
This is my home, the country
where my heart is; here are 
my hopes, my dreams, my 
holy shrine; but other hearts 
in other lands are beating 
with hopes and dreams as 
true and high as mine.

—Lloyd Stone

The World of the British Unitarian Congregations

by the Rev. Jane Dwinell, small congregation consultant

I recently had the wonderful opportunity to spend a month working 
with the Unitarian congregations, lay leaders, and ministers in the 
London District. While in London, I led two all-day workshops, 

met with the ministers, and led worship (“took the service,” as they say 
there) and worked individually with six congregations.  

I also had the opportunity to speak at the Growth Day during the 
British General Assembly, traditionally held the week after Easter 
in a different location every year. This year’s GA was in Chester, in 
northwest England, a city with a rich Roman and medieval history. A 
spectacular feature of the city is the complete wall surrounding the city 
center, started by the Romans in the early part of the first millenium 
and finished by the English later on.  It was wonderful to be constantly 
surrounded by ancient stones while working on the future of our faith.

Why would a small congregation consultant go to one of the largest 
cities in the world? Because almost all the British Unitarian congrega-
tions are small, and many—perhaps most—are very small. There are 
about 4,000 Unitarians in the United Kingdom, in about 165 congre-
gations. That puts the average congregational size at 25 (the average 
size in the United States is 140). The largest congregations are in the 
200-member range, and there aren’t many of them. (There is also a 
group in Britain, similar to the Church of the Larger Fellowship, that 
provides online contact for Unitarians who don’t live near a congrega-
tion.)

Unitarianism in England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland is a very 
marginal religion—historically and presently. Of course, religion itself 
is fairly marginal in the UK: only about 5 percent of the population 
attends a church of any kind. That says something in a country where 
there is an “official” state religion. The Church of England is still the 
largest faith in the UK, but in many cases it’s because the Church runs 
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many of the best schools and you have to be a member to send your 
children there.

Unitarianism arose in Britain during the Protestant Reformation. For 
many years, those with Unitarian beliefs could be jailed. Many of the 
churches I attended were founded in the 1600s and had a history of 
ministers being imprisoned. Other churches were founded more re-
cently (1800s to the 1980s). Most all have had their ups and downs in 
membership. Unitarianism in Britain has always been on the outside, 
so it never had the parish church “success” found in many of our New 
England congregations.

The church buildings are primarily older, though there are some more 
modern buildings—often built when an older building had to be torn 
down for safety, financial reasons, or “urban progress” (for a road to 
be built or widened, for example). Unitarianism in Britain has been—
and remains strongly in some places—a more Christian religion than 
in the States. Many of the buildings display Christian-themed stained 
glass and architecture. (The official name of the British Unitarians is 
“The General Assembly of Unitarian and Free Christian Churches.” 
And we think Unitarian Universalism is a mouthful!)

I felt quite at home with the British Unitarians and in their church 
buildings. Much of it felt like New England to me and there was the 
same sense of pride in their free-thinking faith that we have in the 
U.S., the sense of being a haven for the liberal religious viewpoint. 
Christian Evangelicalism is the fastest growing religion in Britain, 
offering a mega-church presence with 24/7 programming, modern 
music, cafés, day care centers, and small groups. The Unitarians know 
they have to keep their faith alive to offer a liberal alternative to the 
religious seeker.

I also felt the similarity to U.S. Unitarian Universalists in the British 
Unitarians’ challenge with the theological diversity found within their 
own ranks. While I believe far more British Unitarians are Christian 
or theist than UUs in the States, there are still plenty of atheists, agnos-
tics, New Agers, Buddhists, and humanists to keep things interesting, 
challenging, and lively.

Because of this theological diversity, many congregations are look-
ing at  their form of the traditional Unitarian worship service, heavily 
loaded with hymns, readings, and prayers, along with an “address.” 
Some people are calling for a change in worship to something more 
open, lively, and relevant. A new hymnal was unveiled at this year’s 
General Assembly (featuring many hymns from Singing the Living Tradi-
tion and Singing the Journey, along with many hymns newly written by 
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British Unitarians—they’ve got some great compos-
ers there!) which moves away from the traditional 
hymn form into songs more accessible, modern, and 
easy to sing.

Looking at changing the form of worship has cre-
ated controversy in some congregations. As in any 
congregation, the idea of change comes with its own 
stresses, and the British Unitarians struggle as much 
as we do with finding a way to 
respect everyone’s worship needs 
while remaining a loving spiri-
tual community. 

But, as I pointed out to them, 
one of the beauties of the small 
congregation—particularly for 
the many congregations that 
do not have ministers—is that 
you can experiment with dif-
ferent ways of worship. When 
the gathered community consists of a dozen people 
or less, you can try something new, sit in a circle, 
run worship in the Quaker style or in the format of 
a covenant group. You can make it more intergen-
erational, more creative, and more inclusive, while 
respecting the rich history and practices. 

At the same time, you can look at the quality of the 
worship service, which may have fallen if a group is 
relying solely on sermons and hymns (which may or 
may not be accompanied by an accomplished musi-
cian).

It seems that nobody likes change—least of all 
Unitarians, who pride themselves on their indepen-
dence, their congregational polity, and not doing 
something just because someone tells them to! Many 
British congregations have taken, or are taking, the 
step to create a community behavioral covenant. 
This allows them to face change with a safety net 
and a respectful way to talk about how to do things. 
It’s hard to be such independent-minded people, 
listen to other—possibly different—ideas, and still 
remain in community. A congregational covenant is 
a wonderful way to do this.

Then there’s the issue of leadership burnout in the 
small congregation. That doesn’t seem to change! 
It’s the same old story of the same old people doing 
the same old tasks until they’re tired of it or other 
people are tired of them. 

At least the British don’t seem to be stuck with the 
notion of having multiple committees. They tend to 
have a governing committee, and then pull small 

groups together to do other 
tasks such as putting on a social 
or fundraising event. I encour-
aged them to keep this model: 
just to be sure to rotate leader-
ship, train their successors, don’t 
ask newcomers to help too soon, 
and keep it simple. Trying to 
do too much tires everyone out, 
whatever country you’re in.

One thing that seemed to be 
missing for most of the congregations I worked with 
was a clear mission, a way to reach out beyond the 
church community to put Unitarian values into 
practice in their local area. Many individuals had 
a commitment to a local, national or international 
social needs organization, but the congregations as 
a whole didn’t. They began to talk about ways they 
could reach out into their local community with 
their time and talents to fulfill a need. The British 
are faced with the same problems of poverty, immi-
gration, and the repercussions of the global econom-
ic crisis as Americans are. There are plenty of needs 
to fulfill.

I had a lovely time meeting people from all over 
the country, having tea with them (lots of tea!), and 
listening to their stories, their history, and their 
commitment to Unitarianism. It was a pleasure to 
help them move forward and give them a few ideas, 
but mostly let them know they are not alone in their 
struggles and challenges. Their society may not be 
as religiously-oriented as American society, but that 
doesn’t make Unitarianism any less relevant.
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The British don’t seem to be 
stuck with the notion of having 
multiple committees. They tend 
to have a governing commit-
tee, and then pull small groups 
together to do other tasks.



⁴

The Issue Index
Download back issues for free at  
www.spiritoflifepublishing.com/newsletters.

Volume 1
What is a Small Congregation? December 2003
Governance Structure   January 2004
Numbers (statistics to keep) February 2004
Social Action    March 2004
Growth: Part One   April 2004
Growth: Part Two    May 2004
A Roadmap to Change  June 2004

Volume 2
Small is Beautiful Report  September 2004
The Small Church of the Future October 2004
Publications: Part One (layout) November 2004
Publications: Part Two (content) December 2004
Conflict	   January 2005
Creative Worship   February 2005
The Annual Canvass   March 2005
Small Group Ministry  April 2005
Knowing and Telling Our Stories May 2005
Summer Worship—Yes or No? June 2005

Volume 3
Small Congregations Speak Out September 2005
Building a Music Program   October 2005
Technology: Help or Hindrance? November 2005
Celebrating December Holidays December 2005
Transformational Congregations January 2006
Committee on Ministry  February 2006
Welcoming Congregation Work March 2006
Greening the Small Congregation April 2006
Religious Education for Children May 2006
So	You’re	Looking	for	a	Minister	 June 2006

Volume 4
Greatest Challenges #1: Growth September 2006
Greatest Challenges #2: Burnout October 2006
Greatest Challenges #3: Ministry November 2006
Greatest Challenges #4: Money December 2006
Greatest	Challenges	#5:	Conflict	 January 2007
The Small Congregation in Transylvania February 2007
Buildings: Pros and Cons March 2007

Capital Campaigns April 2007
Going to Two Worship Services May 2007
Wrapping Up the Church Year June 2007

Volume 5
Integrating Children September 2007
Centering, Connecting, and Creating Change October 2007
Another	Look	at	Social	Action	 November 2007
How to Get the Work Done December 2007
What Should We Do With Our Visitors? January 2008
The Meaning of Membership February 2008
The Seven Habits of Highly Ineffective Churches March 2008
How to Help Your Building Pay for Itself April 2008
New	Orleans:	New	Life	for	Small	Congregations	 May 2008
Small Congregations at General Assembly June 2008

Volume 6
The	Living	Room	Church,	Part	One	 September 2008
The	Living	Room	Church,	Part	Two	 October 2008
The	Living	Room	Church,	Part	Three	 November 2008
Anti-Racism Work in the Small Congregation    December 2008
Sharing Staff in the Small Congregation            January 2009
How to Run a Meeting         February 2009
Peter Morales for UUA President        March 2009
The Care and Feeding of Your Part-Time Minister   April 2009
The World of the British Unitarians   May 2009

Great Book  
for Sale!

Give your congregational  
leaders the best hands-on guide to 
the small congregation: Big Ideas 

for Small Congregations: a friendly 
guide for leaders, by Jane Dwinell 

and Ellen Germann-Melosh. 

$20	each	•	$15	each	for	10+

Available exclusively from  
www.spiritoflifepublishing.com

www.nhvt.uua.org/publications.htm

