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Governance Advisory Task Force (GATF) Report (2024–

2025 Church Year) 

Since GATF was chartered by Parish Board in June 2024, our work has focused on research about UU 

church governance best practices as well as extensive consultations with staff, lay leaders, and Follenites 

in general. The GATF wishes to offer our sincerest gratitude to the more than one hundred Congregation 

members, leadership, and staff who shared their insights and perspectives with us as part of this process 

so far.  

Our mandate was to conduct a comprehensive review of Follen’s current governance structure, with the 

goal of determining potential alternatives that would: 

1) be compatible with current Follen staffing and practices 

2) reinforce and ensure the sustainability of our culture of volunteering and lay leadership 

3) improve overall efficiency 

4) provide clarity to the congregation as to how decisions are made and who has the responsibility 

to carry them out 

What we have found is that Follen Church is a magical organization. We have flaws, to be sure. But we are 

very successful at working together to transform money, buildings, bylaws and systems into powerful 

opportunities for individual flourishing, deep interpersonal connections, meaningful service, and 

advancing our mission in the world. In line with the GATF’s mandate, this is precisely what we seek to 

preserve and strengthen. By clarifying the roles and responsibilities of the lay-led board and giving more 

authority to the Minister and the staff to manage ministry operations, we can simplify lay leadership. 

Simplification will allow more individuals in the congregation to serve Follen in ways that are fulfilling to 

them. Reflection, research, and input from many Follenites have convinced us that some structural 

governance changes would improve the odds that what we love about Follen will last far into the future.  

What has GATF done? 

GATF has consulted with governance experts, representatives from other churches, and a wide array of 

stakeholders within Follen. Members of GATF held 40+ one-on-one or small-group discussions 

throughout the process, provided multiple updates in the Follen for You newsletter, held 5 discussion 

groups in-person or online open to the congregation at multiple points in the process, and provided 

multiple online feedback forms. We invited congregational consultant Dan Hotchkiss to Follen on 

January 26, where he met with over 40 Follenites to help us understand and apply the promising 

framework in his book Governance and Ministry. Members of GATF met regularly with Parish Board and 

Program Council to receive feedback and guidance. 

What is governance? 

Governance is a blanket term for the policies, guidelines, rules, and procedures that authorize decision-

making and management and hold accountable those so authorized. Beyond enabling internal efficiency 

and fairness, such mechanisms are often legally required. In Massachusetts, nonprofit corporations 

(including churches) must have a board that interacts with, but is separate from, career staff and unpaid 

volunteers carrying out the church’s work.  

Board members are responsible for upholding the nonprofit’s mission. Best practices and legal standards 

alike mandate voting procedures, term guidelines, and other rules formally stated in the organization’s 

bylaws. Some boards, if large enough, also have standing committees and ad hoc committees entrusted 

with particular aspects of the organization’s work. 
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Where did we come from? 

Follenites have altered their governance arrangements, in ways big and small, innumerable times since 

the church’s 1835 founding. Our most recent set of major governance changes were developed and 

approved by the congregation in 2005–07. That effort’s goals, as summarized in a 2006 report to the 

community, included: 

● Clarify decision-making processes and bolster their legitimacy 

● Ease demands on volunteers by streamlining the committee structure 

● Update governance to reflect Follen’s growing size and complexity 

● Improve transparency 

● Strengthen leadership development 

● Disentangle deliberations over broad policies from day-to-day operations to ease closure and 

define responsibilities 

After intensive work, the current bylaws were approved in January 2007 by membership vote, and a 

transition from the old to the current governance structure commenced. The crux of the reform was to 

split the then-existing Parish Council into a policy-oriented Parish Board and an operationally oriented 

Program Council. 

Where we are now? 

The current Follen governance is organized around two high-level authoritative bodies, seven action 

teams, and one coordinating team.   

● The Program Council, headed by a president and vice-president, serves as the principal 

operating body of the Church. The president of the Program Council is the legally recognized 

President of Follen’s nonprofit board, under Massachusetts nonprofit law. Program Council and 

each of its Action Teams is responsible for the operation of the church, including staffing and 

budgeting, in conformity with policies adopted by the Parish Board, the Church’s Annual and 

Long-Range Plans, and the Church Budget. The Parish Minister is a non-voting member of the 

Program Council. 

 

● Seven Action Teams collectively manage all of the specific activities of the church on a day-to-

day basis with substantial autonomy. Each Action Team has an Action Team Representative 

(elected by the congregation), who, with the president and vice-president, constitute the Program 

Council. 

        

● The Parish Board, headed by a chair and vice-chair, sets general congregational policy, 

provides long-term planning, and has review authority over legal and financial matters. The 

treasurer and a trustee, plus three elected at-large representatives, are members. The Parish 

Minister is a non-voting member of the Parish Board. 

        

● The Coordinating Team, headed by the Program Council President, provides the operational 

glue, surfacing issues that have not come before any of the other bodies, and determining, as 

needed, to which body issues should be referred for action. While not a decision-making body per 

se, the Coordinating Team has the authority to call meetings of the Program Council or the Parish 

Board and to set their agendas. The Parish Minister is a voting member of the Coordinating Team, 

along with the Parish Board chair and President of Program Council. 

With a few notable exceptions (the Nominating Committee and the endowment trustees, for example), 

every programmatic operating group is intended to fall under one of the seven Action Teams, so there is a 

clear and immediate path to a decision. If the decision exceeds the scope of the Action Team’s authority, 

the team’s Program Council Representative can bring the issue to the Program Council for resolution. 
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The Minister plays important but constrained roles in this governance structure as a voting member of the 

Coordinating Team and as a non-voting member of both the Program Council and the Parish Board.  

The basic array of Action Teams, Program Council, Parish Board, Coordinating Team, and Nominating 

Committee has been tweaked but not fundamentally revised in the years since. Many of the unsatisfactory 

features of the pre-2007 structure were eased considerably under the current arrangements. At the same 

time, the current governance structure has not fully solved all of the problems that motivated its creation. 

Nor would its creators have expected it to do so, since church governance is simply a complicated 

challenge that not even the wisest restructuring can solve once and for all. It is perhaps noteworthy that 

the concerns motivating the 2005–07 governance reforms are quite similar to the concerns motivating 

our current reconsideration of Follen’s governance.  

Those who engineered the last round of governance changes nearly 20 years ago performed a magnificent 

service for the community. They recognized and acted upon the need to better distinguish policy-making 

from management, creating a second authoritative body—separate from the board—responsible for 

operations. Both bodies, however, reserved authority for lay leaders rather than staff. Wise as it was at the 

time, we need to transition to a version of lay leadership that fits the Follen we have become. 

What are the issues we are trying to solve now? 

Currently, lay authority is scattered widely throughout Follen—not just in Parish Board and Program 

Council but in Action Teams and separate units of Action Teams, and various committees, task forces, and 

other entities with complicated and often unclear relationships to the governance structure or to the 

Minister and staff. The dispersal of lay leadership is one way to provide multiple opportunities for 

community involvement, but it has downsides as well. We have observed these overarching concerns 

identified with the current governance system: 

● Changes in the scale and complexity of our community that clash with our tradition of lay leader 

control over day-to-day operations as well as policy decisions.  

● The large number of lay-leadership roles required in the bylaws strains our ability to recruit 

leaders and risks burning out some of our most committed members. 

● Complex legal, logistical, and technical developments in areas such as in human resources, 

finance, and facility management can be difficult for volunteers to manage.  

● The scattering of authority can undermine responsibility and accountability for results. 

● The growing size and increased professionalism of our staff has led to overlap among 

responsibilities in staff job descriptions and those identified as lay leader responsibilities, creating 

confusion about responsibility, authority, and accountability. Our talented staff is often unclear 

on the extent and limits of their own authority and discretion and about whether and where they 

need to get permission to act.  

● Under the current governance system, responsibility for many functions (for example contracts, 

personnel, finance) is fragmented across Parish Board and Program Council, requiring action and 

involvement by both entities. This shared responsibility creates redundancy and confusion about 

who is responsible for what, procedures for decision-making, and where and how to share their 

views. This confusion can be a barrier to integrating new members into leadership. 

These problems are actually fairly common “growing pains” in churches transitioning from small, 

intimate communities to larger, more dynamic and diverse congregations. After much deliberation and 

reflection, GATF provides the following proposal. 
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GATF Directional Proposal 

A Focused Governing Board  

We propose clarifying Parish Board (or a successor entity) as the primary instrument of governance with a 

clearer distinction from ministry operations. The Minister would be directly accountable to the governing 

board. 

The board would be elected by and accountable to the congregation to set each year’s strategic vision and 

plan, draft policies, and manage a set of longer-term goals to ensure that the congregation’s human and 

material resources are used for the benefit of the church’s mission.1 The board’s meetings would be 

structured and open, its minutes would be available to Follenites, and the board would regularly host 

opportunities for all Follenites to discuss their hopes and concerns. The board would be supported by 

standing committees (to be determined) to carry out functions in areas such as finance, personnel, 

nominations/onboarding, and facilities.  

A Revised Architecture for Ministry Operations  

We propose giving the Minister authority and responsibility to manage the ministry operations of the 

church along with staff and, in conjunction with, lay leaders. Ministry operations are the day-to-day 

management and service of the church to execute the strategic vision and most of what is visible at 

Follen—worship, music, faith formation, social events, pastoral care—as well as the crucial support 

functions that enable the work. Operations would be carried out, as currently, by staff and/or Action 

Teams. Unlike currently, Action Teams would be identified and overseen by a minister-chaired leadership 

team composed of staff and lay leaders. If Follen chooses to move forward with this Directional Proposal, 

the initial number and purview of Action Teams would be determined in subsequent congregational 

discussions. The roster of Action Teams could evolve over time to meet the needs and priorities of the 

church. The ministry leadership team would provide the forum for Action Teams to collaborate and 

coordinate with each other and staff. 

Levels of Leadership 

● Congregation: The preeminent authority of the members would be similar to the current 

structure, including responsibility to elect the board members to represent the congregation in 

vision, strategy, delegation, and execution, and to weigh in on annual and multi-year 

commitments, choices, and priorities. 

● Board: Comprising 7–10 lay members elected by the Congregation, who work with the minister 

and the congregation to set the strategic vision and plan for a given year, draft policies, and 

manage a set of long-term goals to ensure that the Congregation’s human and material resources 

are used for the benefit of the Church’s mission. The board is ultimately accountable to the 

mission of the Church, not to individual members. 

○ Board Committees: Standing committees to carry out governance functions in areas 

such as finance, personnel, nominations/onboarding, facilities, etc. Standing committees 

to be determined through future discussions.  

● Minister: Called by the congregation, head of staff, with responsibility and authority for the 

ministry operations of the church. The Minister would chair a ministry leadership team made up 

of staff and lay leaders in order to manage ministry operations of the church. The Minister is 

accountable to the governing board. 

○ Action Teams: Led by staff and/or lay leaders identified and overseen by the ministry 

leadership team to carry out operations of the various functions of the church.  

 

1 Adapted from Governance and Ministry - Rethinking Board Leadership by Dan Hotchkiss 
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Figure 1: Proposed Governance Structure for Follen Church 

 

 

Main Differences between This Proposal and Current Governance 

The proposed governing board is not that different from the current Parish Board. However, under the 

current governance system, responsibility for many functions (for example contracts, personnel, finance) 

is shared by Parish Board and Program Council, requiring action and involvement by both entities. This 

shared responsibility creates redundancy and confusion. Under the proposed system, the governing board 

would have primary responsibility for strategic planning, oversight, and management of the Church’s 

human and material resources for the benefit of the church’s mission. 

The Program Council currently is composed of elected Action Team chairs and led by an elected President 

and Vice President. Each Action Team is defined in the Bylaws and has a single vote at the Program 

Council. The Minister and staff currently have no defined role within the Program Council. Under the 

proposed system, the Minister would have primary responsibility for ministry operations. Action Teams 

would be led by staff and/or lay leaders and accountable to a minister-chaired ministry leadership team. 

Instead of being static and defined in the bylaws, Action Teams would be flexible to the current needs of 

the church and could be formed, modified, and retired as necessary. Action Teams could be free to meet 

and file minutes/reports as needed, and Action Team chairs would not be members of, or report to, the 

Board.  

Next Steps 

The Directional Proposal provides a framework for Follen’s work next year to develop a governance 

system that allocates responsibility for decision-making among the Congregation, a governing board, 

Minister and staff, ministry leadership team, and Action Teams. We envision a process that is 

consultative, collegial, and inclusive, managed by a team that may include some current members of the 

GATF and some new members. Throughout the governance development process next year, church 

leaders, members, the Minister, and staff are expected to practice transparent decision-making, healthy 

conflict management, and mutual support in their respective roles.  
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We anticipate an iterative process following roughly these steps: 

(1) Identify governance and ministry questions to be addressed. 

(2) Create subteams composed of staff and lay members to draft policies to address the questions. 

(3) The subteam draft policies will be reviewed by Parish Board and Program Council for feedback 

and returned to subteams for further work as needed. 

(4) Draft policies will be shared with the congregation for feedback and further refinement. 

(5) Concurrently, a subteam will begin drafting bylaws amendments to provide the scaffolding to 

implement the policies. 

Throughout the process, we anticipate that new questions will emerge, following the development 

feedback cycle above. The goal is to have a set of governing board policies and bylaws amendments for 

approval at a special meeting or the May 2026 Annual Meeting.  

Non-exhaustive List of Questions/Topics to Be Addressed Next Church Year 

1. Transparency: How can we make it easier for all Follenites—not just those with long histories 

and deep connections in the church—to make their views known and to take on leadership roles 

when they are ready? What would a calendar of annual activities look like to ensure the 

congregation has visibility to the Board and can make their voices heard? 

2. Training: What should onboarding for new Board members and key lay leadership positions 

look like? How can we do a better job of making sure lay leaders receive appropriate training and 

are clear on the expectations of their role? What roles need job descriptions? Who is responsible 

for keeping job descriptions up to date and ensuring incoming board members and lay leadership 

are trained? 

3. Paid staff/contractors: Many Follenites put their professional skills—as attorneys, architects, 

financial experts, managers, craftspeople, and many more—to work for the church. Sometimes 

this is joyful service; sometimes a burnout-inducing burden. We want to celebrate and encourage 

the former category—and it would be prohibitively expensive to replace all such service with 

additional staff or outside contractors. How can we identify the areas that need additional paid 

staff support and/or outside contractors so we are not overtaxing volunteers? What staff roles are 

needed to support a new ministry operations structure?  

4. Finance: Are there any improvements we could make in how the roles and responsibilities are 

split and defined between the various entities involved in managing finances at Follen such as 

FHRAT, treasurer, church administrator/other staff, trustees, etc.? 

5. Facilities: Are there any improvements we could make in facilities support, oversight, and 

management to reduce the burden on lay leaders and improve visibility and accountability for 

decision-making related to facilities? 

6. Safety/Legal Risk Mitigation: How will a Safety Team fit into the new structure? How will the 

board handle safety and legal matters? 

7. Personnel/Human Resources: Are there improvements that could be made to the roles and 

responsibilities of the Personnel/HR team at Follen to reduce the burden on lay leaders? How do 

other churches of our congregation and staff size manage Personnel/HR? What is the role of the 

board, HR Team, and Minister to evaluate and hire/fire staff? 

8. Minister-led leadership Team: What is the role, structure, and membership of the minister-

led leadership team? How will members be selected? How will it hold Action Teams accountable? 

9. Action Teams: The last major governance update sought to allocate essentially all of the 

ministry operational functions of the church into one or another of seven Action Teams. To what 

extent does this allocation still hold up? To what extent are there important functions for which 

no Action Team is responsible; or functions originally allocated to them that are no longer 

required; or functions for which more than one Action Team has responsibility? What Action 

Teams are currently needed for ministry operations? What is the mechanism of accountability for 

Action Teams? How are they created, amended, or closed?  
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10. Governing Board Roles: What are the roles, responsibilities, and expectations of board 

members? What standing committees would the board need? How will the board hold the 

Minister accountable for the work of the ministry action teams? What are the relationships 

among the Action Teams and board standing committees?  

11. Sustainability: We (and others) believe that our current structures were astutely designed to 

suit a church with a smaller and less operationally oriented staff and are out of sync with our 

current situation. How much should we worry about updating governance in ways that work for 

now but could fall out of alignment with the needs of a future Follen? Are there steps we can take 

to diminish or manage this risk? 


