
Universalist youth. The guiding principle of empowerment,
fundamental to our ministry to and with youth, lies at the core of
my ministerial philosophy. I provided information necessary for
youth to make decisions about their lives and their world, and
then nurtured a learning environment in which they were free to
explore, to take on responsibilities, to succeed, and even
sometimes to fail. I helped create a safe and loving space for
the youth to live religious lives every day.
My philosophy of worship and preaching also benefited from
years of experience helping youth design their own worship
services. Worship at youth conferences and camps differs
fundamentally from typical church experiences. As practiced by
youth, this “round” worship style generally takes place:


late at night, in the dark or with modest candle light;



in relative silence, with music generally provided only by human voices;



within an open space with most participants seated or lying on the floor;



with no set time limits or expectations – in my experience, I have seen youth services
that lasted 15 minutes and others that lasted several hours;



following a general structure, but with service elements varying greatly from one service
to another;



with youth leadership, by a group who have planned the worship entirely that day in the
context of the day’s events; and most important



with a deep level of spiritual, emotional, and even physical intimacy.

Transitioning to the more traditional “square” Sunday morning worship services (named this
because of the normal placement of seats/pews relative to service leaders), I bring some of
these round elements with me, particularly the last piece. I employ in worship services activities
and a tone that encourages more intimate interactions among congregants during the service. I
believe that affinity, even communion of souls, lies potential for powerful interactions between
people and for personal transformation.
My sermonic style typically includes a story or personal reflection as a lead-in or bridge to
connect with congregants. I avoid “book report” sermons, believing that congregants can read
just as well as I, and may often know just as much or more as I do about a given topic. My gift,
honed over years, is an ability to make connections between disparate ideas or
experiences. My sermons tend to be multi-layered, sometimes bordering on the complex, as I
draw these connections together into a common narrative.
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My theology of worship derives from my personal theology. So,
while I believe that notions of divinity and sacredness require newer
and more modern definitions, my theology does include a quantum
cosmological view, aware of the unexplainable and the mysterious in
our lives. I favor Csikszentmihalyi’s definition of flow as a
“transcendental” or “religious” state in which events follow one
another in a unified, organic fashion without our conscious
interference. In a state of flow, consciousness and behavior seem
as one. In a worship service, deep flow may be characterized by:


timelessness;



integration of mind and body;



a true and welcomed dependency on others;



a sense of our place in the universe;



a dimension of depth, encountering ultimate concerns; and



merging of action and awareness.

So, like my experience with youth worship over the years, I strive to harness these energies
within the framework of a worship service, to foment interaffective responses and to create the
potential for intense, even ecstatic moments.
I do not believe in a Holy Spirit in the Christian sense of the term, but I do believe in spirit,
perhaps certain elemental energies, that can move between us and even guide us toward
recognizing unique synchronicities. I believe that spirit is an interaffective force of human
essence, which travels between us on invisible spiritual fields. And, I believe that a minister, by
tapping into those fields, can learn to sense, perhaps even enhance and direct that force. For
me, worship and preaching require a seamless melding of intellect, emotion, and body.
My historical grounding in Unitarian Universalism lies in each heresy,
each choice my ancestors made to break away from the traditional belief
paradigms of the Abrahamic religions. I am grounded by the countless
Unitarians and Universalists who dared to think that society could change
in fundamental ways to improve the condition of people’s lives and the
ability of people to achieve their highest purpose in life. I am particularly
grounded in the enormous sacrifices of Servetus, the Polish Brethren, and
others burned, imprisoned, tortured, and exiled for supporting the freedom
to believe and to worship in the manner they chose.
I am grounded in the work of skeptics and freethinkers; of scholars who challenged the
traditional interpretation of the Bible as a self-evident historical document; of scientists who
continue to probe the nature of human consciousness and explain the unknown through rational
means. I am grounded in the first and second Humanist Manifestos and in the writings of
people who suggested that we can be religious people without god. I am grounded in ministers
past, like Dietrich, Holmes, Davies, and Patton, who spoke with prophetic voices about creating
a universal religion from Unitarian Universalism. I am grounded in modern-day thinkers, who
suggest that some traditional belief systems – with their restrictions on thought and
encouragement of hostility – have corrupted religion and spawned global violence.
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Lifespan Learning
The seed of my call to ministry was planted and grew
in the fertile soil of religious education work. I taught
Unitarian Universalist religious education classes
nearly every Sunday morning for 15 years. I taught
every elementary school grade until moving into junior
and senior high age youth work.
In all the chaos and necessary tasks associated with
our religious education programs, I think we tend to
forget that teaching religious education is
ministry. We must constantly remind everyone
(especially all those church members without children in our programs) that our work with
children and youth is just as important as the Sunday morning service, parish visitors, the
church building, and all of the other elements of our religious communities. If fact, I would argue
that it is slightly more important because our audience does not have the skills or life knowledge
needed to minister to themselves, as we adults generally do.
I taught every Sunday because I couldn’t imagine what I would have done if I couldn’t do it. I
resented Sunday services that cut into my class time, and all of these pesky special services
and holiday weekends when we didn’t have classes. I adored teaching religious education
classes and found working with children and youth to be my primary source of spiritual
fulfillment and personal enrichment for many years. Teaching in religious education led me into
so many other things, such as youth advising, chaplaincy, and curriculum writing, that
broadened my perspective on ministry. These activities opened the way for my involvement in
denominational affairs and attendance at General Assembly.
My passion for religious education continued into parish
ministry. I cannot emphasize strongly enough the importance of
children and youth knowing their minister and seeing their
minister actively involved in their activities at church. I
participate in youth and young adult activities, teach adult
religious education classes, and lead summer camp and retreat
programs. I hope to continue writing curricula, perhaps moving
into new areas, such as multigenerational programming. After
teaching some adult classes, such as Our Chosen Faith and
Building Your Own Theology, I would also like to explore new
topics and formats for adult formal learning and experiential
opportunities, such as occurs in small group ministry.
Ministry is the key. We should never have to beg people to fill a teaching slot because we
cannot find enough warm bodies. We should be selecting teachers from among a pool of
applicants seeking a spiritual path within our religion. I was privileged during every moment I
have spent leading religious education classes and programming and participating in activities
involving children, youth, and families in our congregations. I hope to continue to honor this vital
work in my future congregations, helping to grow a new generation of Unitarian Universalists for
the 21st century.
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Prophetic Outreach
During my years of lay leadership, I felt proud of my
work, appreciated by those I served, and happy
being in my religious communities. I believe that our
purpose in life demands honesty, authenticity, and
our best effort to strive toward our greatest
potential. For many years, I served various roles –
father, husband, son, brother, employee,
professional – and found fulfillment in each. I have
served on a variety of boards and committees in
support of local communities and schools. These
roles, and a wide range of other volunteer service activities, also prepared me in important ways
for an ultimate position in servant leadership.
Our history and living tradition resonate deeply within me. My reading and studies reveal how
being a Unitarian Universalist minister offers the opportunity to mentor others as so many
people past and present mentored me. And, Unitarian Universalist ministry provides the best
venue to develop my prophetic voice and effect desperately needed change in our society and
in the world. Reading the words of those that have gone before and my colleagues today only
strengthens my commitment to our principles and to the creation of a fair and peaceful world of
equality and diversity.

Synchronicity
In the end, I believe Unitarian Universalist ministry
chose me as much as I chose this path. When
called to serve the Unitarian Universalist
Fellowship of Midland in 2011, the first major event
of my ministry was the eruption onto the national
scene of the Occupy Wall Street movement. I
spent much of that first year meeting with local
members of Occupy the Tri (the tri-cities of
Midland, Saginaw, and Bay City), protesting on
street corners, writing brochures and editorials,
and offering my support and expertise to that amazing populist effort. I believe this experience
was no accident and that I was on a path of becoming a prophetic voice for justice.
In 2012, the Michigan Legislature proposed an omnibus package of bills attacking women’s
rights and reproductive justice. I drove to Lansing to testify before a House Committee and was
shocked to see the 100 women in the room completely ignored and silenced. I was allowed to
testify and took advantage of the situation to speak candidly to the legislators about the fallacy
and unfairness of their proposed action.
Since then, I have testified against bills and laws that would allow businesses to discriminate
based on their “strongly held religious beliefs,” reduce gun safety, and prohibit marriage
equality. I have testified in favor of bills that would expand protections for gay and transgender
individuals, provide broader access to affordable health care, and protect the rights of the
elderly and of labor unions.
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Speaking with a Prophetic Voice
After the tragic murders in Newtown, Connecticut, I wrote a
blistering editorial on America’s Gun Culture. The editor of
the Midland Daily News invited me to become a regular contributor
to the paper’s online blog, which I happily agreed to do. I named
my column Truth and Meaning, and wrote weekly for three years on
a wide range of topics from a progressive religious point of view,
including reproductive justice, religious freedom, right to work,
immigration, LGBT equality, marriage equality, gun control,
economic injustice, anti-racism, and the belief that all religions can
unite in the common belief of loving our neighbors. In addition, I
write monthly editorials for the Sunday print version of the
newspaper, such as this article on the 50th anniversary of the
march in Selma, or this one on economic freedom and the rights of
workers.
As a minister, I see myself as a catalyst. I do not have all the answers. I cannot bear everyone’s
emotional burdens. I cannot be anyone’s conscience. What I can do, however, is model a
religious life lived in covenant with others. I can comfort the afflicted when needed to strengthen
them and constantly remind them that all things are possible. I can afflict the comfortable, when
we grow complacent or when we need reminding that Unitarian Universalists stand for principles
of meaning and not just the right to “believe whatever you want to believe.” I believe that
Unitarian Universalists stand for the free and responsible use of the human tools of courage,
reason, and compassion, experiencing life’s capacity for deepest meaning and love.
But, most of all, I can model my Unitarian Universalist heroes who stood up against slavery,
who fought for equal rights for women, who opposed war, and who worked to create ways to
bring us to the Beloved Community.
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Pastoral Care
My theology of pastoral care is to serve people in need, to bring myself to people openly and
honestly, and to love unconditionally. I offer pastoral care knowing that I am only human, but
that as humans we consist of the same matter as all existence. As such, we have the right to
call upon all powers and forces of the universe in our times of need.
One of the principles of Unitarian Universalism is the
commitment to a free and responsible search for truth
and meaning. Of all the principles of my faith, this one
holds primary importance, not only in my preaching
and teaching ministry, but also in my pastoral
care. For me, the challenges of life can leave us
feeling isolated, helpless, and hopeless. Pastoral care
in my ministry aims to lessen these feelings by
meeting people in distress with unconditional love, an
attitude of truth seeking, and a commitment to
searching for meaning in life and specifically within our
lives. Pastoral care is grounded in the belief that we can care for the anguished by being with
them as they live through pain, learn from pain, and in time apply what they have learned to
their lives and the lives of those around them.
Another core principle of Unitarian Universalism is the belief in the inherent worth and dignity of
every person. Essential to this philosophy is our ability to tap into our deep inner resources,
both within ourselves and within the power of love of all humankind. Some Unitarian
Universalists ascribe this faith in grace and goodness partly to a god. Whatever our personal
theologies, we can find common ground in the key belief that humankind is inherently good and
that life is worthwhile, in spite of pain, loss, and ultimately death.
I believe that there exist forces in the universe and perhaps beyond that we do not
understand. But, I do not believe that these forces or supernatural powers exist respond to our
petitions or intercede with purpose in our lives. The result of this theology is that we must find
the strength to deal with crises and the challenges of life within ourselves and from each
other. What, then, do I believe is the purpose of prayer?
Prayer for me begins with listening and caring about the person to whom I am ministering. My
prayers reflect their needs, the matters afflicting their
minds and hearts. I want the person to know that they
have been heard, that they have had the opportunity
to articulate their fears, and that they are not alone in
their pain. If I can bring a positive attitude to the
process, all the better. If I can offer suggestions, or
even solutions, then I will do so. Regardless, my aim
in pastoral care is to help the person find within
themselves and their available circle of family and
friends the resources to deal with whatever struggle
they are facing.
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I embrace an open mind toward others’ view. My approach to pastoral care rests heavily
on your freedom to choose how you deal with crises and challenges in life. I am unbound by
dogmatic beliefs in evil, sin, salvation, or redemption in facing pain and suffering, so am free to
use all of the tools available to the human mind to craft an effective response.
In Midland, I have coped with every type of pastoral
issue, including divorce, gender identity transition,
child custody, aging, tragic sudden death, suicide,
arrest, addiction, and mental illness. I have faith in
human beings, even against the weight of historical
evidence. I have faith that we can develop the
collective intelligence needed to plan for and ensure
that we survive and thrive as a species. At the core of
this intelligence is a deep-rooted commitment to caring
for each other without needing to rely on supernatural
explanations or guidance as a source of our
morality. My religious theology of mystical omnitheism emphasizes the primacy of nondogmatic reason, intelligence, and critical thinking, while at the same time recognizing the
importance of intuitive, affective, and non rational factors in human experience.
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Denominational Affairs
Having attended many General Assemblies over the years, I
know firsthand the power of thousands of Unitarian Universalist
voices raised in song. I know the power of people from across
the globe coming together to craft social justice statements. I
know the power of great orators addressing our body and
inspiring us to action. I intend to continue attending GA in the
future and will strongly encourage others to join me.
Many other opportunities exist for denominational
involvement. Our summer camps provide amazing
experiences. Having led youth and young adult programs at the
Ohio-Meadville District Summer Institute many times, I know the
connections forged there can endure for many years.
Social justice trips also provide life-changing experiences for
congregations. I led a trip to New Orleans when serving as
student minister in Pittsburgh. The week afforded
participants the opportunity to contribute to so many
lives and to live our principles concretely.
I agree with Peter Morales, when he discusses the
future of denominational life in our congregations. We
can do much to reach out to people in virtual ways or
through nontraditional venues. Millennials in particular
demand relevance of their churches, and we must
show young adults our willingness to adapt to new
technologies and new strategic directions if our
denomination is to thrive.
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Administration
I have more than three decades’ experience in
management of human organizations, with all of their
idiosyncrasies, bureaucratic behaviors, and intrigues.
Working in higher education, I know well the nonprofit
environment and working with people committed to
high purpose of human achievement. I also know well
how people in such environments feel passionately
about their commitments, and how such passions can
on occasion lead to conflict, even in a covenantal
community.
I spent much of my university career staffing institutional committees and task forces with broad
constituent representation. As a staff person, I had little direct power, but the responsibility to
see that the group achieved its goals. These experiences taught me how to deal with difficult
individuals, to ensure that all voices were heard, to craft compromises, and to keep groups
grounded in core values. I have also served in most capacities in my congregational experience,
from committee member to President. So, I appreciate the dedication of volunteers committed to
sustaining a vision of beloved community.
I have been enormously fortunate to work with talented church
staff, first as a religious educator and youth advisor, then as a
student minister and as an intern. In Midland, it has been my
pleasure to work with a highly-educated and gifted religious
educator, a music director pursuing credentialing with the UU
Musicians Network, and dedicated long-term office and
maintenance staff. I maintain a deep appreciation for the work of
support staff, from secretaries to sextons, without whom our
church buildings might literally collapse. And, through my
seminary experience and as I enter into fellowship with
ministers, I am building a strong and supportive network of
colleagues. I anticipate many years of vital relationship with
these dear friends and colleagues.
My most strongly held belief regarding the practical art of church
life is this. If congregants, staff, and ministers work with good
intent and assume good intent of others, then anything is
possible. I promise to always assume good intent on your part
and hope that we can build that mutual trust that makes all goals
achievable. One last critical element…a sense of humor.
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Governance
At the University of Pittsburgh, I directed the strategic planning
support activities for a major research university facing an
unprecedented crisis in leadership. Morale was at an all time low
and deferred maintenance would soon bankrupt the institution. I
crafted a planning and budgeting process (later used by other
universities) that helped identify core mission areas, promote
participation by all constituents, and link budget and personnel
planning directly with planning for strategic goals.
When I arrived at Midland, the congregation had already
adopted and rejected the Carver model, and had begun
implementing the Hotchkiss system of Governance and
Ministry – a model I wholeheartedly endorse. I led the effort of
the Governance Team in completing implementation, which
eventually led to a new mission, a new vision, statements of
core values, and overhauled By-Laws. This governance system strongly links lay and ministerial
leadership and guarantees fiscal responsibility while at the same
time providing funding for opportunities.
Since 2011, the Fellowship budget increased to accommodate
additional hours for the Director of Religious Education, more
funding for physical plant upkeep, and new revenues for ministry
team expenses. For the past two years, the Fellowship achieved its
pledge drive amount for the first time in its history.
The Midland Fellowship is engaged in active and ongoing strategic
planning. The general areas of change have been identified and
teams are now discerning directions for enhancement and support.
Supporting these efforts is a strong commitment to move from a
“haven” church to a congregation that truly invites people from the
broad community.
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