Board of Trustees 2023-2024

I started this year thinking about how it would end, a somewhat backwards perspective that has nevertheless been helpful as I moved through my final year on the board. This is my second year as Board President, my fourth year as a board member, and while I began the year looking forward to the months ahead I also was clear-eyed about what I wanted to accomplish in a relatively short period of time. If I could sum up what my hopes were for 2023-2024 in one word, it would be “easier.” How do we make it easier for the congregation to know what happens behind the scenes, and to participate in those conversations? How do we make it easier for board and committee members to navigate policies, bylaws, and historical meeting materials so that institutional knowledge doesn’t get lost when there is turnover in leadership? How do we make it easier for board members to understand our finances so that we can be effective fiduciary stewards of the church? All of those questions are reflected in the goals we set for 2023-2024 (outlined below), and in the decisions – sometimes quite difficult – that we made as the year progressed. 

Our 2023-2024 board goals were as follows:
1. Create more transparency between the board and congregation.
I hope that for the most part we accomplished this through timely electronic communication, printed materials available at church, and occasionally speaking to the congregation at the beginning of Sunday service. There has been an intentional effort by board members to be present at Fellowship Hour, to act as greeters on Sunday, and to recognize new faces and say hello. If you are a member of the congregation you can find all of the board’s meeting minutes online at https://www.uucgl.org/memberportal. You can dive into the agenda for each meeting, review what we discussed and how we ultimately voted. Take it one step further: attend a board meeting, come to us with questions or concerns, and think about how you might take part in the lay leadership of UUCGL. We need your active participation and willingness to lead. 

2. Thoroughly review bylaws to ensure that they are accurate and up-to-date.
UUCGL’s bylaws were written over a decade ago, at a time when the church and its leadership looked very different than they do today. Specific committees and leadership positions and have come and gone and our need to be more flexible and adaptive has put us out of compliance with some of those bylaws. Sarah Cecil has recommended several changes that would put us back into compliance and while I do not know if we will be ready to present these updates to the congregation for a vote at our Annual Meeting on June 9, 2024, I feel confident that Sarah has laid the groundwork for this to move forward. 

3. Create a central shared electronic folder for board members and board committee members to access meeting materials.
Done! We now have a shared Google Drive, managed under a church email account, that has electronic file storage space for board, committee and task force meeting minutes and supporting materials. We also updated our Board Policies, combining multiple appendices documents into a single policy handbook with hyperlinks and a table of contents. If you haven’t served on the board yet you might not know what an accomplishment that is – please take my word for it and thank Evan Katz and Sarah Cecil for their help in making it happen. 

While file storage isn’t exactly an exciting topic, going forward I hope that having a good system for it will make it easier for lay leaders and staff members to find relevant information and understand the context surrounding decisions that may have been made many years prior to their involvement. At an organization like UUCGL, where so much of the institutional knowledge lives with volunteers, it’s especially important that we have a way for staff members and volunteers both to have centralized access to historical files.

4. Expand the Board’s financial literacy regarding best practices on church endowments and knowledge of how UUCGL’s endowment and finances operate.
The board owes a huge debt of gratitude to Treasurer Sarah Cecil and the members of the Finance & Investment Committee for their work supporting the board on this goal. Throughout the year Sarah shared regular updates with the board from the Finance & Investment team. We dove into the intricacies of restricted funds, rolling averages and evolving accounting practices. And we have come face to face with the difficult reality of what it means to rely on endowment income for more than ninety percent of our budget. The bottom line is that we cannot keep operating the way we have if we want to be good stewards of the church’s financial assets. For 2024-2025 the board voted to approve a one-time increase in spending from the endowment to cover what would have been a devastating budget shortfall. But we need to take a hard look at our Vision of Ministry, our congregation size, and ultimately our priorities to determine what comes next and how we fund it. 

This fourth goal ties in closely with where we find ourselves today. As the board looked at budget numbers for fiscal year 2024-2025 it became apparent that not only would we be drawing from several “down” years in terms of investment income, but that it would happen following a year of significant increases in spending due to largely unanticipated expenses as well as inflation. As a result, the most disappointing part of this year for me as a board member has been our decision not to approve for FY ’24-25 the projects recommended by the Reimagining Task Force. Members of the task force (Michael Celona, Scott Nowka, Doreen Hodgkin, Francene Amari-Faulkner, Jack Butterworth) worked tirelessly for months to reach out to the congregation and identify priorities for improving our physical space as well as the stewardship of our property. You can read their recommendations here: https://tinyurl.com/reimaginingUUCGL. They did all of this in an ambitious timeframe to fit UUCGL’s budget cycle. The fact that we cannot, at least this coming fiscal year, fund the projects through endowment income does not diminish the importance of their work or the relevance of what you, the congregation, told us is important. It simply underscores the importance that we need to place on prioritizing internal fundraising. You told us what you want: cheerful, brightly lit spaces, an updated and welcoming foyer, air conditioning – now we need to fundraise for it. Will you join me in making these projects a priority and raising money to pay for them? 

While it has been a hard year of looking at our finances and coming to terms with the limits of living off endowment income, one very bright spot this year that I want to acknowledge and share with the congregation is the resolution of the legal battle with the Town of Swampscott over the easement taken through eminent domain. Our Stanley School Task Force members, Sarah Cecil and Doreen Hodgkin, deserve many thanks along with Rev. Vicki for their time and dedication in shepherding the church and the board through this challenging period. This has truly been a marathon with many Heartbreak Hills and we are so close to finishing. I cannot thank the three of them enough for their guidance through the many years this took to come to a resolution. I look forward to all of us, lay leaders, staff members and parishioners, being able to put this chapter behind us and focus on the future. 

With gratitude and friendship,
Mary Gatlin
Outgoing President, UUCGL Board of Trustees
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