The Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Hidalgo County, located in San Juan, Texas, in the lower Rio Grande Valley is looking for a part-time minister.  Here is a description of the kind of church we are, the challenges we face, the kind of minister we are looking for, and what we have to offer that minister.

Who we are:

We meet fifty-two Sundays a year.  Our current membership stands at 23.  In the late fall, winter and early spring months, the Winter Texans (retirees from northern states and Canada) flood into the Valley.  During that time, our Sunday attendance averages fifty-five people each Sunday.  Over the summer months, our attendance at worship each Sunday has been around twenty people.

We have a few young families with children aged 2 to 12, but many of us are in our fifties and older.  The Winter Texans who swell our ranks are all retired folk.  They add energy and enthusiasm to our fellowship when they are here.  We add programs such as a choir and an adult discussion forum during those winter months.  

Our religious education program is developing.  Any given Sunday we might have as few as two or as many as eight children in RE.  Our religious education is suspended over summer months. 

Our worship services have been described as exciting and many visitors tell us they returned again because they were intrigued by the service. We enjoy excellent presentations given by church members and friends, and we sometimes bring in outside speakers from the local colleges and university.  Our Sunday music program is well-established.  Each week our talented musicians provide live music, playing a variety of instruments.  Our Membership and Hospitality Committee makes sure that every visitor is greeted, introduced in church, and receives a letter of welcome. We have refreshments and conversations after every Sunday service.

We are a friendly group, and our members and friends exhibit the usual diversity of UU beliefs.  Most of us just call ourselves, UUs.  But others identify as Christian-UUs, Pagans, Atheists, Buddhists, Agnostics, Hindus, Humanists, or Jewish-UUs. 

There are some ministries to our community that our church has taken on: 

Mujeres Unidas (Women United) is a local battered women’s shelter.  Our church members donate to Mujeres Unidas much-needed supplies (toiletries, kitchen items, clothing, toys and more) for its women and children residents.

The activist group People for Peace and Justice of the Rio Grande Valley, whose membership includes several of our UUs, meets monthly in our buildings free of charge.  This organization sponsors anti-war vigils, demonstrations against the Border Wall and for Immigration Reform, and protests against the Death Penalty.  Each year PfPJ organizes a Valley-wide gathering of progressive organizations.  This year, about 20 organizations and nearly 200 people came to the Sixth Annual Peace and Justice Gathering held at the local community college.  UUFHC has had a display booth at these Gatherings from the very start.  Also, UUFHC and PfPJ co-sponsor a monthly peace and justice movie night (free to all) at the church.

Adult Children of Alcoholics meets weekly in our buildings free of charge.  This is a 12-step program of recovery for victims of dysfunctional families in which they experienced physical abuse, sexual abuse, drug abuse, alcoholism, mental illness, abandonment, and more.  The support group at UUFHC is the only one located on the Tex-Mex border from Brownsville to El Paso.

There is a Buddhist Sangha that meets in our buildings to meditate and offer instruction each week.  We also rent worship space to a Spanish-speaking Christian congregation, Cristo Viene.  

Our church’s Outreach Committee publicizes UUFHC’s services and activities in the community and brings peace and justice issues to the attention of our congregation.  This committee sponsored a panel presentation and discussion on issues in education at the Sixth Annual Peace and Justice Gathering this past February.

Most recently, our church is providing free meeting space to a brand new chapter of PFLAG (Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) and several of our church members are members of that organization. 

Challenges we face:
Our church has outgrown its physical space.  In summer months we still have room, but in the winters our sanctuary is too small to accommodate our growing numbers.  As a result of a Chalice Lighters grant, we have developed a long range master plan including a phase one plan to increase the size of our existing Fellowship Hall to seat 125 people.  We have also committed ourselves to look for an ongoing professional ministerial presence.

We live in the Rio Grande Valley of Texas.  Our church building is located fewer than ten miles from Mexico.  The county in which we live, Hidalgo County, is one of the poorest counties in the United States.  Along with the Bronx, Hidalgo County had the greatest share of people receiving food stamps in 2009: 20%. The current population of Hidalgo County is estimated at well over 710,000 persons.  The county is 88% Hispanic.  Our church’s demographics are very different from those of our county.  We are about 90% Anglo, and we are not desperately poor.  

UUFHC has welcomed Hispanic families to our fellowship, and we have also reached out to LGBT persons, holding several programs the past couple of years on marriage equality, the Bible and homosexuality, celebrating National Coming-Out Day, and holding Standing on the Side of Love services, and enabling the formation of the new PFLAG organization.  Nevertheless, one of our challenges is to find ways to effectively widen the scope of our ministry to include these two groups of people.

The kind of minister we are looking for:
We are open to who our new minister might be: young or elderly, retired, working part time at another job, working full time at another job.  This minister could be male or female, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, straight, single or partnered, and of any racial/ethnic heritage.  It would be a plus if our new minister were bilingual (Spanish/English), but this is not required.  We would prefer, if at all possible, a minister who already has some ministerial experience.

One thing we are agreed on: we are not expecting our new minister to make things easier for us!  Instead, we expect our new minister to lead us forward!   We want to have new and effective ministries.  We want a dynamic religious education program for our children and for the teenagers they will soon become.  We want to work for peace and justice in the Rio Grande Valley.  The LGBT community in the Valley is very marginalized and closeted, and we want to do something about that.  We do not want a minister who is looking to slow down and do less; we feel we need a minister with ideas, creativity, and leadership skills.

We do need a minister who is a pastor.  Many of our members and friends are elderly and need pastoral care.  A bilingual scholar and a gifted orator would be a plus, but a pastor is a must.

We are seeking a contract minister.  We remember the part-time, four-months-each-year ministry of Ruth and Bill Gnagey.  That worked well for us.  So, we are envisioning something like the following: a minister for three-months each year (say, January through March) who would work 1/2 time during those three months.  January through March is when we have the most people in worship and the most programming going on.  We are open to “yoking” with another UU congregation and are certainly open to negotiations as this process moves forward.

What we have to offer a minister:
The membership of UUFHC has approved a budget that includes a ministerial compensation package of $1400 per month, plus an additional $100 per month for professional expenses.  The $1400 is for salary and housing, FICA, PPO, etc. This compensation package is for 1/2-time ministerial service for three months
We are an enthusiastic, loyal, and caring group of people.  We have a desire to make a real difference in the Rio Grande Valley.  We come from diverse backgrounds and have interesting stories to tell.  We really love to get together and eat together.  We really do enjoy each other.  We have some talented people who are generous in sharing their gifts.

And where we live is one of the most interesting places on the earth.  There are two national wildlife refuges here: the Santa Anna Refuge, and the Lower Rio Grande Valley National Wildlife Refuge.  Hidalgo County is smack in the middle of major migratory routes for butterflies and birds. We have several World Birding Centers here.  The winters here are truly a joy.  The average temperature from October 1st to March 31st is 76.3 degrees.  These are some of the reasons so many Winter Texans flock to the Rio Grande Valley each winter.  

The culture in the Rio Grande Valley is unique.  Mexico is a few minutes away.  The beaches of South Padre Island, in the Gulf of Mexico, are a one-hour drive.  There are several colleges and universities in the area.  South Texas College is a two-year college offering associate degrees and technical certificates.  The University of Texas Pan American (as well as UT-Brownsville) offers undergrad and graduate degrees.  Both schools, along with the Pro Cantus Lyric Opera and the Valley Symphony Orchestra and Chorale, have raised the level of cultural life significantly.  

The Rio Grande Valley is also one of the richest agricultural producers in the United States.  Fresh produce, including our world-famous Ruby Red Grapefruits, can be purchased at many roadside fruit and vegetable stands.

If you are interested in ministering to a fellowship like this, please contact Susan Smith, the District Executive of the South West Unitarian Universalist Conference.

