
A Narrative of the Membership Process from Searching through Joining
by Stephanie Dohner, Former Chair, AEU Membership Committee

Here is a narrative addressed to a person in charge of newcomers to a family society in
transition from family to pastoral. It covers Searching through Joining. I have created a
group in which the leader and members understand group behavior and their own history,
are flexible and innovative, interested in community outreach, and treat newcomers as if
they were clients to be served. This narrative follows the narrative in which the small
(family size) Society is getting ready to hire their current leader. I also can continue it as
the society makes the transition from family to pastoral, and considers either spinning off
or heading for program, as well. Stephanie Dohner 10/11/95

Knowing Our Newcomers in Small Societies-Helping Their Search

Suppose you have a major responsibility for integrating newcomers into a family
society in which its part-time leader now has a major role. She is a dynamic speaker, and
her platforms have aroused the public's curiosity. That is one of the reasons she was
chosen to be leader. Many of these will be casual visitors will avoid serious conversation
and will not leave their addresses. However, there will be some who do return.

Suppose, for example, in the past three months you have had four sets of visitors to
your society who have attended a few times and have indicated what they are looking for.
One is a young couple with two pre-school children. They want a Sunday School and a
parents' group, but they aren't particularly interested in the discussion groups and other
activities your membership favors. Their social life is elsewhere. The second is a retired
teacher who is very active in social service and social action groups and wants an
intellectual social fife. The third is a divorced man looking for a new wife. He has a
teenage son living with him and he wants help from the group in raising him. The fourth
is a couple that had moved away and are now returning after having lived 25 years in
another part of the country. They remember the society as a group that met nearly all
the social needs of their parents, now deceased. They expect it to do the same for them.

There was also a fifth person, who appeared only one time and wanted immediately to
know if the society had an animal rights group and took a position on spirituality. Several
people told him that, although they had no separate group, they had several members who
were active in animal rights issues, and introduced him to one of them. They also told him
that they considered "spirituality" a personal issue. You do not expect him to return.

Although is it not possible to anticipate every situation, you should, if you do not have
a Sunday School and no expectations for one in the near future, be able to refer people to
liberal religious congregations that do have them. Of course, you would try to keep up
with your visitors to see if they are satisfied. You may have a Sunday School later on, and
they may still be looking. The same is true for singles groups, choirs, and support groups.
However, even if you do not have a formal group, if you know of people with the same
interests as the newcomer, you should see if they can make connections, before you write
them out entirely.

We will assume that, in all four cases, your society met the initial criteria for all
these people to test further. The newcomers get along easily with all the "regulars" who
come to platform. Since most of the matriarchs and patriarchs are regular attendees, this
is encouraging. They all liked your part-time leader, and seemed to understand that she
had a strong pastoral role and some shared leadership with the matriarchs and patriarchs.
You have a small but flourishing Sunday School that has four other preschoolers in it.
There is a parents' group. There is also a philosophical discussion group that has met
biweekly for 15 years. Although there is no youth group, or singles group, there are
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several members, some of whom are single parents, who are active in scouting, Big
Brother, and similar organizations. Besides the philosophical discussion club, there are
monthly potlucks, a film discussion club, and a travel group, so the returning couple has
much to choose from.

You put the newcomers in touch with the appropriate people and track them for the
next six months. You also inform the President (your major matriarch) and the leader of
what you have learned of the newcomers. They also will follow up.

Testing in Family Societies-Sorting Out Expectations

Six months later, three of the four are still attending. The divorced parent found a
place for his son in a youth program run by one of the members of your society. He also
has found a singles group, also by referral from a member, whom he occasionally dates.
Although he is really not interested in an institution like your society, he is surprised and
grateful that these individuals gave him so much help. He has referred some people to
your society from his newfound singles group. They were looking for a humanist religious
group and he was impressed by your leader.

The couple with the preschool children is very happy with the Sunday School and the
parents' group. They have initiated a "Family Games Night" and appear to have affiliated
already. Things are looking good for them.

The retired teacher has been going to the philosophical discussion group meetings, but
has found very quickly that (from her point of view) the discussion is shallow and does not
encourage ethical action. She complains to the leader, who explains that the membership
of this group, whose leadership has been handed down from one patriarch to another, has
always been more interested in the development of "right thin king" than in action. She
suggests that the teacher contact one of the matriarchs, who has tried unsuccessfully to
start such a "philosophy of ethical action" group in the past. The teacher makes the
contact.

The homecoming couple is floundering. The man who had been leader when they were
growing up had strictly a pastoral role. He was greatly beloved and extremely unworldly.
The couple's parents saw him as the perfect leader. Naturally, they communicated this to
their children, who are disturbed that the current leader is very active in the managerial
aspects of the society and has a small budget to be used at her discretion. Many of the
people who they remember fondly have died or moved away. Although they have attended
the potlucks and other social events, it is clear that what they really want is to get away
from the liberal church they belonged to in their former location. It recently has grown
into a program-type congregation. This couple wants to be able to associate with
like-minded people informally, but does not want to deal with an organization. The leader
talks with one of the patriarchs who was very active at the time the couple remembers as
the "golden era" and he begins thinking of a strategy to help integrate the couple better.

The man who was interested in your society's policy on spirituality has appeared again.
This time he wants to know how many women are in positions of leadership in the society.
You introduce him to the president, but now wonder if you are dealing with someone who
cannot relate normally to people and who will be a constant irritant.

You speak with the leader about the potential pest. She has found out that he is a
resident of a new halfway house for former mental patients and has heard that this is a
group that is supposed to accept everyone. Thus, his questions. She and the president
have talked with all the matriarchs and patriarchs about their views on being appropriate-
ly welcome to persons who are "different". The two have developed a policy that is accept-
able to all of them. The one exception is a person who never agrees to anything but does
not interfere as long as his opinion is considered. They will address the board and soon
everyone will know how to speak with this man and explain his behavior to others.
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You are very relieved, because you felt you were getting in overyour head. You are
grateful that the leader and the president have taken initiative over this issue.

There is also a young woman who has been attracted by several of the leader's addresses.
She is an amateur jazz pianist and you have introduced her to a member who is a retired
cellist. You are concerned that she is much younger than the rest of the membership,
except for some parents, and you wonder what you will do when she asks if there is a
singles group for 20-somethings.

Making Connections-Affiliating

Another six months have passed. The couple with the toddlers have donated
equipment to the Sunday School, and have hosted a couple of potlucks. They still do most
of their socializing outside the society, but have learned a good deal about how it operates
from the leader at platform and from the rest of the parents' group. They tell you they
want to join. You say that you are delighted. The procedure is for them to talk with the
leader about their expectations and take an orientation course to ensure that they
understand and agree with the concepts of Ethical Culture and the family into which they
will be welcomed. The course will take two months to complete and will be conducted,
informally, by the leader and several lay leaders. The couple agrees to start.

You already know they have been accepted by the "old-timers" of the society. Their
path should be smooth.

The teacher and the matriarch interested in social action have become good friends.
The matriarch has introduced her to others in the society who have similar interests.
They now get together and talk about the problems of forming a social action group
within the society when so many members are overcommitted to such causes outside the
society. They decide to form a "social ethics" group, instead. Their purpose will be to
study political and social theory in order to help the membership analyze the issues that
come before them, either in the society or as private citizens.

The teacher is feeling much more comfortable with the society, but she knows nothing
about its history and is not sure she wants to become a member and support the whole
program. She does enjoy the platforms and the potlucks, as well as her new project.

The homecoming couple is still floundering, but they have started to "hang out" with
some of the older, more traditionally-minded members of the society, who have told them
how they adjusted to the changes of the last 25 years. The couple still thinks "their"
society has been spoiled. They suggest that, with the old-timers' help, it might be possible
to restore it to the way it was in "the good old days". The others politely, but firmly,
affirm that the changes have been made within the traditions of the society and try to
interest the couple in doing some of the tasks their parents often enjoyed, such as
gardening and maintenance work. They congratulate the couple on being very fit and
state that they no longer are able to do these things and that the younger people do not
have the time to do it. They imply, that if the couple took on these responsibilities, they
would be carrying on in their parents' places. They also say that the board will have to
consider paying someone to do this work if more volunteers do not come forward soon.
They know that the couple is not in favor of increasing personnel if it can be helped.

The society has put its new policy for interacting with "socially-challenged" people in
place. It turns out that the potential pest is an accomplished juggler who not only
entertains the children, but is a large draw at society fund-raisers, as well. He is confident
of his welcome now, and asks demanding questions less frequently. He will eventually leave
to move near his family in another state, but has promised to teach several people how to
juggle before he goes.

The young jazz pianist has returned several times with her fiance. They both like
the leader and are forming a jam group with the cellist. It is still early to think of their
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affiliating, but the age gap between them and the majority of the membership does not
appear to be a barrier for them.

The board has formed a task force to consider ways for outreach to two growing
communities in town-Thai and Pakistani. There is a new Thai Catholic church and a
Islamic Center in the works. A few Thai have visited, but it is clear that, if there are
humanists among these groups, they will need to be invited. You are part of the task
force, which includes the Thai priest and others in the larger community.

Joining-Acknowledging Family Membership

Another six months has passed. The couple with the toddlers (one is no longer a
toddler) has joined the society. Although their main interest is the Sunday School and the
parents' group, they have participated in other activities and have a solid interest in the
community as a whole. They pledge according to the society's expectations, which are
high, but reasonable. They were welcomed into membership by the oldest member of the
society at a special ceremony attended by most of the members. They know they are
wanted.

The social ethics group is in full swing, and the retired teacher has made several
presentations to it and other groups within the society. She has attended more of the
purely social activities and appears to be realizing that, while her needs for social action
are taken care of elsewhere, here she will have a special niche in educating the membership
and is also developing a social life for herself. You expect that she will be ready for
membership in another six months, perhaps sooner.

The homecoming couple has dropped out. The patriarch who was asked to mentor
them thinks they probably will be back when they consider the other options in town. He
understands what the situation is and will keep in contact with them. He went through a
similar process 25 years ago, when he came back home, and everything was different.

One additional result of the dialogue between the couple and the old-timers is that the
oldsters have taken a collection among themselves to get some of the heavy repairs
done. A few of them have realized they still can do light maintenance.

The Juggler has moved on. The society gave him a big sendoff, at which everyone was
touched. Another visitor has come from the halfway house. She is very shy, but plays the
flute and is sitting in with the Jazz group.

The pianist and her fiance have set a wedding date and will be married by the leader.
They want to join immediately, but the leader encourages them to enjoy their honeymoon
and not make any sudden decisions. The Sunday School parents' group, playing good cop
to her bad cop, is giving the young couple a party. They expect that there will be a new
addition to the Sunday School very soon.

Two women whose children are in the youth program frequented by the single
father have been attending for the last few weeks. Although they are not as brash as the
juggler, it is apparent that they are a couple and want to know how they will be received.
Their children are too old for the Sunday School and there is still no youth group. The
women, however, have indicated that they are looking for something for themselves.
Their children's needs are being met by the youth program. You invite them to a potluck
and alert the hostess, who is very diplomatic.

There is no Buddhist group in town and the Thai priest feels some responsibility for
seeing that his non-Catholic countrymen have a home. Although his understanding of
Ethical Culture is limited, he appreciates that the society will welcome the newcomers to
their social events and encourage them to share their religious and cultural beliefs. The
imam is interested in encouraging a better understanding of Islam than is current in the
community. He and the leader are talking about how to proceed. The task force is
working with all three religious leaders to decide on the best ways to start building bridges
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among the congregations.
You make an appointment with the leader in order to express your feelings that you

are spread too thin. She thanks you for all your work and assures you that you have done
well. She admits that she, too, is doing as much as she can on a part-time basis. For
nearly two years, people have been suggesting that she become a full-time leader. There
will be a membership meeting soon to discuss what would be involved in making her a
full-time leader, and what changes that would mean for the society.

The leader then returns to your needs and assures you that you will not be responsible
for any more of the outreach program than you can handle. She suggests that you
delegate some of your greeting responsibilities to others whom she names, and that you
not feel that you should have to attend every event and platform. You thank her. A
weight has been lifted from your shoulders.
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