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“When radical change is forced upon a congregation, often by the departure of a 
minister, the task is simple to name: it is to accept the change and move on to 

embrace the opportunities that change allows.” John Weston, former transitions 
director for the UUA. 

 

The First Parish in Lincoln has taken the opportunity of an interim period between 
ministers to help it process the past while designing its future.  The challenging tenure 
and sudden departure of Rev. Manish Mishra-Marzetti left many parishioners with raw 

emotions. In January and early February, the Transition Team and interim Minister 
Jenny Rankin offered Listening Circles to help members of our congregation reflect on 
their experience of Manish’s ministry and departure. The Circles were First Parish’s first 

organized forum to begin the healing and “Accept the Change”. 

Listening Circles are a structured and thoughtful process that provides a safe place for 
participants to share personal opinions, feelings and experiences. It allows participants 

to understand the experiences of others, helping to engender mutual understanding and 
support. This report will share the major themes and messages gleaned from January’s 
Listening Circles. 

 

Format 

Twelve Listening Circles were offered in January and early February.  They were 
facilitated by Jenny Rankin and two Transition Team members.  Between 6-13 

participants attended each circle, allowing for a diversity of experiences while ensuring 
a reasonable time commitment. Each circle was 90 minutes long, had the identical 
format and questions.  110 parishioners participated in the Listening Circles. 

The format was simple.  Participants were seated in a circle.  After a welcome and 
reading of the Listening Circle covenant (which included confidentiality), the first 
question was read to the participants, who had a minute to reflect. Each person in the 

circle was then offered up to two minutes to respond to the question.  Others in the 
group listened respectfully to the person speaking and didn’t comment, discuss or 
debate. After the first person had finished sharing, the person next to them was invited 

to speak. One person spoke at a time.  The same method was repeated for two 
additional questions.  

  



Summary of responses to Questions:  Detailed below are the three questions asked 
at each Listening Circle and a summary of responses to each question. 

Question 1: Tell us something about your personal experience of Manish as our 

minister. Perhaps something that went well or something you wish had gone differently.   

 

Participants’ 
reported experience 

Overall 
 

Range 
across 

sessions 
Mainly positive 34% 0 - 44% 
Mainly negative 43% 10 - 75% 

Both 24% 11 - 22% 
Neither 5% 0 - 30% 

 

Key points: 

• Many people (28%) took issue with Manish’s particular actions or style of dealing 
with a committee, or project, or the congregation as a whole: “top-down,” “tried to 
change things too fast,” “didn’t support [my committee or project},” “missed 

church gatherings,” “resisted my suggestions.” 

• People had differing reactions to Manish’s sermons, but with more negative 
(26%) than positive (12%). 

• Manish’s pastoral care and memorial services were widely appreciated (24%)  
 

Issues that may affect the way we select and work with a new minister: 

• The pattern of different reactions to Manish may reflect differing hopes about 
what we want in a minister, and perhaps what kind of church we want First 
Parish to be.  

• Some comments reflect unspoken expectations of a minister, such as how fast 
change can occur, how much attention the minister pays to committees, and how 

many church gatherings the minister should attend. 

  



Question 2: This is an opportunity to reflect on the last few years, particularly our time 
with Manish. 

In the ministry world, tenure less than 5 years is highly unusual. Manish left our church 
after three years. 

From your perspective, what happened? 

• 26% of participants cited FP church/congregation factors 

• 33% cited Manish actions/style 
• 41% mentioned contributing factors from both First Parish and Manish 

Key points made about Manish: 

• Many people mentioned aspects of Manish’s style or way of being that, in their 

opinion, caused challenges: “didn’t share much”, “was closed off”, “couldn’t deal 
with criticism”, resisted suggestions”, “top-down”, “rigid”, “more controlling than 
leading” 

• Too many changes made too quickly was often mentioned 
• There was speculation that FP wasn’t what Manish expected 
• Some felt that Manish didn’t know how to handle us 

Key points about First Parish: 

• We weren’t ready for Manish (or any new minister) 
• Many still mourned Roger 
• Our congregation was already divided (over Sterns Room and other 

issues) when Manish arrived 
• We didn’t REALLY know what we wanted in a minister/we had unrealistic 

expectations 

• We didn’t have a clear understanding of our purpose, mission & goals 
• We did not understand/acknowledge the mutual responsibility in the 

relationship 

• The congregation didn’t have a way to engage in discussion about what was 
going on and people’s reactions to the situation.   

• Conversations moved “underground” and created an additional divide 

• There was a governance breakdown within the church 
• Many felt that we didn’t give Manish enough of a chance to succeed 
• A fair number felt that we were rigid and that we don’t like change. 

After awareness of Manish’s video, many made comments about broader issues 
of race/culture within Lincoln. 

  



Question 3: As you reflect on the last three years, is there anything you wish you had 

done differently? Anything you wish we as a congregation had done differently?”  

The responses fell into a number of areas: 

Doing More (44%)  Participants felt they could have been done more, either as 

individuals or as part of the First Parish Community.  

 Of these, 33% felt they personally could have done more by reaching out to 
Manish, or by being more proactive in sharing when they noticed a problem, or 
by working harder to make Manish’s ministry with us work. There were also those 

who regret missing the signs of a problem. Or that they felt powerless. 

 The remaining 11% felt the First Parish Community could have done more.  

Some by better getting to know Manish and his family and welcoming them into 
our community. 

 
 Inability To Do Anything (18%)  There were those who felt the problem was 

outside of them.  That the problem was either Manish’s personal issues, or his 
work style and actions, or that some members of the congregation were taking 
matters into their own hands. 

 

 Governance (22%) Governance was another major area of where participants 
felt we could have done things differently.  This area broke down into two areas:  
Church Governance and Ministerial Support. 

 Church Governance, 19% believe: 

o First Parish needs to have established communication paths and 
processes with clear lines of responsibility. 

o First Parish needs to work more closely with our two denominations.  

o First Parish needs to be actively engaging members in conversation. 

Ministerial Support, parishioners also felt it vital to review the minister.   

o That we must give feedback within the first few months of tenure.    
o That we must have Annual Ministerial Reviews. 

o They also felt it important to have a support group for the minister. 
 

Transition and Search: 14% 

o Ministerial Skill Set.  First Parish needs to know, specify, and prioritize 

required ministerial skills. 
o UUA and UCC halves.  First Parish needs to understand both our 

denominations and to take into account what of each is important to us. 

o Important to have a multi-year transition. 

 

  



Interim 
Period

HERITAGE

IDENTITY

LEADERSHIPLINKAGES

FUTURE

Feedback: 

Feedback on the Circles has been extremely positive, with participants saying that they 

felt heard and respected, and that they appreciated hearing the different experiences of 
others in the room.  Transition Team members have been asked if the approach can be 
used for other difficult discussions within the church.  The Transition Team will be 

asking the congregation if further opportunities for discussion and healing are needed. 

 

Next Steps: 

An Interim Ministry period provides a precious opportunity for a congregation to pause, 

take a fresh look at itself and renew a vision for its future.  That introspection often 

involves consideration of a church’s heritage, leadership, mission, connections and 

future, as illustrated below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Honor our history 

Acknowledge griefs & conflicts 

• Listening Circles 

• Video Discussion 

Rediscover/Restate Our: 

• Purpose 

• Faith and Beliefs 

• Core Values 

• Vision 

• Mission 

Identify & Develop new, clear & 

appropriate governance & Leadership 

structures & processes 

• Leadership Retreat 

• Governance Task Force 
 

Create more transparent and 

responsive management and 

leadership & a better understanding 

of finances & key resources 

Consider all the relationships & 

connections First Parish has and 

can/could/should build outside of 

itself. 

Revitalize whole 

community 

Prepare to welcome 

a new leader 



The Listening Circles and discussion of the Video were two important steps to promote 

healing from the past, which is part of Heritage.  While healing discussions may 

continue to be offered, the Transition Team will be turning our focus to defining our 

Identity. 

In mid-March, the Transition Team and Deacons will be trained in techniques to 

facilitate discussions within First Parish. We will offer conversations to help strengthen 

relationships, trust and understanding within the congregation.  The Team will help the 

congregation discover or re-affirm our identity, faith, values, purpose and mission.  

Clarified purpose and sense of community will enable the search committee to better 

communicate our identity to potential candidates and to identify our next minister.  

Additionally, the Parish Committee is convening a task force to study and recommend 

changes to First Parish’s’ governance and internal structures.  A focus on more 

transparent, open and structured communications paths for congregants and 

committees is critical.  Providing a clearer understanding of church finances to 

congregants has also been identified as a need. 

The work has begun.  Thank you for your enthusiastic involvement and interest.  Your 

participation has been appreciated and is incredibly important.  The Transition Team is 

excited to see what we will discover and create together in the coming months. 

 


