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Foreword

In 1948 the fellowship program was launched. Ten years later
Unitarians are asking, “What have we created? Are fellowships
a threat or a promise?” Mrs. Bartlett leaves no question as to
which side she is on. Traveling the continent to talk with fellow-
ship people, she developed a vigorous enthusiasm for what is go-
ing on in the hundreds of lay-led religious groups — an enthusiasm
reflected in the title of her book, Bright Galaxy. She set out to
write a report. She has delivered an adventure.

As a small religious body trying to cover a continent, Unitarians
have sought a medium that would make their attitudes and ap-
proach available to religious liberals everywhere. In 1944 they
began the Church of the Larger Fellowship —a correspondence
link between A.u.A. headquarters and the isolated family — which
joins individuals to the denomination through sermons, news, and
personal letters. The next step was the small group. Taking as
a base ten individuals in the same locality, the Association made
available materials, programs, and advice for those who wished to
become part of the Unitarian movement in an organized group
way. This is the fellowship program.

The Big Idea behind it all is that people who are intelligent
enough to seek answers in the fields of values, morals, and religion
are capable of deciding their own programs, operation, and des-
tiny. There is no ecclesiastical supervision. There is no Right
Way or Wrong Way. Flexibility is the key word, both in the local
group and at headquarters. Nearly three hundred of these lay-led
groups testify both to this trust in them and their own ability to
survive and grow.

What are fellowship people like? Others ask this question in
all seriousness as though they were talking about a different
breed. Members of fellowships themselves rather encourage this
kind of question at times by their assertions that they are different.
But what are they different from? As Mrs. Bartlett describes their
settings or their ways of approaching some of the standard church
practices, the differences are primarily in attitude. There are fair-
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X Bright Galaxy

ly informal services in some churches as well as detailed orders of

service in some fellowships. The difference seems to be that the-

fellowships worked out their own services instead of inheriting
them.

The Unexamined Life s not Worth Living might be the motto
over the door of a fellowship meeting place. Every act, every
effort, is thrashed out in the group before being accepted. The
formality or lack of it in the fellowship service is consciously con-
sidered; everything from sandwiches to symbols is a group de-
cision. To this important factor Mrs. Bartlett devotes considerable
attention.

Size is important to the success of the fellowships. Sociologists
have long been studying the relation of the size of a group to its
behavior. Group dynamics experts, adult educators, and others
have convictions as to what can and cannot be accomplished in
different size groups. Fellowships, whose average size is around
thirty (actual attendance would normally be less) , become almost
ideal for full participation. The small group is the conscious and
unconscious answer to the mass centralization of present-day life.
The fellowships are ideally set up to meet a human need for re-
bellion against the Organization Man, the Power Elite and all the
other symptoms of the mid-twentieth-century concentration of
power. '

The fellowships have been considered anticlerical and bellig-
erently opposed to Church. Ministers who have served the church-
es which grew out of fellowships, however, maintain that they
are really saying, “Don’t fence me out.” Fellowship members, re-
belling against past stereotypes of ecclesiastical authority, are
sensitive to words like domination, isolation, sterilization. They
value the opposite words — communication, participation, crea-
tion. They work long and hard at creating their own self-image,
which is like on one else’s, not even another fellowship’s. It is
theirs — the work of their hands, the act of their wills, the creation
of their spirit.

Fellowships, like churches and all other forms of voluntary or-
ganizations, wrestle with the problems of leadership. The Ameri-
can stereotype persists of the strong leader who does not seek the
job but may be persuaded to guide. Along with this is the new
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stereotype of leader who is a catalyst, a facilitator, a resource
person. Each group works through or with the problem; the
overwhelming testimony is to the satisfaction hundreds of members
have found in assuming responsibility for some phase of leader-
ship, whether by giving the address at a Sunday service or by
chairing an important committee. Leadership is participation at
its most obvious and fullest. Fellowships provide this opportunity
in a way no old established church can.

The Swedish sociologist Myrdal once wrote: “The feeling of
need for logical consistency within the hierarchy of moral valua-
tions is, in its modern intensity, a rather new phenomenon.” No
one can say what the next decade of the fellowship program will
bring, but if the need for logical consistency persists, Unitarianism
and the lay-led program will flourish. H. Lasswell has pointed out
that emancipation in the psychological sense is achieved when
older patterns are thrust aside and the personality re-established
on a new basis. Fellowship members are mightily engaged in re-
examining and in some cases thrusting aside older patterns in
order that their personalities may be re-established on a newer
one.

As the fellowship people gain experience with techniques of
worship, group experiences, leadership roles, and participation,
they will have more to say to all religious liberals and even to
America itself. Everywhere men are seeking to erect ramparts
against the invasion of the self. As the techniques of persuasion
become more all-prevading and precise, man’s only defense is to
create more and more open societies where democratic principles
may be kept shining through use and readied for any threat. The
small group, the fellowship, is admirably prepared in size and
attitude to point the way.

Richard B. Gibbs
DIRECTOR, UNITARIAN EXTENSION



Introduction

From the beginning, Man has felt the pull of two forces. One
is the urge to be bound to other human beings for warmth and
security. The other — for his mind’s sake — is the equally insistent
urge to be unbound and free.

Bolstered and strengthened by forming or joining groups, too
often he finds that the group itself becomes a fetter to his soul.

The problem is most acute in religion. Here, where the very
meaning of life is at stake and the need to be reassured is most
urgent, the church has, through the ages, supplied the corrobora-
tive support of fellow souls. It has also supplied something solid
for the mind to hold — a creed.

But the thinking man would rather not buy security, creedal
or social, if it costs him his innate rights of thought and decision.
He must be free to examine and test any bonds that tie him and
to accept them of his own free will.

This conflict is present in all institutions. How to resolve it
is a leading part of man’s organizational quest.

* * * * *

For ten years, in their denominationally sponsored fellowship
program, Unitarians have been trying a somewhat different ap-
proach to the age-old problem. In the eyes of history, ten years is
infinitesimal. But even ten years can give us some clues.

In the light of the fellowship venture, we can, perhaps, view
forces bigger and more basic than those contained in any one
denomination or religious movement, forces more fundamental
than the bounds of any one era in history.

'



Chapter 1

The New Galaxy: Fellowships Here and
Now - |

The population of my neighbor-
hood is too slender, and is too
divided into other sects to main-
tain any omne preacher well. I
must therefore be content to be
a Unitarian by myself.

THOMAS JEFFERSON

In 1822, Thomas Jefferson remarked that his neighborhood
was “‘too slender” to provide the number of liberals necessary to
establish a Unitarian church. He had to be a Unitarian by him-
self. At that time —and for a hundred and twenty-six years after
— institutional Unitarianism had two poles, but no middle: at
one end was the isolated, lonely liberal; at the other, the formal,
full-fledged church. The distance between them was enormous.

At last, in May 1948, the American Unitarian Association made
official its determination to do something about the problem. To
bridge the gap between the disparate poles, it launched its Lay
Fellowship Plan.

Though the decision to establish the fellowships was crucial,
there was no fanfare. In the crowded headquarters building at 25
Beacon Street in Boston, the newly appointed director of the proj-
ect, Mr. Munroe Husbands, was assigned a desk, a chair, and a
typewriter. Behind the desk he hopefully tacked up a large map
of his new territory — the continental United States, Canada, and
Mexico.r

Ten years later, that map is bright with stars. They are not
‘concentrated in a single region or corner of the map, but are
splashed across the North American continent from Alaska to the
Canal Zone, from the deep South to Hawaii. New stars now shine

1 See Appendix 1 for details on administration of the program. -
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4 The New Galaxy

in states such as Arkansas, Nevada, and New Mexico, which have
never before known any Unitarian organization.? Others gleam
in regions where the liberal lights of an earlier day have flickered
out. Stars have appeared in the barest and widest expanses of
desert and prairie; in sleepy towns, newborn suburbs, and in
booming industrial developments — until there is not one state
in the country today without some Unitarian society.®

The stars of this bright, new galaxy stand for fellowships.
Typically, they are small, lay-led, liberal religious associations,
usually without ministers, buildings of their own, or access to a
nearby liberal church. In an age of do-it-yourself hobbies, they
have become known as “do-it-yourself religious groups.” For the
most part, these independent, self-reliant societies attract individu-
als who are “fed up” with orthodox patterns of religion. Though
they may receive help and useful materials, if they request them,
from headquarters or from regional Unitarian offices, they work
out their own policies, programs, and even their own basic philoso-
phy. The fellowships are finding, first hand, that “where ten or
more are gathered together” there can be a potentially rewarding
experience for individual and group alike in the search for the
“truth that makes men free.” As we shall see, some of the features
of fellowships are age-old, but others are new and unique.

At the start, the aim and purpose of the fellowship program
could hardly have been more clear-cut and simple: the creation
of very small, informal groups, unhampered by the usual responsi-
bilities and machinery of church organization, to provide for the
Smiths in Ashtabula, the Joneses in Carbondale, the Beechers in
Pecos Valley, and the other isolated liberals wherever they might
be.*

2 In a report to the American Unitarian Association at the May meetings
in 1948, the Rev. Lon Ray Call stated, “As far as I have been able to ascer-
tain, no Unitarjan sermon has ever yet been preached in Arkansas, Mississippi,
Nevada, New Mexico or Wyoming . . . . Aside from a few scattered corres-
pondents . . . we have no Unitarians at all in eleven great states: Alabama,
Arkansas, Idaho, Mississippi, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, North Dakota,
South Dakota, West Virginia, and Wyoming.” (Reprinted by the Division of
Publications, A.u.A., under the title: Extending Unitarianism.)

3 See Appendix 2 for fellowship distribution at the end of the first ten

years.
4 See Appendix 3.

-
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But after ten years, the ramifications of the plan are far from
simple. There have been surprises, developments, and implica-

tions of which no one dreamed. Every aspect of denominational

life and thought has in some way been touched by the fellowship
idea. Old and historic Unitarian churches have awakened to the
discovery that suddenly two fifths of all Unitarian member soci-
eties are fellowships. Staff workers discover that one third of the
denomination’s new members are now entering through fellow-
ship doors. And, from coast to coast, ministers see laymen
performing the services and providing the leadership which has
traditionally been the province of the clergy. In some areas, church
members are beginning to suspect that the tiny brand-new fellow-
ship down the road may be providing a more vital and creative
program than their own. Here and there, individuals have even
begun to confess that, though church membership is available to
them, they prefer to participate in a fellowship.

What is the meaning of this startling new galaxy which quietly
and suddenly has flashed upon the Unitarian sky? Where have
these new bursts of energy come from? Where will they take us?
Are they “the growing edge of the denomination,” as the new
cliché proclaims? Are they “the seeds of its downfall” or the
“salvation of Unitarianism,” as others would have us believe?

Before plunging into these questions, let us take a look at the
over-all picture, a once-over-lightly of fellowships here and now.®

A few figures

During the first ten years of the fellowship program, 315 fellow-
ships were organized in all. Some fellowships were started each
year during the decade, with no single year contributing many
more than another. Each of the ten years ended with a solid in-
crease in the fellowship total, and during the last five years (1953-
1958) , the number of new groups added each year showed a steady
increase.®

Of the total 315 fellowships formed, forty died (eleven of these

s For the purposes of this book, we shall focus our attention. upon the
first ten years of the fellowship program, from May 1, 1948, to April 30, 1958.
Unless otherwise noted, all figures will refer to these dates.

6 See Appendix 4.



6 The New Galaxy

were later reorganized, and one merged with another society)
and twenty-six groups attained church status. This brings the
net fellowship total for the decade to 249.

By the end of ten years, the “fellowship churches” had more
than replaced certain inactive churches which had been removed
from the books of the Association. In 1958, the Secretary reported
that “ten years ago we had 354 churches and no fellowships” and
that “today we have 372 churches” and the fellowships.®

Approximately 12,500 individuals joined Unitarian fellowships
during these years. This accounts for roughly one third of the
denomination’s total membership growth during that period. On
the basis of firsthand experience, the Fellowship Office is convinced
that well over three fourths of those coming into fellowships are
new Unitarians. “Over and over again at organizational meet-
ings,” the Fellowship Director says, “I have been impressed with
the fact that most, if not all, in attendance were new to Unitarian-
ism.” Of the more than fifty individuals attending a fellowship
seminar at the Thomas Jefferson summer sessions at Blue Ridge
in 1956, only one person was a born Unitarian. In the 1958 West-
ern Conference Workshop on Fellowships at Lake Geneva, Wis-
consin, in July, of the thirty attending, not one was a born
Unitarian.®

Where? Everywhere

One of the intriguing and significant facts about the fellowship
galaxy is its wide distribution. No one geographical region has a

7 At the May 1958 meetings in Boston, the Board of Directors of the Ameri-
can Unitarian Association voted the approval of an additional three “fellow-
ship churches,” whose status was to be made retroactive, thus bringing the
total list of fellowship churches up to twenty-nine, and reducing the net num-
ber of fellowships to 246. (Since most of the statistics furnished by the Fellow-
ship Office were computed before the Board action, the net total of active
fellowships for the ten-year period is usually considered to be 249.)

8 Report of the Board of Directors, 1957-1958, in Unitarian Yearbook,
1958-1959, p. 227.

9 In all likelihood, this characteristic will tend to diminish as the fellow-
ships increase in number and reach into hitherto undeveloped areas. With
present-day mobility, fellowship members who move away from their original
groups are seeking out or organizing other Unitarian fellowships. Increasmg-
ly, the nucleus of a new fellowship (such as that in Melbourne, Flonda) is
composed of fellowship members from elsewhere.

Fellowships Here and Now 7

monopoly or even an overwhelming proportion of the new groups.
Every single one of the nine official regions has added fellowships
to the roster.® Even the historical strongholds of Unitarianism,
the New England sections, have produced several new fellowships
— sections where, because of density of Unitarian population and
availability of Unitarian churches, the prospects for a program
for “isolated liberals” would seem unlikely. Furthermore, almost
every region has contributed some new fellowship units each year.

" The distribution of fellowships has been strongly influenced by
another innovation for Unitarians, the Church of the Larger Fel-
lowship. . This nationwide “Church” was established in 1944 for
those scattered liberals whose only vital link with fellow spirits
is correspondence. A tangible, yet invisible association, the
Church of the Larger Fellowship provides a spiritual home for
some two thousand individuals and families, many of whom have
never yet met another Unitarian family.

The first minister of this far-flung congregation, Rev. Albert C.
Dieffenbach, established a wide correspondence which continues
to grow.?? Larger Fellowship members are made to feel a very
real part of the denomination: they receive The Unitarian Regis-
ter, news bulletins keeping them abreast of current affairs, repre-
sentative Unitarian sermons twice a month, and additional
services for various age groups, including religious education ma-
terials especially designed for children who have no touch with
liberal church schools. From the start, this varied and enormously
scattered list of persons has been a genuine even if a “mail order”
congregation.

The Church of the Larger Fellowship was organized on the
premise that its members could not meet together. Yet the coming
of the fellowships is rapidly challenging this assumpt1on The

10 See Appendlx 5.

11 .From his Colorado mountain home, Dr. James Fraser wrote, “I carefully
note the correspondents and new members listed in the Larger Fellowship
news bulletin on the chance that I might see someone in my area. I haven't

as yet; I am just another of the lonely ‘blacksheep’ liberals who is surrounded
by orthodoxy.”

Another member mused, “I have often wondered if Unitarians living in a
community in which they have a strong, well-organized church appreciate
their rehg'lon nearly as much as we do who have yet to meet a fellow Uni-

tarian.”



8 : The New Galaxy

mailing list of the correspondence church today provides a key
tool for the organization of new groups. The Fellowship Director
is himself the clerk of the Larger Fellowship.

Whenever the mailing list of the Church of the Larger Fellow-
ship shows three or four names in the same general vicinity, it is
time for the clerk to act in his capacity of Director. He writes these
people to inquire whether they are aware of one another, whether
each of them has like-minded friends, and finally, whether they
want to have a program of their own. Should they know of others,
their county may have the nucleus for a Unitarian fellowship, a
far more personal and stimulating experience than a postal church
could ever hope to be.

In this way, the Church of the Larger Fellowship not only helps
to close the gap in organizational structure but exerts considerable
influence as to the places where fellowships develop.

Patterns on the map

When one has studied the map of fellowship distribution for
a time, its random sprinkle of stars begins to take form and fall
into patterns. Small and large clusterings appear, in designs and
relationships. And when we superimpose the new fellowship con-
figuration upon the map of existing churches, the resulting pat-
terns are strikingly different from those of a short ten years ago.

Even when the lay groups began, Unitarianism was no longer
“the Boston religion” of its American beginnings; but the fellow-
ships have incalculably speeded up the trend toward a gigantic
redistribution of the Unitarian population.

There used to be a solar system with Boston at its center, head-
quarters there providing the services for Unitarian societies
wherever they happened to be. Now, there is a constellation of
systems with other centers —such as Atlanta, Georgia; Berkeley,
California; and Chicago, Illinois — each of which is becoming the
service center for Unitarian societies. Many of these societies are
new, and most of the new ones are fellowships.

The Western Conference alone, for example, contained 117
member societies as reported in the 1958-59 Unitarian Yearbook.
The Conference is divided into eight sub-regions, variously called

Fellowships Here and Now 9

“association,” “council,” or “conference.” ‘Each sub-region has

its own organizational structure, with representatives from all of

its member fellowships and churches.??> The constellation as a
whole revolves around the Chicago headquarters.

The new arrangement, as we shall see, means not only geograph-
ical change but political changes as well. What is more, it illus-
trates the principle that mere quantitative change, of itself,
produces qualitative results. As units have been added to the
regions, the nature of the regions themselves has changed; in re-
cent years, every region of the denomination has grown to be a
formidable organization. Most of the field headquarters are now
called on for services, literature, information, and support on a
scale approaching that of the Boston office in the past. “Head-
quarters” will never be the same again, nor will the regions.
Significantly, what has happened in fact is beginning to be recog-
nized officially. In 1958, for example, the Association decided to
move its annual meeting around the country instead of holding
it only in Boston, where it had been for so long as to seem inherent
to Unitarianism itself.1®

Fellowships and their communities

Following a familiar Unitarian pattern, fellowships usually de-
velop in communities which have a built-in source of supply of
mentally active and alert citizens. There are never requirements
as to formal education, and many groups boast the active partici-
pation of self-educated members. Nonetheless, fellowships draw
heavily upon the professions. About ten groups are located in or

12 See Appendix 6 for another example, the Pacific Coast “constellation.”

13 Unitarians have no “bishops,” but their regional directors, executives at
field headquarters, are quite literally “fying circuit riders” covering fantastic
stretches. The Thomas Jefferson Conference alone is responsible for the ad-
ministration of Unitarian affairs in eight states and Puerto Rico; the Western
Conference, for fourteen states; the Western Canada Unitarian Conference
for the wide provinces of Alberta, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan. And the
Pacific Coast Unitarian Council, itself the farthest removed from the head-
quarters “grapevine” and source of supply, is called upon to provide (to
use the words of its regional director) “services for all Unitarians between
Texas and Siberia,” including those in California, which produces fellowships
at a more rapid rate than any other state. Even so, the directors for Mead-
ville, Southwestern, and Western Canada conferences are part time,










































