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‘For the greater good of all humanity’

The First Unitarian Church of Hamilton is the sixth oldest of Canada’ s current 45 or so Unitarian
Universalist congregations or fellowships. Of the still-surviving congregations, only Montreal,
Halifax, Toronto, Olinda (Ontario) and North Hatley (Quebec) started earlier. Founded May 12,
1889, our congregation has built three churches, and bought and renovated four other buildings,
including the former True Vaue hardware storethat is our current home. Our first 60 years were
marked by constant financial struggle. We sold our first three buildings because we needed the
money, and ministers frequently left because their pay was cut. Twice, for eight yearsin the
1920s and three in the late 1940s, there were no services at all, just annual meetings. Since the
congregation was revived in 1949, one minister was fired and another resigned, both amid great
controversy. For 38 of our 115 years, including the years the church was closed, we didn’t have a
minister a all, but for at least 27 years, we succeeded in carrying on with lay leadership.

Y et, though our fortunes have waxed and waned, the commitment to having a liberal reli-
gious voice in this community has survived and even grown. In the early 1950s, this congrega-
tion built a new church at 2301 King Street East near Parkdale, largely with the labour of church
members. After moving to the west end and 268 Aberdeen Avenue in 1970, the congregation has
twice outgrown its home, moving to 211 Locke Street South in 1986 and then to the present loca-
tion at 170 Dundurn Street South in 1998 in order to have room for more members and more ac-
tivities. We have twice hosted the Canadian Unitarian Council annual meeting, in 1968 and
1974, and will again in 2005. We also hosted the annual meeting of the St. Lawrence District of
the Unitarian Universalist Association in 1986. Today, our membership numbers are at their
highest ever, and our minister since 1996, Allison Barrett, has served longer than all but one of
our 21 ministers. Douglas Hemmeon (1931-1942), still holds the longevity record.

A half dozen people have written histories of our congregation, most focused on ministers,
buildings and financial struggles. This document goes in a different direction. This congregation
was founded for, among other purposes, “the service of man” (sic) and our constitution and by-
laws say church members are committed to, among other things, “the obligation to work for the
greater good of all humanity.” Thisisarecord of some of our effortsto fulfill that commitment.

1894 —the 1960s. The Women’s Alliance, public debate

| was able to find little about social action projects before 1965, but it is clear that the Women’'s
Alliance, which lasted from 1894 until the early 1960s, was active in various social service roles.
In the First World War, for instance, the alliance worked for the Red Cross, Belgian Relief Fund
and Secours National, a semi-official French organization that gave help to civilian victims of
the war. (During the war, the Y oung People’ s Religious Union (Y PRU) also raised money and
worked with many patriotic projects.)

The alliance supported the Unitarian Service Committee (now USC Canada), which was
founded in 1945 by L otta Hitschmanova to help the starving, displaced children of Europe
through emergency assistance of various types, including clothing and food drives, then evolved
into a development agency that attacks poverty at its roots. The alliance also supported various
children through “adoption” programs, including a child adopted through USC Canada in Janu-
ary 1961 in memory of longtime alliance member Sarah Berry. Chi He Sook, supported for at
least two years, was in a home for disabled children in Seoul, South Korea. In addition to finan-
cial support, the alliance sent her cards and various presents including clothes that members
made. The alliance doubtless did a great deal more and deserves its own history.



In the 1950s, the congregation was involved in current issues through organizing debates or
speeches on hot public issues at the King St. East church. In May 1955, for instance, the church
organized a debate on censorship, in direct response to a service club’s recently announced cam-
paign to control the sale of questionable literature. The service club was invited, but declined, to
participate. The debate, among seven experts, was taped and broadcast later over CHML. Other
debates organized that year dealt with corporal punishment in schools and jails, and fluoridation.
(Hamilton was one of the last major cities in Canada to approve fluoridation. It took two city
plebiscites before fluoride was added to city water in 1967 - and then there was one more on
whether to disconnect!)

1965: First Social Action Committee: making the case for change

The first social action committee appears to have formed in 1965, with Martin Keefe and then
Dorothy Ludbrook and Ali Averink as chairs.

Members of the committee arranged atour of the Barton Street Jail in 1965 or 1966 and re-
ported to the city jail committee on their findings. The jail, which had opened in 1875, designed
for 68 male and 12 female prisoners, had only two showers for between 120 and 170 inmates and
required inmates to use a pail as atoilet when they were locked up at night, a period of 11 hours.
There was also no separate room for counselling or preparation of probation reports. The com-
mittee urged, as grand juries had for years, that the jail be replaced. Until then, it urged creation
of private cubicles for interviews with counsellors, lawyers and ministers. A new jail wasn’t
opened until early 1978.

The committee sparked a great deal of debate with a brief it delivered in October, 1965 to
the provincial Committee on the Aims and Objectives of Education in Ontario, better known as
the Hall Dennis committee. For three months, our committee gathered information and prepared
its brief, talking with or writing to teachers and other education officials, parents and a psycholo-
gist and psychiatrist. The brief was presented in the committee’s name, since there wasn’t time to
bring it before the congregation for approval, but the committee said it represented the historic
position of Unitarianism on education and human nature.

The brief called on the province to abolish corpora and other harsh and humiliating pun-
ishments. Such punishment “is a violation of the concept of the dignity of the human personality.
It degradesthe individual. It accustoms children to violence as a means of correcting errors and
administering discipline.” It was also a blow to self-esteem, was less effective than reward,
tended to be applied inconsistently, and “tends to encourage the development of authoritarian
rather than democratic character.”

The brief urged hiring more clinical psychologiststo help teachers but placed its main em-
phasis on better teacher education. It blamed incidents of excessive punishment on the youth and
immaturity of teachers and urged that teacher candidates be required to have as a minimum re-
guirement athree-year bachelor of arts degree or its equivalent. At the time, only a year beyond
the last year of high school was required.

During its research, the committee heard many examples of excessive physical punishment
or ridiculing and it included in an appendix six cases where parents were willing to let the com-
mittee recount specific information. Those reported included a Grade 3 pupil whose mouth was
taped shut allegedly for talking out of turn; a Grade 1 pupil found playing with a book of
matches in his pocket who was strapped when he denied taking them from his mother’ s kitchen



cupboard; “Negro” twinsin aslow learners' class whose teacher shook them and called them
stupid; a Grade 3 pupil who was made to jump up and down in front of the class for being inat-
tentive; two girls strapped a dozen times each for taking a half package of marshmallows and
some nuts from a home economics class that they shared with their classmates; and a boy
strapped for putting his hat on while inside school.

The Hamilton Spectator asked for and was given a copy of the brief and produced what min-
ister Robert Hemstreet called “several sensational stories based largely on the cases cited.” The
articles sparked much debate, including many lettersto the editor. A lot of it focused on the spe-
cific examples—indeed, Ludbrook herself wrote that “too much emphasis has been placed on
these examples by the news media.” The Hamilton school board promptly denied the truth of the
allegations, which had not been brought to its attention before the brief was submitted. The
committee again cited lack of time for not doing so but offered to help the board investigate the
cases and to let it see the signed statements by the parents of the children punished. The commit-
tee also specifically asked the board, which had administered more than 1,100 strappings the
previous year, or about one for every 30 children in the system, to abolish corporal and other de-
grading punishments on its own, arequest the board rejected.

The debate sparked by the brief spread across the province after Toronto newspapers re-
ported on the committee's presentation to the Hall Dennis committee in Toronto in January
1966. The brief gained national publicity when it was covered by the hugely popular CBC TV
national affairs show This House Has Seven Days after Ludbrook phoned the show. This Hour
interviewed Ludbrook and also the parents of a girl who had been severely strapped and whose
doctor signed a statement saying that, five hours later, “both hands show redness of the palms
with evidence of bruising over the base of the left thumb.” The church also organized a public
debate on the issue at the church, where the president of the Ontario Teachers' Federation said
abolishing corporal punishment “would be suicide. Y ou must have some system of law and order
in schools.” The federation also dismissed the examples as unsubstantiated and sensationalized.

When the Hall Dennis committee issued its report in 1968, its recommendations included
abolishing corporal punishment. Ontario has never banned it, although most boards have. The
committee also endorsed the idea of requiring teachersto get a bachelor’ s degree to qualify to
teach, a change the government soon made.

In 1967, the committee again submitted a brief on education, to the Committee on Religious
Education in the Public Schools of the Province of Ontario. This brief was approved by a special
congregational meeting, unanimously. It urged an immediate end to the current practice of two
half hours a week of religious education in elementary schools which “flagrantly violates the
consciences of many children in our public schools, their parents and also their teachers. If the
curriculum is followed strictly, it teaches just one interpretation of Protestant Christian theology.
If it is not followed strictly (as we believe is more usually the case), an even more particularized
Protestant Christian viewpoint is taught—that of the individual teacher.” This practice wasn't
adequate for Protestants, let alone for Catholics and those of non-Christian faiths. The brief
urged that teachers' colleges begin preparing teachers for a new approach to religious and ethical
education, first for specialist teachers but after perhaps 10 years, for al teachers, that would in-
clude “(i) a non-theological discussion of ethics at the higher elementary-school level, (ii) inte-
gration of some historical and cultural material from world religions in regular courses through-
out elementary school, (iii) history and comparison of world religions at high school level as an
option.”



When the provincial committee reported in 1969, it recommended withdrawing the current
practice and proposed optional teaching of religion by clergy in secondary schools for up to a
period aweek per class. It recommended moral education be woven into the whole curriculum
through all school grades and appropriate training for teachers in values education and in reli-
gious education. The government did not officially adopt the report and didn’t withdraw the ex-
isting religious education practice. However, the ministry and boards of education increasingly
incorporated moral and values education into the curriculum, and a course entitled world relig-
ions for senior division students was developed in 1971.

In 1966, a congregational meeting formally approved adding a social concerns committee to
the list of standing committees in the church bylaws and established its purposes and terms of
reference. Generally, the committee’ s purpose was to sudy and act on issues of concern in ac-
cordance with the statements of purpose of this church, and general resolutions passed by the
Unitarian Universalist Association, the Canadian Unitarian Council, and the St. Lawrence Uni-
tarian Universalist District. It wasto publicize issues and could, among other things, draft resolu-
tions, petitions or briefs, in its own name or in the name of the church after a congregational
meeting.

The committee organized a panel discussion in April 1967 on “The Housing Crisis and what
should be done about it,” atitle very similar to that used for a series of public discussions organ-
ized by alater social action committee in 1999. It aso organized a conference on “Human Rights
inour Ingtitutional Society” to coincide with International Human Rights Y ear.

A Canadian Unitarian Council newsletter in 1967 also said Hamilton’s minister, which
would have been Robert Hemstreet, “has been active in organizing a group of Unitariansin
southern Ontario to ad Americans moving to Canada to avoid induction into the U.S. Army.”

The 1970s. Vietham War and boat people

In 1970, a congregational meeting unanimously approved a resolution sent to Prime Minister Pi-
erre Trudeau. The government had refused the Canadian Medical Aid to Vietnam organization
an export permit to ship American produced medical supplies for the relief of Vietnamese civil-
ians. Noting that Canada and the U.S. signed the Geneva Convention that says countries shall
allow passage of medical and hospital supplies, even to enemy states, the congregational resolu-
tion strongly recommended that the government honour that commitment.

Later in 1970, the church helped a Canadian Unitarian Council effort to compile information
on the effectiveness of the 1969 Criminal Code amendments permitting abortions if approved by
atherapeutic abortion committee. In Hamilton, there were no gynaecological beds in Hamilton
General Hospital and no therapeutic abortion committee; 62 gynaecological beds in St. Joseph’'s
Hospital but no therapeutic abortion committee; and variable numbers of gynaecological beds at
Chedoke Hospital and a therapeutic abortion committee.

| couldn’t find any records of social action between 1970 and 1979.

In 1979-80, a group within the congregation led by Santosh Mathur sponsored a family of
Vietnamese boat people, sister and brother Chau and Hoang Lang. The two left Vietnamin a
small wooden boat that was attacked by Thai bandits who stole all of their possessions. Sponsor-
ship included finding them an apartment and furnishings, opening a bank account, getting them
registered with OHIP and arranging for them to attend orientation and English classes, plus pro-
viding friendship. More than $6,000 was collected to support them.



The early 1980s. Actions by and for children

In 1983, the board of the church unanimously approved making a presentation to the Hamilton
board of education in support of implementing, in select schools, the McMaster University Teen-
age Pregnancy Study. Board chair Bill Fulton noted that the church had included the About Your
Sexuality Kit in its curriculum since 1970, with trained teachers and full information to parents,
and was pleased with the results. “The small group discussions, led by trained adults, which the
McMaster Teenage Pregnancy Study group plansto develop, would serve to increase the stu-
dents' knowledge about this important topic and above all it would assist in developing responsi-
ble decision-making capacities regarding sexual activity.”

What may be this congregation’s longest running social outreach project isour children’s
annual donation of warm clothing to less fortunate kids. It began with the mitten tree. Pat Web-
ber, religious education director from 1980-1984, started the mitten tree a Christmastime in her
first year. It was, she says, a way to get children thinking beyond gifts for themselves while also
exploring all that the tree that we decorate for Christmas represents, from pagan Y ule logs to the
trees of life and knowledge in the Garden of Eden to Martin Luther decorating the first Christmas
treeto the cycles of nature in which seeds from trees produce new life. Children, and their par-
ents, were advised in advance to start making or buying mittens which were brought to the mit-
ten tree service in December. During the service, the children collected the mittens from all of
the adults and then decorated a bare tree with them. After the service, the mittens were given to
the Salvation Army or some other agency to go to poor children. In early 2004, the junior high
group delivered almost 300 pairs of mittens, plus scarves, hats, boots and coats, to the &t. Vin-
cent de Paul Centre which in turn distributed them to schools and neighbourhood centres. The
group’s Share the Warmth project included obtaining a $750 donation from the Imperial Court of
Hamilton-Wentworth, which was used to buy coats, hats and boots.

Almost as old isthe annual children’s walkathon. Barb Wallace, director of religious educa-
tion from mid-1984 until mid-2001, began the walks in September 1987. “I was looking for a
way for the kids to think beyond themselves and their little lives and find away to help others.

“Each year as| got out the invitation letter to each child registered in church school telling
them about their curriculum, room, etc, | would enclose a pledge form. This would give them an
opportunity to get pledges before church school started. It was usually held during the third or
fourth week of September when we could count on reasonable weather. We always said we'd go
rain or shine and it never rained while we were on the walk.” The first walk involved 30 children
who raised $560.

“The first few years the money was sent to Dhaka, Bangladesh through the USC. It wasto
be spent on books, pencils, etc. and teacher salaries. We often had speakers come from the USC
in connection with the walk,” Wallace said. On Brad Berquist’s initiative, the money raised be-
gan to be split between the USC and Haiti. He said, “In the early *90s | was quite involved in
church school and my sister was nursing in Haiti. Because of that personal connection, it was
agreed that the proceeds would be split between Bangladesh and Haiti. My sister has visited the
kids three or four times over the years. | am not sure at what point we stopped supporting Bang-
ladesh (I think it may have been around the time Barb Wallace gave up her role as DRE).” Ber-
quist also recalled that one year, perhaps 2001, there was an new group leading the walkathon
and the kids gave the money they collected to a charity of their family’s choosing. In 2003 and
2004, the church school chose to give all walkathon proceeds to Hopital Albert Schweitzer in
Haiti to help pay for nursing on the pediatric ward.



“This has been a very good program for the church (and needy kids around the world). In
most years, we collected $200-$500. Two years ago we collected $1,500 and this year (2004),
we collected $6,800. It was the first time we had the walkathon in the spring and Anne (Pollard)
delivered a sermon on the subject beforehand,” Berquist said.

1985-1991: Refugees, petitions and the Ecocity project

Starting in late 1985, the congregation supported Nery Sanchez and her three sons, refugees from
El Salvador, asthey settled in Hamilton and worked to bring the rest of their family here. Church
members donated items to furnish an apartment and wrote letters of recommendation for work or
loans. When it was impossible to find rental accommodation for the nine members of the re-
united family, members helped in the search for ahome they could afford, helped inspect proper-
ties and provided financial advice. The congregation raised funds at a special church service on
Central Americato help Sanchez pay for air fare for her family and contributed household items
for the new home. Sanchez studied English and found work, as did her older sons, saving every-
thing they could and borrowing from family members to pay their own way as much as they
were able. Sanchez regularly attended church and the boys joined the youth group and helped out
on Sunday mornings with coffee and babysitting.

From 1985 through 1987, although there was no social action committee, a chair person,
Joan Jahn, brought issues to the board for action. In 1985, the church wrote to the Canadian Ra-
dio-television and Telecommunications Commission and the minister of communications, urging
effective regulations on violent programming, which the letter argued harmed society and par-
ticularly children and adolescents. It also wrote to the ministry of education recommending that
school curricula include education about the negative effects of violent TV programming. That
year, the board urged members of the congregation to boycott Campbell’ s soup for unfair labour
practices, and notified the company of the boycott, which was to continue until a fair settlement
was reached with the union. Members of the congregation signed letters supporting a 1986 On-
tario government bill to ban discrimination against gays and lesbians in employment, housing
and access to services, and another endorsing recommendations of a Planned Parenthood of On-
tario report, which called for increased funding and priority for pregnancy prevention programs.

In 1989, an ad hoc environmental group within the congregation responded to an initiative
of the Vancouver church that was studying Our Common Future, the report of the World Com-
mission on Environment and Development, the so-called Brundtland report. Vancouver invited
other Canadian Unitarian churches to contribute to a study guide on the concept of sustainable
development, and our committee responded with a report on chapter 6, “Species and Ecosys-
tems. Resources for Development? Precious Friends?’ The committee also presented a church
service in November 1989. The next year, the committee decided to switch from the global scene
to environmental issues in the Hamilton-Wentworth Region (now the city of Hamilton). With
board approval, it regrouped formally as a committee and launched a public education program
called the Ecocity Project, under the leadership of Farrell Boyce. The aim was to increase public
awareness of environmental issues at the local level, particularly asthey related to a sustainable
integration of city and countryside, and to communicate the results of the project as widely as
possible to encourage similar initiatives.

The rest of the year was taken up with planning, organization, publicity and fundraising for
four Saturday afternoon workshops and two Sunday field trips, each organized by subcommit-
tees. Grantstotalling $4,250 were obtained from four organizations. The Hamilton Naturalists



Club, the Conserver Societies of Hamilton and Burlington, and the Hamilton-Wentworth Federa-
tion of Agriculture joined the church as sponsors.

The April 1991 workshops focused on the definition of ecosystems, sustainable develop-
ment, self-sufficient bioregions, the production and consumption of food for humans, the costs
and benefits of industrial development, and the environmental impact of lifestyle choices. The
field trips were a naturalist’ s tour of the region and a visit to local farms.

Despite a publicity campaign that included direct mailings, posters and newspaper articles,
attendance at the workshops was disappointingly small. However, Boyce said much valuable in-
formation was gained on the issues and on launching and execution of similar projects, which
was captured in two reports. The first, The Framework, reviews the structure, organization, con-
tent, financing and results of the workshops and field trips. The second, Resources, contains
source materials which will be useful to those undertaking similar projects.

1992: A new committee, boarding house visits and food donations

In late 1992, anew social action committee, perhaps only our second one, was organized. Linda
Cochrane sought and got board approval to start what she described as non-controversial efforts
to be of service in the local community and assist groups and organizations promoting the worth
and dignity of every human being. The Community Awareness Committee looked for projects
that it could do in the immediate neighbourhood of the church, then on Locke Street.

Oneit initiated was to “adopt a boarding home.” The idea was to find a residence housing
ex-psychiatric patients and to visit them regularly to provide friendship and conversation, per-
sonal care items, and birthday gifts, all desperately needed. Most boarding home residents live
on very little money, so they can't afford much in the way of non-food basic necessities or to
participate much in the community. They often share accommodation in the homes, have little
privacy and few entertainment facilities in the home except perhaps a shared TV. Cochrane said
churches in the United States had had visitation programs but there weren’t any that she knew of
in Canada.

The first house adopted, in the fall of 1993, was at 39 Stanley Avenue. Committee members
visited every second week or every month and got to know the 16 residents. They regularly
brought chips and pop and cookies that one member made. Sheila McAllister, who took part in
the visits from the beginning until they ended in the summer of 2001, said the residents were
asked what they wanted and the residents said they would like their birthdays acknowledged.
“Originally, we bought a cake but that was too expensive, so we gave them $10 (originally $15)
each instead.” The visitors also brought $10 for each of the residents at Christmas. Someone in
the congregation donated a used VCR so residents could watch movies on video cassettes that
were also donated. The cash gifts came out of the committee budget. The visits provided the
main outside contact for many of the residents, until the boarding house closed in the summer of
1998 as aresult of police, fire and other complaints (McAllister said it was a dump). Since some
of the residents transferred to the Maxwell Retirement Home on Bay Street, the visits switched to
that home. Because it was larger, with 21 residents, birthday gifts were reduced to $10. The visits
continued until 2001, when they stopped because, McAllister said, they were too expensive, of-
ten eating up half or more of the social action committee’s annual budget.

The committee also encouraged food donations for alocal food bank. Food donations may
have started in this period. In most years, the donations have been taken to Neighbour to
Neighbour on the Mountain, which runs a food bank, book store and employment, family sup-



port and skills development programs to boost residents self-sufficiency. On occasion, bags
decorated by children in the religious education program have been handed out to encourage do-
nations. The church donated 2,200 pounds of food between 1995 and 1999 and recorded its best
ever month in December 2000—272 pounds of food. There was discussion in 2001 of also en-
couraging financial donationsto Hamilton Food Share, which distributes food to al city food
banks. It is able to distribute about five pounds or $10 worth of food for every donated dollar
spent on its operations. That’s because it gets most of its food from manufacturers, producers,
wholesalers and farmers who have wholesome but unsaleable food that they are happy not to
have to store or pay to dump.

The community awareness committee also arranged Christmas gift donations to families and
donations of clothing, toiletries and candy for Mary Ellis House, aresidential treatment service
home for women with substance abuse problems.

Becoming a Welcoming Congregation

Separate from the community awareness committee, the church began in the early 1990s an ef-
fort to become an official “Welcoming Congregation,” through a program approved by the Uni-
tarian Universalist Association general assembly in 1989. Welcoming Congregations “publicly
and successfully welcome bisexual, gay, lesbian, and transgender people.” They include them
and address their needs at every level of congregational life, incorporating their experiences
throughout all programs. They have an affirmation and nondiscrimination clause in their bylaws,
engage in outreach to the GLBT community, offer congregational and ministerial support for un-
ion and memorial services for GLBT persons, seek to nurture ongoing dialogue between gay,
lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and heterosexual persons, and speak out when the rights of GLBT
people are at ake. Welcoming Congregations have I nterweave groups, “dedicated to the spiri-
tual, political, and social well-being of Unitarian Universalists who are confronting oppression as
lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, transgender persons, and their heterosexual allies.”

Gary Hicks, who was chair or co-chair of our Interweave Group for several years, describes
the slow, deliberate process followed.

“The Interweave Group was started by a gay man in our congregation (who has
since moved from Hamilton). He joined the church after overhearing a service that
was “gay friendly” when he was in the lobby waiting to provide someone aride. For
along time, he was the only openly gay member in the church. He said many times
that he found the church membership very welcoming.

“The advice of the Welcoming Congregation program was to provide an adult re-
ligious education program aimed at raising awareness of gay issues. The material for
the classes was provided by the affiliate UUA Boston Welcoming Congregation Pro-
gram office. Many UU churches had already become Welcoming Congregations, but
the majority had not. | think | attended the second Welcoming Congregation Adult
RE session.

“The Interweave Committee organized another Adult RE after the one that | at-
tended and Rev. Don Rollins (1994-1995) gave a very supportive sermon and en-
couraged members to attend the Adult RE class. It was sometime after thisthat | was
asked to chair the Interweave “Committee.” (I put committee in quotation marks be-
cause there really wasn't any standing list of members. But if we called a meeting af-
ter church, we would get quite alarge number of people attending.) The Interweave



Committee at this stage became more of an ad hoc group that would support gay ac-
tivities that were organized. The activities consisted of marching in the Toronto Gay
Pride parade every year and eventually more local gay pride events. We had strong
ministerial support from all our ministers -Martha Munson (1987-1992), Carol Karl-
son (1992-1994), Don Roallins, Mark Hoelter (1995-1996) and Allison Barrett (since
1996). More and more things were done in the church to make it more welcoming.
Various announcements would be made and although there was no actual committee,
our presence was felt and well known.

“ Although there was never any strong anti-gay sentiment in the church, a lot of
people just didn’t get why we needed to work towards becoming a Welcoming Con-
gregation. Weren't we already welcoming? | had aleast two members express to me
a concern about becoming a Welcoming Congregation, but they kept their concerns
fairly private. There were probably others who would not have felt comfortable tell-
ing usthat they were uncomfortable. Of course, there were many other members that
were very supportive and willing to be very vocal about their support.

“The first survey we did as part of the church canvass was about “What do you
think about becoming a Welcoming Congregation?’ There was not a strong consen-
sus that we should. People were not anti-gay in their responses—they appeared un-
certain and fearful about taking this step. | think this had alot to do with the core In-
terweave Committee that we had dissolving. Some members were very disappointed
in the canvass survey results and didn’t want to continue to put the energy into this
program that they had been putting into it.

“In'my view, the reason for the canvass survey result was an underlying fear that
we would become “the gay church,” but people did not feel comfortable expressing
this view. As| understand it, all prejudice stems from fear. Privilege is power and if
we give privilege to people other than people like ourselves, there is afear that we
will lose our power. So the key was to not scare people, but also to gently “out” this
fear. We assured people that gay people had a gay church that they could belong to
in Hamilton, if thisis what they wanted. There was the Metropolitan Church in Ham-
ilton at the time, but it isn’t there now. But more importantly, gay people were look-
ing for the opportunity to belong to mixed heterosexual/gay communities because
there was little opportunity for them to do this. In other words, gays are not out to
take away your privilege of being a member of a church—the vision isto co-exist in
the church community side-by-side, blind to one’' s sexual orientation.

“We also needed to assure people that we were not being so radical that we would
not attract future heterosexual members. And we would show them at every opportu-
nity that the outside world was dealing with this issue too. The questions were posed:
If you were in the U.S. South when segregation was being debated in the 1960s,
what stance would you have taken before segregation was eliminated? |f you accept
that now is the time that the Canadian culture is struggling with the treatment of
gays, what is the stance that you will wish you took 20-30 years from now? We
guoted Martin Luther King Jr.: “An injustice anywhere is a threat to justice every-
where.” Our culture was a the same point with gays as it was in the sixties with peo-
ple of different colour of skin. This iswhere the consciousness-raising was most
needed at the moment—and didn’t we as a church want to be in the forefront of this
change? It was entirely in keeping with our principle that we believe in the inherent



worth and dignity of all people. We talked the talk, but did we walk the walk? We
were steadfast in our beliefs, but we were as understanding, gentle and quiet aswe
could be without going away completely. Thisis how you calm fearful people and it
is fear that is the enemy, not the people who suffer from fear. We all suffer from
fear, but together we could be strong. It didn’t hurt when the Prime Minister at the
time said in the House of Commons that mistreatment of gays was bigotry. And it
didn’t hurt that the papers and media were full of pro-gay coverage at the time.

“The congregation must have been becoming more welcoming because more
GLBT people were joining. And these people were very willing to come out to an In-
terweave meeting after church, as were other church members.

“Things kept moving along and quietly and gently as we could, we tried to remain
alive and in people’s minds. Allison became our minister and helped keep us from
becoming frustrated and giving up. We even felt we were making progress. We held
acouple of services and we had afinal survey to test the waters once again for fear
of splitting the congregation should we rush things too fast. We made it known that
there would be a motion brought to the congregation and the final survey results
were quite good.

“We were at a point that some people were so supportive (and | am not thinking
of GLBT members) that if we didn’t bring the motion forward they might want to
leave the church.

“November 8, 1998 the congregational meeting was held to vote on the motion to
become a Welcoming Congregation. From the survey, we knew that the motion
would pass. But we were concerned that we would not get the 90 per cent vote that
we were hoping for. Allison gave a wonderful supportive sermon before the meeting
after church. It was a secret ballot. The motion passed unanimously, 59-0.

“Life after the motion was passed? Just look around you. We have a sign with its
rainbow stripe that says we are Welcoming. We continue to be a voice in the com-
munity supporting GLBT issues and | believe that we have full integration of GLBT
and heterosexuals in our community. | guess the whole church is the Interweave
Committee now and we have “interweaved.” The church is quick to respond when
there is aneed as in the recent (2004) case when there was a hate crime in the Hamil-
ton area and we marched to the Junction Café after church.”

An Interweave Committee continues to meet and provide liaison with the GLBT commu-
nity, organizing our continued participation in Hamilton Pride events and other activities.

Developing a formal social action plan

In 1994, as part of an interfaith effort, the church agreed to support, two Bosnian refugee fami-
lies, financially and in other ways. Mirza and Bozidar Vincetic and their two sons arrived in
Hamilton in March, 1995. Our church was more involved with Emir and Dijana Dubicanic and
their two sons, who arrived in December. Fundraisers for the Dubicanics were held and dona-
tions given for their home. Part of the support included arranging for payment of extensive dental
work for one family member. The interfaith committee also paid for summer day camp for one
of the children in 1996. Although the sponsorship ended at the end of 1996, church members
stayed in touch with the Dubicanics and the committee held a fundraiser to pay for two weeks of
summer camp in 1997. By April 1998, Emir had found fulltime employment.
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The community awareness committee became less active after Cochrane left in 1994, al-
though the boarding house visits, food donations and Christmas gifts continued. In late 1995,
former committee members and board member Barbara Kuhn linked up to revive it as a social
justice committee. There was discussion of taking advantage of the Unitarian Universalist Asso-
ciation social justice workshops to assess the existing program and determine priorities. In March
1996, Margaret Reid became chairman of the committee, a post she held until early 2001.

A new mandate was approved in November 1996: “The Social Action Committee is respon-
sible for providing information to the congregation on social issues that are in keeping with the
UU principles and working to address selected issues, both local and global, in the hope of mak-
ing our world a better place.” The committee kept in contact with Canadian Unitarians for Social
Justice, the Hamilton-Wentworth Coalition for Social Justice, the Interfaith Committee, the
Hamilton Health Coalition, Settlement and Integration Services Organization, the UU United
Nations office and other agencies. It promoted various social action events organized by other
groups and even held some at the church, including a September 1998 forum at which Dr. Mi-
chael Rachlis spoke about health care solutions. It organized various fundraising efforts for its
own projects, including selling entertainment books and at least one concert, and conducted sev-
eral church services a year.

Beginning in 1996, the committee co-ordinated volunteering by congregation members at
Wesley Urban Ministries, a United Church outreach program that includes meals and accommo-
dation for homeless people as well as a range of programsto prevent poverty. Volunteers helped
with the Christmas store and Christmas dinner in 1996 and assisted with breakfast and lunch
every fourth Sunday for the next five or six years. The committee also provided Christmas or
Valentines Day baskets for Interval House.

In 1996, committee member Hubert Stehr began putting articles in the congregational news-
letter urging motorists to reduce speed to reduce air pollution and use gasoline more efficiently.
Stehr noted that federal test cars polluted 18 per cent less by reducing speed from 100 kilometres
per hour to 80. For Earth Day 1997 and for subsequent Earth Day services, the committee sug-
gested church members walk, cycle, bus or car pool to church. The committee also supported
Stehr’s proposal to create a bumper sticker encouraging slower driving: Unitarians for Cleaner
Air: Slow Down! Save Gas! Save Cash! Help Save the Planet! Three hundred were produced and
sold to members of our church and to other congregations.

A petition signed by members of the church on a hazardous waste site proposal was sent to
the provincial minister of the environment in 1997. Angela Conlin compiled an information page
of resources for emergency assistance, for the minister or anyone else in the church to hand out
to anyone in need.

The social justice workshop that the committee had been promoting for two years was held
in November 1997, led by two trained facilitators, Rev. Karen Gustafson from Duluth, MN. and
Charlie Zoeller of Manchester NH. A survey of church members' views was done in preparation
for it. Forty one participants registered. The two-day workshop sought participants views on the
existing social justice program at the church and ways to improve it. (See Appendix B for details
about social justice workshops.) The goal was to inspire the congregation, develop a deeper un-
derstanding of the basic elements of an effective social justice program, consider waysto inte-
grate the social justice program into the larger life of the congregation including worship, reli-
gious education, and adult programming, and start creating a plan for future social action. Based
on the discussion, three groups met to develop a social action plan for the church.
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By the spring of 1998, the social action committee had developed, and the board approved, a
plan for social action and a process for choosing which issues would be tackled (see Appendix
C). The plan calls for one issue to be tackled each year, with the issue chosen at a congregational
meeting. Task forces of at least five people develop the proposals to be submitted to the congre-
gation and provide the leadership, with the committee, in developing various projects related to
the chosen issue. The board suggested the committee carry on with its existing projects as well.

Committee members raised questions about the new plan at their January 1998 meeting,
only one of which isrecorded: “What do we do after the year is up—carry on or add issues?’

1998-1999: Focusing on the housing crisis

Two possible issues of the year were presented that year by task forces, child poverty and suit-
able housing. In June 1998, the congregation choose suitable housing. The suitable housing task
force, chaired by Joan Foster, defined the issue this way: “We affirm the right of every person to
live in adecent, safe, affordable and suitable home, with dignity... We believe it is our responsi-
bility to take action and undertake to contribute directly to reduce the problem.” The task force
noted that it would be increasingly difficult for municipalities to provide adequate housing for
those currently in social or supportive housing because the provincial government wasthen in
the process of downloading more of the costs of social housing, and all of the costs of special
care homes, to municipalities.

The task force set up a bulletin board in the foyer to provide information on the issue and its
actions and wrote regular newsletter articles. It encouraged members of the church to undertake
actions to support those in group homes or institutional care, and the boarding house visits con-
tinued, at the Maxwell Retirement Home. The committee wanted at least one major project in
which every member of the congregation could participate and choose joining the next Habitat
for Humanity construction project. HFH helps families buy homes with affordable monthly
mortgage payments, provided they are willing to put in at least 500 hours of “sweat equity,” or
volunteer work, to help build or renovate the home. Other volunteers and donations of money
and materials help keep costs low. The monthly no-interest mortgage payments go into a fund to
allow HFH to build future homes. Since HFH encourages participation of people of all skill lev-
els, even children accompanied by adults, the task force felt the whole congregation could par-
ticipate. A home was to have been built in the fall of 1998 but that fell through. Church members
did participate when a home was built on Loconder Drive for and with a mother and her two
children in the fall of 1999. Foster said about 10 church members helped build the house.

A key step for the task force was education. The task force led a church service in January
1999, with “stories from the street,” and organized and held three public discussions on the hous-
ing crisis two weeks apart in January and February at the church at its new Dundurn Street South
building. The first discussed why homelessness was growing, the second looked a what was be-
ing done about homelessness and the third was a panel discussion about what more could be
done. Attendance was 36, 26 and 33 people, disappointing given the extensive publicity efforts.

The social action committee had decided to look to these discussions to find new housing
project ideas. The one that emerged was a rent bank, an idea recommended in Toronto’s Mayor’s
Homelessness Action Task Force, released that January. The first rent bank anywhere had been
established in Connecticut in 1989, arent bank was being tested in a pilot project in Toronto, and
the mayor’ s task force proposed Toronto provide annual funding for a permanent rent bank there.

12



The concept is simple. Rent banks prevent homelessness by providing financial assistance in
the form of short-term, interest-free loans to individuals and families experiencing financial dif-
ficulties that force them into a housing crisis. Many low-income people can afford their rent but
have no financial cushion. A health or other temporary crisis can leave them without the money
to pay the rent, which could result in eviction, or to pay a high winter heating bill, which could
result in heat being shut off. Or one-time costs such as moving expenses, first and last month’'s
rent or other associated costs like providing a major appliance could prevent people from moving
into rental accommodation that they could otherwise afford. Nancy Cassels of our church, who
became chair of the rent bank’s steering committee, argues that rent bank loans “not only benefit
the individuals and families who receive the loans, but they also reduce the financial burden of
homelessness in the Hamilton community. The financial cost of shelters, health care, child wel-
fare and other services which focus on helping individuals after they have become homeless cur-
rently require significant funds that could be used to prevent the onset of homelessness.”

Wey Robinson, a member of the social action committee at that time, says the Toronto pro-
posal was discussed at a meeting of Hamilton’s SHAC (Solutions for Housing Action Commit-
tee) of which he was a member and he brought the idea to the social action committee.

Robinson says, “| had already taken Margaret Reid to talk to Shelley Rempel, who was at
that time the director of the Housing Help Centre, and when we went back to Shelley to talk
about arent bank, she was enthusiastic. At the third and last of a series of public forums on the
housing crisis ... an ad hoc group was formed made up of church members and social agency
staffers which became the Housing Emergency Loan Program. We later recruited some people
from other churches and from the general public.” Minister Allison Barrett and Cassels, Pat
Keefe and Eunice Paul from the church were on the working group to create what became the
Housing Emergency Loan Program or HELP.

Our board agreed to have the congregation sponsor HELP to get it started but the church has
had no formal connection since early 2001. HEL P was supported by a number of other faith-
based groups and social service agencies, including the Downtown Ecumenical Committee, So-
cial Planning and Research Council, McQuesten Legal Services, Dundurn Legal Services, Hous-
ing Help Centre and the Solutions for Housing Action Committee. The Housing Help Centre
agreed to administer it. HELP is governed by a steering committee and decisions on applications
are made by review panels using reports prepared by paid staff. Robinson and then Cassels (since
January 2002) chaired the HEL P steering committee. John Fawcett, aretired dentist, was chair in
the summer of 2002 in Cassels' absence and has been co-chair with her since September 2002.

The initial funding came through $11,000 from the Unitarian Universalist Association Fund
for Social Responsibility, for which our church applied, and $32,000 from the Hamilton-
Wentworth Homelessness I nitiative that came from a provincial grant. Local funding has been
provided by Arriscraft International, Centenary United Church, Hamilton Community Founda-
tion, St. Thomas More Secondary School, and private donors.

HELP was launched in December 1999. The need was so great that HEL P was forced to
shut down within six months, after making 93 loans with a total value of $45,984.04. (These and
the following loan figures are from Cassels.)

In December 2000, after more fund raising and with the promise of $25,000 from the Pro-
vincial Homelessness Initiative Fund and $120,000 from the federal Supporting Communities
Partnership Initiative, HELP re-activated its program. During the next fiscal year, 165 loans were
recorded with atotal value of $90,565.35. During fiscal 2002-2003, $82,788.04 was issued in
loans to 166 applicants.
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In mid-March, 2003, HEL P was again forced to cease receiving loan applications as the re-
sult of lack of funds. With the assistance of a Community Grant of $20,000 from the City of
Hamilton and a donation of $15,000 from the School Sisters of Notre Dame in Waterdown,
HELP was able to resume its program on a limited basis in May. Subsequently the Margaret
Reid memorial fund contributed another $5,000. Since then, another 128 loans have been issued,
totalling $59,326.25. Altogether, into 2004, HEL P has administered more than 550 loans.

Who is HEL Ped? The May 2000 church newsletter described two typical cases, disguising
the recipients’ names. “Jennifer H. was working in a factory where she developed an allergy to
the chemicals at her work place and had to leave her job. She fell behind in her rent payments at
the apartment where she had been living for the past three years. The Housing Emergency Loan
Program provided an interest free loan of $650 so that she and her four-year-old daughter could
keep their gpartment. She has since found another job and is making monthly repayments on her
loan. Barbara V., adivorced mother of two children, could not keep up with the rent on her
apartment on the salary she earned as a part-time market researcher at $9 per hour. She found a
new apartment at alower rent. HELP loaned her the money for the last month’s rent so that she
was able to take the new, more sustainable place. She has subsequently found a full-time job at
$10 an hour and is repaying the loan.”

In 2002, HEL P won one of four of Hamilton’ s annual Sustainable Community Recognition
Awards given that year for effortsto combat homelessness and poverty.

Cassels says HEL P has worked hard to make its operations more sustainable. “Initially, the
repayment rate on loans from HEL P was considerably lower than expected,” Cassels says. “In-
stead of an estimated 50 per cent recovery of loans, HELP received closer to 20 per cent—which
is the provincial average for emergency loans. With increased emphasis upon follow-up calls,
staff managed to increase the repayment rate to nearly 40 per cent (which isunparalleled by
other rent banks in Ontario). An ongoing repayment rate of 50 per cent, in addition to stable
funding, would allow HELP to be an effective ‘revolving loan fund’,” with repayment of loans
replenishing the fund to permit future loans.

The Community Action Plan on Homelessness in Hamilton-Wentworth recommended that
the municipality take ongoing responsibility for HELP by providing annual funding of core op-
erations, which council approved, Cassels says. However, the City of Hamilton has been cau-
tious in responding to the argument that HEL P loans save the city money by reducing homeless-
ness. In May, 2002 HEL P asked the city for annual funding of the program’ s core operations at
an estimated cost of $65,400. In April, 2003, it got a community grant of $20,000. So HELP has
aconstant need for donations, as well as volunteers to work on the panels which review the ap-
plications for loans. Donations may be made in cash or by cheque made payable to the Housing
Help Centre earmarked for the Housing Emergency Loan Program and sent to Bob Wood, Ex-
ecutive Director, Housing Help Centre, 210 Napier St., Hamilton, On. L8R 1S7.

In 2004, the provincial government announced a $10 million provincial program to support
rent banks across the province, of which $429,000 is available to Hamilton. The city has called
for proposals to run the program and HELP will apply.

There were other housing-related activities. In January 2000, the committee co-sponsored a
speech by Mel Hurtig, author of Pay the Rent or Feed the Kids, which attracted about 350 peo-
ple. It helped bring the Montreal Homeless Men’ s Choir to Hamilton, a fundraiser that raised
$4,500 for HELP, in October 2000. Donations were made to City Roots Y outh Co-op, a home
for homeless youth 18-25, which needed a vacuum cleaner, beds and other households items. In
May 1999, the committee recommended, and the congregation approved, having suitable hous-
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ing as the issue of the year for a second year, to allow for completion of projects underway. The
committee had considered tackling globalization or an environmental issue but, as the January
1999 minutes put it, “concern was expressed about overloading our committee and enthusiasm
may not be shared by the majority of (the) congregation.”

The social action committee dealt with other issues. Inthe fall of 1998, it wrote to the fed-
eral government, asking the government to cease exporting military hardware to countries which
are at war or under imminent threat of war or are abusing human rights. In November 1999, it
co-sponsored with the Council of Canadians a series of four lectures on globalization, which the
Canadian Unitarian Council annual meeting had identified as an issue it wanted congregations to
discuss. Attendance at the first three was 60, 80 and 55. The committee had a representative, Jan
Hawkins, on the West Hamilton Interfaith Coalition, which focused on child poverty. In 1999, it
collected books and for two years, filled backpacks each fall with donated school supplies for
needy children. Our members were asked to contribute. In 2001, 250 backpacks with school sup-
plies, plus 50 empty backpacks, were distributed, 10-15 to each school from a list of inner-city
schools. In 2002, more than 200 backpacks were provided, and members of the youth group
pitched in on a Sunday afternoon to help pack them.

2000-2003: Becoming a Green Sanctuary

In May 2000, the congregation unanimously approved a new issue of the year, the only one pre-
sented, on environmentally responsible action, both individually and as a church. The proposal
was consistent with the Canadian Unitarian Council’ s statement of environmental policy ap-
proved at the annual general meeting the previous May. “New technologies and the economic
drive for greater production and consumption, originally meant and seen as serving human pro-
gress, combined with burgeoning population growth in aworld of finite resources, have now cre-
ated an environmental crisisthat threatens our very survival as a species,” the task force said.
Task force members, who had begun meeting in January, outlined to the congregation a range of
actions that could be taken, related to the church property, to pesticide use, to air pollution and
use of automobiles, and to recycling.

As discussions continued through 2000, the project coalesced around the idea of working
toward having our church declared a Green Sanctuary. In June 2001, the congregation approved
becoming an accredited Green Sanctuary as the issue of the year. It was the only issue proposed.

A Green Sanctuary, asthe UU Seventh Principle Project website putsit, “is a congregation
that lives out its commitment to the Earth by creating a sustainable life style for its members as
individuals and as a faith community. Sustainable living is not about our material comfort
(though these choices are an important part of the overall life style); it is about choosing to live
in away that nurtures life, builds relationships, and rejects material consumption as the sole de-
terminant of happiness.” The UU Seventh Principle Project launched the Green Sanctuary Pro-
gramin the fall of 2000. It requires a church to engage in 17 actions over a candidacy year, or-
ganized into six areas of church life: energy conservation and environmental practices; reduce,
reuse, recycle; church communication; religious education; worship; environmental justice. The
program has been compared with the Welcoming Congregation program, in that churches edu-
cate themselves about the issue and then take concrete stepsto deal with it.

The first step required is congregational approval to establish a Green Sanctuary Committee,
with representatives of all aspects of congregational life. The committee will co-ordinate activi-
ties and document their completion. It’s not supposed to do the work; it isto plan and support the
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congregation in doing it. The first Green Sanctuary action should be an environmental audit,
providing a snapshot of where the congregation stands with respect to its environmental behav-
iours, covering things such as energy use, policies on non-disposable materials and non-toxic
cleaning supplies, recycling efforts, policies on purchasing and investing, landscaping policies
directing use of native species, garden chemicals, etc., religious education programs and worship
practices, and social action projects or activities relating to environmental justice. Then aplanis
to be created to complete 17 activities chosen by the congregation. The committee applies for
Green Sanctuary candidacy, then doesthe activities in the action plan, and the congregation for-
mally applies for accreditation. (See Appendix D for more detail on the action steps required.)

| couldn’t find the complete list of our actions. But steps included doing an environmental
and energy audit of the church building. The church was literally pouring energy through the
roof, so it was insulated. The city was invited to mount a display on recycling at the church, and
use of the blue boxes in the church was encouraged. Church youth set up a container to collect
used batteries, which are taken to the Hazardous Waste Site for disposal. Efforts were made to
use native plants in the garden so that it would be pesticide free and not require a lot of watering.
A workshop was held on composting and church composters are in place. The church co-
operated with 14 other groups (including only one other church) to encourage the city council to
reduce pesticide use and to do educational programs for residents. The church newsletter regu-
larly contained articles on the environment, including environmental tips. An adult education
course on simpler living was conducted. Members of the congregation were encouraged to walk,
bus or car pool to church, where possible, to encourage reduction in the use of vehicles and thus
air pollution. Members were encouraged to improve energy efficiency; reduce trash output and
increase recycling; purchase recycled products,; and use washable cutlery and dishes at church
events. “Pretty much everyone in the church is doing something,” said Reid at the time.

While this project was still underway, the church won one of 10 Sustainable Community
Recognition Awards for 2001 for its efforts. In June 2003, we were formally recognized as a
Green Sanctuary. (The May 13, 2002 social action committee minutes raise an interesting ques-
tion: “Concerns were expressed about how the Green Sanctuary program would continue after
accreditation. Who will do the follow up?’ Some of the 17 actions steps require that certain ac-
tions be taken every year.)

Reid, who had chaired the social action committee for aimost five years, stepped down in
January 2001 to work on the Green Sanctuary task force. In April 2002, Margaret was given the
annual Unsung UU award for our district of the Unitarian Universalist Association, the St. Law-
rence District, for her strong leadership in many areas of our church but especially in social ac-
tion. Elizabeth Beckett succeeded her as social action committee chair for the first half of 2001,
then the chair’s duties were rotated.

Even as the Green Sanctuary work continued, the social action committee carried on with
other activities. In the fall of 2000, it presented a proposal to share social justice concerns during
Sunday services, perhaps once a month, subject to an acceptable time restriction. There were dis-
cussions with the minister and church services committee, which at the same time were discuss-
ing the shift away from oral joys and concerns to written ones to cope with time constraints. In
the end, no specific provision was made for social justice concerns in Sunday services.

The committee organized Post-Sept. 11, 2001 discussions, in the wake of the attacks on the
World Trade Center and Pentagon. These included a March 17, 2002 video presentation that at-
tracted 18 people and sparked a good discussion. The church also helped with the Downtown
Ecumenical Ministries project The Cottage, afree clothing store for the poor, located at James
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Street Baptist Church at James and Jackson streets. It needed 100 plastic bags a day, so a bag day
was organized at the church to gather donations.

In the spring of 2002, the committee drew up aletter to Premier Ernie Evesthat said gov-
ernment measures were contributing to poverty and increasing the need for food banks and
should be reversed. Fifty copies of the letter were put in the food donation box, for people to pick
up, sign and send to the government. All 50 were picked up by food donors. The letter was an
attempt to link church charitable activities like donating to food banks to action for social justice.
The committee was concerned that charity could be seen as * absolving government of its major
role and duty to build a more just society.”

A series of discussions on globalization were held in April 2002, co-sponsored by the Coun-
cil of Canadians. Attendance was 100 and 45 for the first two and led to good discussion.

That spring, aproposal for a kind of furniture bank was being developed as a possible issue
of the year. The idea was to collect and distribute furniture and household goods to those who
need them to re-establish a home. There is one in Toronto, at 200 Madison Avenue, which serves
people who have been homeless or refugees. But in the end, the proposal was withdrawn and
there was no proposed issue of the year.

Shortly afterwards, in May 2002, the social action committee voted to disband. The minutes
report an “intense” discussion about the committee’ s future which noted “declining interest and
attendance at discussion groups and public forums” as well as the lack of an issue of the year. Its
reasons were summarized for the monthly newsletter as follows: “The Social Action Committee
wishes to report that no proposal for the Social Action Issue of the Y ear has been received. Asa
result, there will be no issue in the coming church year. For this and other reasons, the Social Ac-
tion Committee feels that it does not have sufficient support from the congregation and therefore
has decided to disband as of May 31%, 2002.”

The end of the committee severed a number of relationships between the church and various
social action groups and meant there was no point of contact for information or co-ordination of
volunteer efforts. But it didn't end all social action work. As already noted, children’s activities
such as the collection and donation of warm clothing and the annual walkathon continued. So did
the congregation’s monthly food drive. In early 2003, Minister Allison Barrett, as well as Barb
Kulcher, a First Hamilton member and retired minister, were among 17 present or past UU min-
isters who wrote a pastoral letter to Canadian UUs on the war in Irag. Having studied the issues,
the signers said they had concluded the war “is morally wrong and poorly justified by arguments
that appear to usto be misleading.” After detailing that argument and supporting Prime Minister
Jean Chrétien’ s opposition to unilateral U.S. action, the ministers “invite all Canadian Unitarians
and Universalists to taketime to read, reflect and study this issue as they are able. We urge them
to share their views within their communities and in whatever other forums of communication
are available to them. Finally, we invite them to join us in communicating the dictates of their
consciences on this matter to the Federal Government of Canada.”

Following a sermon by Allison on social justice, Gary Hicks led an effort to try, through af-
ter-church meetings in 2003, to revive a social action program.

The fall 2004 adult education course Striving for Justice is another attempt to revive social
action and make it a central ministry of this congregation.
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Appendix A

1966 Statement of purpose and terms of reference for the social concerns committee

The purposes of the Social Concerns Committee shall be:

1. To study and act on issues of concern in accordance with the Statements of Purpose of this
Church, and General Resolutions passed by the Unitarian Universalist Association, the Canadian
Unitarian Council, and the St. Lawrence Unitarian Universalist District.

2. Through forums, the newsletter, and by other means, to inform the Church members and the
general public about such matters of social concern and to urge the expression of individual
opinion.

3. To organize discussions of proposed General Resolutions of the UUA, St. Lawrence Unitarian
Universalist District, and Canadian Unitarian Council, and to draft and submit resolutions to
these bodies on its own behalf, or, with the approval of the Board or a General Congregational
Meeting, of the church asawhole.

4. The Committee shall publicize within the Church activities and organizations with purposes
consistent with those of the Church. The Committee may affiliate itself as a group with such or-
ganizations or other social concerns groups or may authorize the expenditure of one member’s
dues in each such organization, for information and liaison purposes.

5. With the permission of the Board (or the President and Minister in emergencies) the Commit-
tee may circulate petitions and conduct opinion polls among the Church members and publicize
their results. The aims of such petitions and polls must be consistent with the purposes of the
Church. Such petitions may be headed, “We, the undersigned members and friends of the First
Unitarian Church of Hamilton™........ and the words “Prepared and circulated by the Social Con-
cerns Committee of the First Unitarian Church of Hamilton” shall appear at the bottom of each
page of signatures on petitions.

6. The Committee shall deal with issues in a completely non-partisan way and shall not endorse
particular candidates nor any particular political party.

7. Procedures Concerning Public Action and Statements

a. The Committee may draft and propose resolutions, statements, and briefs on issues for action
by the Church as a whole, through the Board or a General Congregational Meeting. A full report
of any votestaken shall be included in any such resolutions, statements or briefs.

b. With permission of the Board, the Committee may issue statements and briefs in the name of
the Committee itself, making clear in the opening paragraph of any such statement that it repre-
sents the views of the Committee only, and not necessarily those of the Church as awhole.

c. The Committee shall have the right to ask for a Special Congregational meeting to consider
the issuance of any statement or brief in its own name, pursuant to Article V, Section 2, of the
Constitution.

d. In case of emergency or during the summer recess, the Committee may issue statements in its
own name with the permission of the President and Minister, who may, at their discretion or at
the request of the Committee, call a special meeting of the Board.
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Appendix B
Social Justice Wor kshops

Purpose of a Workshop

The basic purpose of a social justice workshop is for members of a congregation to assess the
quality of their social justice program. It is an opportunity for members of a congregation to con-
sider what they are doing as an institution to create a more just and caring world. During the
workshop participants reflect upon what they can do as areligious community to put their faith
into practice.

Format and schedule
A workshop starts on Friday night or Saturday morning, depending on the number of issuesto be
considered.

A two day workshop will go from 7:00 p.m. to 9:30 p.m. on Friday night and 9:00 am. to
5:00 p.m. on Saturday. A one day workshop will run from 9:00 am. to 5:00 p.m. on Saturday. In
the opening session introductions are made and goals are set for the program.

Participants meet in small groups to discuss what they like about the current social justice
program and what they would like to see improved. In the second part of the workshop the par-
ticipants consider four or five crucial issues which, if properly addressed, will lead to a more ef-
fective social justice program.

The facilitators use a variety of methods to help people discuss these issues.

At the end of this session, participants develop a plan for implementing the recommenda-
tions that come out of this process. Sometimes congregations want to learn more about democ-
ratic methods for choosing issues to form task groups around. In those situations a group priority
setting exercise is used. This exercise takes about two hours.

After issues are picked then people have an opportunity to develop an action plan. This takes
approximately an hour and a half. The program closes with an evaluation of the workshop and a
brief worship service.

Objectives

Below isalist of the issues that a congregation may address during the workshop, depending on
its needs.

* Inspire a congregation with a vision of their potential to be a social justice community.

* Develop a degper understanding about the basic elements of an effective social justice pro-
gram. Of special concern isthe ways that people can develop programs of service, education,
witnessing, advocacy, and community organizing.

* Clarify the roles and objectives of the congregation, the board of trustees, the social justice
committee, and task groups in providing leadership for the social justice program.

* Provide methods for how to integrate the social justice program into the larger life of the con-
gregation including worship, religious education, and adult programming.

* Help the members of the congregation strategize how they will increase the number of people
involved in the social justice program.

* Consider different ways of raising money to support social justice programs.

* Acquaint people with the Unitarian Universalist Fund for Social Responsibility.
* Provide information about the resources of the thirty five social change organizations which
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are affiliated with the Unitarian Universalist Association.

* Inthose situations where there is more potential for doing significant programming, encourage
the group to take on significant projects. This includes methods for picking projects and develop-
ing an action plan.

Leadership

A workshop is led by ateam of two social justice facilitators.

The facilitators have been chosen by the leaders of your district for their leadership skills and
knowledge of social justice issues.

They have been through an intensive six day training program with staff members of the UUA.

Manual
Each participant in the workshop gets a copy of the seventy five page manual which they can
keep asaresource.

During the workshop participants will work with different sections of the manual.

Appendix C
The Social Action Plan: “Issue of the Year” Selection Process, approved spring 1998

Each year the Social Action Committee will guide the congregation in the selection of a social
action issue for the year. After the congregation has chosen the issue, all committees and all
church members will be involved in working on the issue for the next year.

First, some definitions: A social action “issue” is defined as a problem which is of broad
community, and/or national or international concern. A “project” is a specific activity which re-
lates to the overall issue. After the congregation selects the issue for the year, the sponsoring task
force and the Social Action Committee (as well as other church committees) will address it
through various activities or projects.

Examples of issues which Unitarians have chosen to focus on are: poverty and homeless-
ness, environmental concerns, reproductive rights, AIDS, peace and disarmament, native rights,
and international aid.

Any group of five or more people may form an issue task force, and submit a proposal for
consideration as the social issue on which the church will work for the coming year.

The issue chosen by the congregation will:

-- receive church funding through a Social Action budget;

-- be apriority for the minister through sermons and study groups,

-- receive support from all church committees;

-- receive church endorsement and permission to use the church’s name in public by mem-
bers of the congregation.

The Board will review all proposals and call a congregational meeting in May or June. Each
task force will make a presentation to the congregation. The issue of the year will then be chosen
by majority vote.
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Groups or individuals with ad hoc projects which have not been selected by the congrega-
tion may work on them independently, with the understanding that they may not use the church’s
name, and are not eligible for church funding.

Criteria for asocial action issue:
1. Theissue is an expression of UU principles.
2. Theissue has clearly articulated goals and objectives.

3. Theissue is broad in scope, to allow individual church membersto take part in the way that is
most effective for them, according to their individual interests and abilities.

4. Theissue is presented to the congregation by atask force of a minimum of five people.

5. Members of the task force are committed to work on the issue for the coming year (if it is se-
lected at the congregational meeting), and to encourage and facilitate participation from the con-
gregation at large.

Guidelines for submission of a social action issue proposal:

The task force should include the following in their submission to the Social Action Committee:
1. A statement of the issue to be addressed.

2. Names of task force members.

3. Goal: what the group hopes to accomplish.

4. Background to the issue (e.g. who is affected; what else is being done in this community).

5. Objectives for achieving the goal. List one or more individual projects that the group plansto
undertake during the year. Additional projectsthat could be worked on by other members of the
congregation may be included.

6. Anticipated funding required: from the church budget and from fundraising activities.

Proposed social action issues should be submitted to the Social Action Committee by March 31
each year.

Appendix D
Action Areasthat must be dealt with for a congregation to become a Green Sanctuary

Areal. Energy Conservation and Environmental Practices

1. At least every five years, conduct an environmental audit of the church using the Green Sanc-
tuary Manual as areference, and make recommendations to the appropriate committees. If the
church ownsits building or can arrange a partnership with the owner, conduct a professional en-
ergy audit of all church buildings at least once every ten years.

2. Each year, challenge the congregation to achieve atarget percentage in improved efficiency of
energy use by the following year (at church and/or at home), until no further improvement can
reasonably be expected. Include efficiency of transportation alternatives in the discussion.
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Areall. Reduce. Reuse. Recycle

3. Each year, separately weigh trash and recycled materials for at least one representative week
and calculate the amount per church member. Each year, challenge the congregation to achieve a
target percentage in reduced trash and Increased recycling by the following year, until no further
improvement can reasonably be expected.

4. Adopt a procurement policy for church supplies requiring price comparison with recycled al-
ternatives and purchase of recycled products available at a cost within five (or ten) percent of the
cost of the equivalent non-recycled product.

5. Adopt a policy requiring use of washable. nondisposable dishes, cups, glasses, and cutlery at
church events.
Arealll. Church Communication

6. Set up an Environmental Information Center in an appropriate place in the church and on the
church website, if any, providing practical information on energy and environmental practices at
church and home.

7. Include a Green Corner in the church newsletter with environmental tips and updates on envi-
ronmental activities.

8. ldentify, learn and sing earth-based hymns and songs; perform environmental skits; and en-
gage in other creative ways to keep environmental issues before the congregation each month of
the year.

9. Hold at least one ceremony each year honoring those who have participated in Green Sanctu-
ary work.

ArealV. Religious Education

10. Teach at least one kid' s environmental course per year.

11. Conduct a Simplicity Circle, a Responsible Consumption Study/ Action Group, or another
adult education group focused on environmental concerns.

12. Lead an annual field trip to a power plant, recycling facility, landfill, incinerator, organic
farm, or other facility.

AreaV. Worship

13. Dedicate at least one Sunday worship per year (hopefully more) to the environment.

14. Request that the minister and/or worship committee incorporate environmental prayers,
meditations, or readings in regular worship.

Area V1. Environmental Justice

15. Contact local and regional environmental justice organizations, and commit to a partnership
for work on a specific issue for the year.

16. Pass an all-church resolution committing to an all-church environmental project for a year,
and carry it out.

17. Offer at least one environmental justice speaker, workshop, or program each year.

22



