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Report to the Board from the Social Justice Task Force 
Dick Gilbert, Eric Van Dusen, Connie Valk 

 

Introduction and Executive Summary 

 
The First Universalist Church Board of Trustees appointed a three-person Social Justice 

Task Force  (SJTF) of Connie Valk, Eric Van Dusen and Dick Gilbert, approved by the 

congregation at its Annual Meeting in June 2016, to make recommendations relative to 

its social justice role in the community.   

 

The SJTF began its work with Joan VanBecelaere as consultant from the UUA; she 

continued to lend support throughout the process.  

 

A Mission and Vision, developed by the SJTF and approved by the Board, guided the 

effort.  This statement was communicated in a variety of ways to the congregation.  

 

The SJTF gathered information in four major ways: 

1. Inreach (gathering info from the congregation, Minister, and Director of Life 

Span Faith Development); 

2. Outreach (gathering info from the community); 

3. Neighborhood demographics (which were less helpful, as the neighborhood 

around the church is shifting rapidly); 

4. Research which yielded data on the major issues that were mentioned most often 

in the Inreach and Outreach process. 

 

For Inreach and Outreach, the SJTF focused on these questions: 

 What do you see as the most entrenched social justice issue in Rochester? 

 How do you see faith communities weigh in, as a small congregation and as a 

member of the larger faith community? 

 Who do think are our natural allies? 

 Any suggestions for us? 

 

The Framework was the most difficult piece to tackle. The SJTF spent time with our 

UUA consultant working this through. When the Framework was in rough draft form, 

The First Unitarian Society of Denver, Colorado, which is using a similar model, was 

consulted for logistics of implementation. The SJTF devised an organizational chart to 

clarify roles.  Important to the SJTF is the choice of terminology to differentiate the new 

model from the old.   The Faith in Action Council (FIAC) pilots the Congregational 

Project (the issue chosen). Justice Circles (used to describe ongoing activities like the 

Homelessness Task Force that have been working on particular SJ issues). 

  

The three issues that floated to the top through the discussions in all the ways the SJTF 

gathered information were Racism, Poverty, and Economic Justice.  And, of course, all 

three are intertwined.  The SJTF decided to consider these, though, as separate issues.  

They are fully outlined later in this document. 
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The SJTF recommends that Rochester Interfaith Hospitality Network (RAIHN) should 

operate separately from this process, as it is well-established, provides assessment 

documentation to give evidence of its impact, and has previously been approved by the 

congregation.  

 

Each Justice Circle should model itself on the RAIHN project’s accountability process, 

providing documentation (qualitative and quantitative) to inform the Faith In Action 

Council, and the congregation, of the impact of its work. 

 

 

Mission and Vision 
 

Nurture the Spirit and Serve the Community 

 

We aspire to be a justice congregation which serves the community in the following 

ways: 

1. Through direct service we address the needs of people oppressed.  

2. Through education we seek to understand the injustice in our world.  

3. Through social witness we present our values in public ways.  

4. Through social action we seek systemic change in our society which digs 

out the root causes of injustice. 

 

We do this by: 

 Involving the whole congregation in the process of selecting issues and in the 

work we choose to do. 

 Presence and participation with those oppressed.  

 Aligning ourselves with secular groups, as well as other religious communities.  

 Focusing on the immediate neighborhood of our church with an eye to the world 

beyond as befitting our Universalist heritage -- thinking globally and acting 

locally. 

 Choosing issues which are theologically and ethically appropriate to our liberal 

religious tradition, which are timely, which align with our capacity.  

 Recognizing differences of opinion in our congregation and seek to respect 

diversity while at the same time being pro-active in the community. 

 Discovering ways for everyone to participate in some way. 

 

 

Inreach Process and Results 
 

The Social Justice Task Force (SJTF) used its mission and vision to guide its inreach 

process: Involving the whole congregation in the process of selecting issues and in the 

work we choose to do. 

 

The SJTF arranged for multiple possibilities to collect feedback from the congregation 

through focus groups.  This included one with the Board of Trustees, the Social Justice  
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Committee, the Discussion Group that meets regularly on Sundays before the service and 

two other Focus Groups.  Additionally, Members and Friends of the Congregation were 

invited to participate online, and seven used this opportunity for input. 

 

Input was also gathered from our minister Rev. Celie Katovitch, and Michelle Yates, our 

Director of Lifespan Faith Development.  

 

If we add the seven online participants to the 43 from Focus Groups, we have a solid 50, 

or 30% of the congregation participating in the input.  According to our UUA consultant, 

this is really a fine participation level.  (Thanks to Dave Van Arsdale for grappling with 

all the information to make sense of it.) 

 

The issues of Poverty, Racial Issues, and Economic Justice floated to the top.  Several 

other issues were mentioned – gun violence, poor school performance, lack of 

community vision, mass incarceration, welfare policies, but these had fewer “votes” at 

choosing time.   

 

The majority of responses (21) emphasized that we need to connect with other 

organizations/churches in order to move our work forward.  It was clear from the 

feedback that First Universalist should not walk this new path alone.   For many issues, 

we have to lend our voice, adding the faith perspective to things already in the works.   

Other responses emphasized the need to increase visibility, whatever issue is chosen by 

letters to the editor, hosting presentations on topics, “Sacred Conversations” and political 

actions. 

 

 

Outreach Process and Results 

 
The Team determined one focus of its research would be to reach out to select members 

of the wider community. These persons interviewed: 

 James Murphy: Catholic Worker – St. Joseph’s House of Hospitality 

 Colin O’Malley, Metro-Justice organizer 

 Jon Greenbaum, Rochester Alliance for Congregations for Social Action   

 (RocACTS) 

 Kent Gardner, Center for Governmental Research 

 William Johnson, former Rochester Mayor 

 Shirley Thompson, Community Activist 

 Ann Johnson, ACT Rochester 

 

A summary of results:  

 We need to educate ourselves as a relatively privileged group. 

 We need to get out of our “comfort zone”. 

 We need to engage those who are in need, are oppressed. 

 We need to reach out to other faith communities and secular groups doing 

similar work (including the anti-poverty initiative, among others). 
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 We acknowledge that poverty, racism, homelessness, violence are the key 

problems. 

 We believe hopelessness pervades those who are oppressed. 

 We must open our doors to other individuals and groups. 

 We must involve those who are affected in our deliberations. 

 We need to become involved in our immediate neighborhood. Who are 

our neighbors? 

 We need to cooperate with the City of Rochester. 

 We need to understand community problems are systemic in nature – 

band-aids are not enough. 

 We have a rich target environment – many issues. 

 We need to focus our efforts. 

 

Dave Van Arsdale did a statistical tabulation of our conversations. 

 

We also consulted with Central East Region (CER) staff member the Rev. Joan Van 

Becelaere. 

 

 

Framework 
 

The Social Justice Task Force recommends the following framework and 
organizational chart to guide the First Universalist Church’s social justice mission: 
 
The Faith In Action Council 
It is recommended that a Faith In Action Council (FIAC) be created and made up of  
3 to 5 members, to be identified by the Nominating Committee and approved by the 
Board. The Chair of the FIAC would also be appointed by the Board. It is also 
recommended that Council members have staggered two-year terms. Terms can be 
renewed. The role of the FIAC is to: 

 Identify one to two social justice issues every two years that the full 
congregation is willing to support. The issue(s) that the Council identifies will 
be recommended to the Board. The Board will then submit final 
recommendations to the full congregation for congregational approval. These 
issue(s) will be the basis for forming the Project Team, as described further 
below. 

 Work with Board approved criteria, review requests to form Social Justice 
Circles and approve or deny them, as described further below. 

 Support the Project Team that will work on the congregation-approved 
issue(s), as well as support approved Social Justice Circles. Support includes 
identifying Project Team members for Board approval, and acting as a liaison 
to the Board on behalf of the Project Team and Justice Circles. 
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 Review and accept biannual and final reports required of all Social Justice 
Circles and the Project Team, the purpose of which is to provide an 
assessment of the First Universalist Church’s social justice impact within the 
community. Final reports will be submitted to the Board for review. The 
Board will then provide the congregation with a final report outlining the 
Church’s social justice impact and activities at the Annual Meeting in June 

 At the Fall Congregational Meeting the FIAC will report what Social Justice 
Circles have been formed for the coming program year, as well as their goals 
and intended impact. The FIAC will also report on the goals and intended 
impact that the Project Team will be focused on for that program year. The 
FIAC will also report on how the Circle’s and Project Team’s program year 
work relates to UUSC, UUA and UUUN Office Resolutions, when possible and 
as appropriate.  

 
Project Team  
It is recommended that the FIAC engage the congregation every two years to 
identify one to two social justice issues the congregation will support as a church 
community. The congregation will be asked to vote to formally support the issue(s) 
identified. A Project Team will be formed to develop strategies and actions around 
the approved issue(s) and to produce an Action Plan, to be submitted to the Board 
for review and approval. It is recommended that, in addition to defining goals and 
objectives, the Action Plan include measurable outcomes, when possible. Outcomes 
can include quantitative and qualitative measurements. The purpose of including 
outcome measurements is to insure that the strategies and actions that are 
developed are done by focusing as much as possible on the systematic causes for the 
issue, not just its affects. Progress in meeting the Action Plan goals, objectives and 
outcomes will be reported on in the biannual and annual report that the Project 
Team will submit to the FIAC. The Project Team will then work on implementing the 
Action Plan, including providing opportunities for the congregation to learn more 
about the social justice issue(s) and identifying ways Church friends and members 
can be directly involved in the actions the Project Team undertakes.  
 
The social justice issue(s) that the Project Team works on will be supported in the 
annual budget. 
 
It is recommended that a minimum of 3 Project Team members be identified by the 
FIAC. FIAC recommendations will be forwarded to the Board for appointment. The 
Board will also appoint a Project Team Chairperson. Project Team members will 
serve two-year terms that are not staggered. Project Team members can be 
reappointed. 
 
Because RAIHN has already been congregationally approved, and is fully supported 
by our Church, it is recommended that this ministry continue outside of the process 
outlined above. 
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Social Justice Circles  
The FIAC will accept requests from Church members to form Social Justice Circles 
for approval. Friends of the Church can participate in approved Circles. It is 
recommended that criteria for forming Circles be developed by the FIAC and 
approved by the Board. The purpose of the Circles is to allow Church members an 
opportunity to engage social justice issues that are not congregational projects, but 
are of interest and that can demonstrate there are at least 5 members and friends 
willing to work on them. The FIAC will appoint a Chairperson for each approved 
Social Justice Circle. 
 
As part of the approval criteria, Social Justice Circles will develop goals, objectives 
and outcomes they hope to achieve. Progress on these will be reported to the FIAC 
biannually and annually.  Each Social Justice Circle may recommend persons to 
serve on the FIAC team. 
 
Social Justice Circles will not be supported in the annual budget, but can raise their 
own funds in support of their work.   
 
Role of the Minister   
The role of the Minister will be to assist the Project Team through writings, 
sermons, newsletter articles, and other means, as she/he feels appropriate. 
 
Guidelines for Dealing with Controversial Issues 
A special Congregational Meeting dealing with controversial social or political issues 
with serious ethical implications shall be called by the Board pursuant to: 

A. Presentation to the Board of a petition signed by 25 or more church 

members 

B. Action initiated by the Board 

When such a Special Congregational Meeting is called, the following procedure is 
recommended: 

A. That the Board calls an initial meeting for informational purposes only, 

allowing for the presentation of all sides of the issue in some suitable 

format 

and 
 

B. That the Board then call a Special Congregational Meeting for the purpose 

of discussing and voting on the proposed action. 
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Organizational Chart for Social Justice 
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Introduction to Issues  
 

Every social issue is a spiritual issue and every spiritual issue is a social issue. When 

people of faith address social justice issues, they do so out of a strongly spiritual sense. 

Basic religious values lead us to discern some social structures and policies as unethical. 

Our Unitarian Universalist principles prompt us to promote the inherent worth and 

dignity of every person, compassion, equity and justice. Our congregations become a 

spiritual center with a civic circumference. When people of faith act on their convictions, 

not only will society be changed; they will be changed as they seek to apply their values 

to community problems. The spiritual and the social are two parts of a seamless religious 

perspective. 

 

Whichever issue is chosen, educating the congregation about the issue should be the first 

step of the Faith in Action Council. 

http://www.uua.org/statements/economic-injustice-poverty-and-racism-we-can-make-

difference 

 

 

Issue: Racism 
 

RACISM AS A SYSTEMIC EVIL 

Racism is a systemic evil which permeates American culture. It is more than personal 

prejudice, it is prejudice plus power – a system of policies and practices which 

deliberately promote white privilege while  suppressing human rights for people of color. 

Our Unitarian Universalist movement has long been in the forefront of those committed 

to end racism. In its 2000 Statement of Conscience, the Unitarian Universalist General 

Assembly asserted that “racism encourages people to perpetuate a system of privileges 

and economic rewards that opens the door of opportunity much wider for some than for 

others……We must look both inward and outward as we organize ourselves for action 

within our congregations and beyond…. to work toward our transformation to an anti-

racist, multi-cultural institution.” 

 

OVERVIEW:  

THE U.S., MONROE COUNTY, AND ROCHESTER BY THE NUMBERS 

 
New York is the most unequal state in the nation, the inequality being most pronounced among 

minority populations. The poverty rate in New York State is 16%; among African Americans 

24.3%; among Latinos 26.0%; among Native Americans 28.6%; among whites 10.9%.  

 
Monroe County is the 21

st
 most segregated county in the U.S. The City of Rochester has 

the dubious distinction, among similar sized cities, of being first in child poverty 

(52.5%), first in extreme poverty (16.4%), second in overall poverty (33.8%). It  has the 

third-highest concentration of poor people living in extremely poor neighborhoods, a 

http://www.uua.org/statements/economic-injustice-poverty-and-racism-we-can-make-difference
http://www.uua.org/statements/economic-injustice-poverty-and-racism-we-can-make-difference
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phenomenon that is growing. Blacks and Latinos are three times more likely than whites 

to be poor. 

And yet, according to the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), Rochester is 

among the 10 most affordable cities in the nation. In sum Rochester is a “tale of two 

cities,” one a middle-class cultural haven, and the other one of the poorest venues in the 

country. 

RELIGIOUS IMPERATIVE 

“As Unitarian Universalists, we have a religious and moral obligation to challenge 

complacency in ourselves and in our communities. We commit to fighting injustice 

wherever we find it. We acknowledge that this may disturb our own comfort and require 

us to broaden our interest to include the greater good of an economically just and 

compassionate community. We will learn much as we do this work.” 

The mission/vision of the First Universalist Church of Rochester is to “nurture the spirit 

and serve the community.” The church sits in the very center of the city and yet draws its 

constituency from the entire region – urban, suburban and rural. This provides a unique 

opportunity to address systemic racism in its myriad forms.  

WHAT SHOULD WE DO? 

If the First Universalist Church selects racism as a priority project, it will have to engage 

in a form of self-education that will be challenging:  to examine and understand white 

privilege; to acknowledge complicity in a society permeated with racism; to differentiate 

between individual racial prejudice and systemic racism; to study its unique geographical 

position downtown, along with its predominantly white demographic.  

Then a clear statement of study and action to address specific issues is required. Allies 

will have to be identified. What is the specific and unique role a liberal religious 

congregation can play? The opportunities are many. 

1. Police-community relations 

2. Concentration of poverty in minority-dominant areas 

3. Housing practices in which racism is a subtle factor 

4. Dramatically unequal educational opportunities 

5. Criminal justice issues at the state level, including Raise the Age of adult criminal 

culpability from 16 to 17: HALT unnecessary solitary confinement.  

Addressing racism will be a long-term effort to resolve the American dilemma and build  

what Martin Luther King called the Beloved Community. 

See “Race, Class and Economic Justice in Unitarian Universalist History and 

Perspective” by Richard S. Gilbert, November 7, 2009 

For a copy (Rsgilbert@uuma.org) 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Rsgilbert@uuma.org
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Issue: Poverty 

 
POVERTY AS A SYSTEMIC EVIL 

 

Poverty is a condition brought on by the lack of resources to maintain basic needs like 

food, stable housing and clothing. Entrenched poverty is the result of not having a 

regular, stable source of money/resources, often accompanied by the lack of strong social 

networks, both of which are necessary to achieve some level of economic and social 

stability. Sometimes the inability to meet these basic needs is the result of challenges 

individuals face, like the lack of education and access to livable wage jobs, the death of a 

family member, terminal illness or major changes in life circumstances brought on by 

things like divorce or the loss of a job. Other times it is the result of inequalities within 

our social structure, which stack the economic and social deck against people who come 

from certain backgrounds, ethnicities or races. Key among these inequalities in American 

society is structural racism and classism. 

 
OVERVIEW:  

THE U.S., MONROE COUNTY, AND ROCHESTER BY THE NUMBERS 

 

Making inroads into the effects and causes of poverty has been complicated by the 

growth of unprecedented levels of poverty concentration. In 1950 only a third of the 

nation’s poor lived in cities. Today over two thirds live in cities, most tightly 

concentrated within specific neighborhoods in those cities.  

 

In 1970 Rochester had no poverty concentrated neighborhoods, defined by US 

Department of Houdsing and Urban Development (HUD) as more than 20%. By 2013 

Rochester ranked third in the nation for the amount of poverty concentration we now 

have. In Rochester we refer to those neighborhoods as being in “The Crescent”, a region 

that stretches from much of the southwest section of Rochester, reaches up to many of the 

northwest neighborhoods and then crossing over the river to include much to the 

northeast section of the city. In 1950 Rochester was home to  340,000 individuals. 

Primarily because of white middle class flight, by 2015 Rochester’s population was down 

to 208,000.  

 

Since 1950 Rochester has lost more people then currently live in the entire city of 

Hartford, CT (125,000) or Albany, NY (98,000). This significant loss in middle-class 

households has transformed the condition of poverty into a well-documented culture of 

poverty concentration, where few viable economic opportunities realistically exist for 

individuals living in neighborhoods affected by it, and where a culture of hopelessness 

and joblessness backfills what the middle class abandoned as a result. Because of the loss 

of middle- and working- class households, the places where poverty concentration 

becomes entrenched are defined by poor performing schools, collapsed housing markets, 

crime and transiency – further intensifying the conditions of poverty as a result. 
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Because these places are so overwhelmed by collapsed economic and social conditions, 

households in these neighborhoods which do manage to improve their life circumstances 

move out to live in better areas, which concentrates poverty even more, further 

complicating efforts to improve the social and economic conditions within hard-hit 

neighborhoods – efforts like improving the Rochester City School District, so lower 

income children have access to a better education, or reducing transiency that otherwise 

will further destabilize families and increase their risk of homelessness: Transiency has a 

huge negative impact on households in general and children in particular – national 

research has documented that a child from a low income family loses two months of their 

education each time the family moves; two moves in a year negates the entire school year 

for that child. And when a family has difficulty paying the rent (Monroe County’s DSS 

Shelter Rent Allowance has not gone up since 1988), having to move from one apartment 

to another on a regular basis is a real possibility.  

 

In summary 

 Rochester is the 5
th

 poorest city in the country 

 Rochester is the 2
nd

 poorest city among comparably sized cities 

 Rochester ranks 1
st
 in children living in poverty among comparably sized cities, 

and 6
th

 in the nation overall. 

 Rochester has the 3
rd

 highest concentration of extremely poor neighborhoods in 

the nation.  

 Rochester has the poorest school district in upstate New York and the poorest 

urban district in the entire State of New York. 

WHAT SHOULD WE DO? 

 

Below are a few ideas of how the First Universalist Church could get involved in issues 

related to poverty in Rochester: 

 

1. Become educated on Fair Housing issues, learning how fair housing 

impacts social and racial equity, which relates to the poverty issue. 

2. Work to increase affordable housing opportunities – particularly in low-

poverty areas within Monroe County. 

3. Work with the City of Rochester’s Fair Housing Task Force members to 

implement the recently-updated Fair Housing Analysis of Impediments, 

which identifies community strategies to reduce housing discrimination by 

protecting the rights of the protected classes, which includes race, families 

with children and individuals with disabilities. Housing discrimination 

disproportionately impacts those protected classes that are low income, 

negatively affecting their housing choice and access to safe, stable and 

decent housing. 

4. Work with the Rochester and Monroe County Anti-Poverty Task Force. 

5. Explore partnerships with neighborhood groups that represent hard-hit 

areas and who are working on ways to support low income families and 

improve neighborhood conditions. 
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6. Explore partnerships with churches located in stressed neighborhoods to 

support their efforts to support families and improve neighborhood 

conditions (where these efforts also align with our mission and values).  

 

See Rochester Area Community Foundation report www.actrochester.org. 

 
 

Issue: Economic Injustice 
 
 

ECONOMIC INJUSTICE AS A SYSTEMIC EVIL 

“As Unitarian Universalists, we work for justice, equity, and compassion in our 

relationships and systemic change in our society. We know that the escalation of 

economic inequality undergirds a thousand injustices, from climate change to 

homelessness, from mass incarceration to low-wage worker exploitation. Economic 

inequality also disproportionately impacts people of color. A better world is possible, and 

we strive to be part of the solution.” (UUA) 

OVERVIEW:  

THE U.S., MONROE COUNTY, AND ROCHESTER BY THE NUMBERS 

 

The income inequality of our country has been well documented.  The gap between the 

rich, and middle class and poor, has been growing for the last thirty years. Sixty-four 

million people living in the United States earn less than $15/hr.  Income disparities have 

become so pronounced that America’s top 10 percent now average nearly nine times as 

much income as the bottom 90 percent. In the meantime, those who are born poor are 

likely to remain poor. Our city is well populated by this demographic.  And, contrary to 

popular thinking, the top 10 percent are not the job creators.  That award belongs to the 

middle class. 

 

Although the concept of “minimum wage” attempted to ensure that workers had enough 

money for a roof over their heads and enough money for food for their families, workers 

under the present laws often have to work multiple minimum wage jobs to maintain a 

minimum standard of living. Simply put, the minimum wage is below poverty level for a 

full-time worker.  

Farmworkers, excluded from NYS Labor Laws, are some of the workers at the very low 

end of the wage spectrum.  Since many are undocumented, and not protected by law, 

their employers can easily engage in wage theft, further thrusting them into poverty.  The 

very people who work long hours to place food on our tables barely have enough food for 

their own. 

Although fast food workers have been in the limelight recently, other workers such as 

those who care for the elderly and little children have barely enough income to make 

ends meet.  As our church hosts its many RAIHN guests, the income inequality issue hits 

http://www.actrochester.org/
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home.  Also, our church family is economically diverse.  Our congregation includes those 

at the lower end of the income spectrum, others who are middle class, and some who 

have larger and very comfortable incomes.  

If our congregation accepts economic injustice issue as a priority: it will first have to 

engage in self-education: 

(1) to examine ourselves -- deep listening within our church community about our 

economic diversity in order to better understand the struggle of many who share 

our pews on Sunday; 

(2) to educate ourselves about the economic disparities in our own in the Greater 

Rochester Area; 

(3) to explore the political implications by economic injustice, and decide on ways 

that our church can live our UU values in the struggle.  

(4) To align ourselves with Metro Justice and RocActs, the most obvious allies, with 

their “Fight for Fifteen Days of Action”, tying into the state and national 

movement.    

See information from data researchers: Marc Priester and Aaron Mendelson in a project 

of the Institute for Policy Studies www.inequality.org. 

 

Closing Thoughts 

Whichever issue is chosen, a clear statement of what specific role the congregation can 

play in the community will need to specify the details of study and action required.  

Allies will have to be identified.  

The question needs to be asked: How is our church as a faith community going to 

approach the issue differently from our allies – how can be make a difference by standing 

together as people of Unitarian Universalist faith?   

The congregation also has to connect how working on this issue helps to nurture our own 

spirits, designing approaches that incorporate the spiritual with social justice actions. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.inequality.org/
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Suggested Action Steps 

1. Board acts on/approves SJTF Report and posts on line/newsletter (December 14 and 

following 

2. Board holds hearing on Report to answer questions (early January - maybe after church 

- with child care) 

3. Board calls congregational meeting for purpose of SJTF report adoption. Board 

appoints FIAC and congregation votes on issue(s) it will adopt (late January)  

4. Board/and/or FIAC sponsors training event re. strategic action plans (early February) 

5. FIAC solicits suggestions from congregation for Congregational Project(s) and Justice 

Circles related to the adopted issue(s), including strategic action plans (late February) 

6. FIAC recommends to Board 1 or 2 Projects and Board calls congregational meeting for 

their adoption - or not (March) 

7. Minister preaches on Project(s) and commissions Project Team(s) (April) 

8. Annual Meeting report from Project(s) and Justice Circles (May) 

 

 


