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Recruiting Church Groups and Other Faith-Based Organizations as Volunteers in Natural Areas

Introduction:

· Thanks to Julie Sacco for inviting me, thanks to those who organized this event (including Karen Tharp), thanks to my co-presenter Jack, and thanks to you for coming this morning.

· “To be of use” by Marge Piercy

· Unitarian Universalism 101--I am a Unitarian Universalist and my religion is guided by 7 principles and no creed.  Unitarian Universalists are people who gather in community to develop their own spiritual paths, using the democratic process to guide their interactions, and are inspired by the world’s faith traditions and science.  It is, fundamentally, a heretical faith, and UUs generally have more questions than answers about the mysteries of life.  One of the 7 principles of Unitarian Universalism is “respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part”--or, “we believe in caring for our planet earth, the home we share with all living things.”  Service is a central element of our faith tradition.

Julie Sacco, the director of the North Park Village Nature Center on Chicago’s north side, asked me to speak this morning to address these three questions:

· How do I attract, inspire, and organize volunteers for work at the Nature Center?

· What does the volunteer work mean to the volunteers (and to me)?

· How does the volunteer work relate to our faith?

Background:  For more than a decade, I organized an annual volunteer workday at the North Park Village Nature Center for Second Unitarian Church of Chicago, located a few blocks south of Wrigley Field and where I was a member.  Each year, I recruited about 25 people for a Sunday afternoon’s work project at the center.  We would gather after a Sunday service for a picnic lunch at the Nature Center, work for a couple of hours on a project of the naturalist’s choosing, and then explore the center for a bit before it closed.  Our work varied depending on the year and the season:  we cut and burned buckthorn, laid a woodchip trail, pulled garlic mustard, collected the seeds of native prairie plants for future use.  We worked in the sun and in the rain.  We worked in the fall and in the spring.  Some of us came with our own gloves.  We had devotees, regulars, and novices--and we had children, teenagers, and adults.

Attracting/Inspiring/Organizing Volunteers:  When I consider organizing any kind of volunteer event, I always start with my purpose.  If I keep my purpose in mind, it’s always easier for me to attract and inspire and organize volunteers.

· Education:  The purpose of the Second Unitarian Church annual Nature Center workdays is to provide the children in our Sunday School program with a way to “live their faith in the world,” to connect words to deeds.  The Nature Center event teaches children the benefits of serving as stewards of the natural world.  Adults model this behavior for the children and the children, especially those who return to the Nature Center year after year, see the tangible rewards of their effort.  One year, they lay a woodchip trail and the next year, the woodchip trail leads them to their next project.  One year, they chop and burn buckthorn and a few years later, the blackened earth is crowded with native turkey foot grass.  This work is “real.”

· Education:  The Nature Center workdays are one part of a complete program of social justice activities at the church that amount to “experiential learning.”  Kids get out “in the field” to see how “what they believe” informs “what they do” and vice versa.  Other, similar events at Second Unitarian include cooking and serving a meal for a local shelter, working at the Greater Chicago Food Depository and collecting food for the Lakeview Pantry, raising money for the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee.  These activities are linked to Sunday School lessons centered on the 7 principles of Unitarian Universalism.  So, kids talk about the importance, for instance, of caring for the planet and they might read key texts about this idea from the world’s religions or from the world of science or letters.  They then go out and “care for the planet.”  Finally, they reflect on what it means--all in the context of their religion and in community with others who are considering the same questions.

· Community-building and intergenerational life:  Two happy by-products of these Nature Center events are that they have become a critical way to build a sense of community within our congregation and a way to provide meaningful and authentic interactions among children and adults.

· Community-building:  The Nature Center events provide participants with a shared purpose--we “move in a common rhythm”--and this makes us stronger as a group.  We share a meal, we “strain in the muck and mud to move things forward,” we create something beautiful together through our shared labor, and we have this experience to keep us connected for those times when our collected hands are not pulling garlic mustard in the rain.

· Integenerational life:  The Nature Center events allow the young and old in our community to interact with one another in meaningful and fun ways.  I have found that it is around shared work that the best kinds of interactions occur between young and old, especially when the age range is very wide and there is a leveling in ability between some of the old-youngers (kids who are around 10 years old) and the old-olders (adults past retirement age).  The work of pulling garlic mustard and of laying woodchip trails, of collecting seeds and trundling supplies can be done equally well by kids and adults.  And do they enjoy working together!  One of my fondest memories is of an older gentleman from our church who spent a good part of the workday giving the littlest kids rides on the wheelbarrow high atop the woodchips he was shuttling from the woodchip pile to the trail:  in one direction--wheelbarrow empty of woodchips, but full of kids; in the other direction--wheelbarrow brimming with woodchips and one proud kid perched at the peak.

· Organizing:  On the practical side, I’m most successful with recruiting participants for a volunteer activity when I communicate effectively and when I target certain sub-segments of my audience.

· Communication:  I’m most successful when my communication is frequent, varied, pointed, and personal.  Recruiting is all about reaching your audience often (several months before to plant the seed, one month before to get it on the calendar, two weeks before to remind, the week before to catch procrastinators and ensure a good turn-out), through a variety of avenues (newsletters, announcements, e-mail, phone, display tables), in a way that clearly explains the purpose and the logistics, and is delivered by one or more people to whom the audience member has a connection.  Communication after the fact--a simple newsletter article about the event--is a powerful recruiting tool:  it reminds participants how much fun they had engaged in the activity and it notifies bystanders that the event was a success and that they were missed.

· Targeting segments of the audience:  When organizing I always try to reach through various means different groups within the community to capture as many participants as possible.  At Second Unitarian Church of Chicago, I made contact first with parents of children in our Sunday School program (our primary audience), then with members of our Green Committee (likely tag-ons), then with those in our Young Adult and Retirees groups (who engage in service projects as a distinct group), and finally, with the larger community of congregants.

What Does the Work Mean To Us?/How Does It Relate To Our Faith?

The work that we, as members of a church group, have done at the North Park Village Nature for all of these years gives us a sense of purpose, provides us with the chance to strengthen our church community, and enables us to practice a central tenet of our faith.  The work is especially meaningful to us because, unlike some other kinds of volunteer work, the results of our efforts are tangible, immediate, and lasting--not to mention well appreciated--and because the work itself is invigorating and the setting is inspiring.  For the sake of full disclosure, you should know that two of our famous Unitarian Universalists are Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau.  So, here we are…on Walden Pond and we are doing holy work.

· We use the event to teach our children about “living their faith in the world” and the benefits of stewardship.

· We use the event to strengthen the bonds of community within our congregation.

· We use the event to practice one of the 7 principles of our faith:  To care for our planet earth.

Closing:  I’d be happy to answer any questions that you might have.

7 principles of Unitarian Universalism

1.  The inherent worth and dignity of every person.

2.  Justice, equity, and compassion in human relations.

3.  Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations.

4.  A free and responsible search for truth and meaning.

5.  The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our congregations and in society at large.

6.  The goal of a world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all.

7.  Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.

