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"When we take the long view, it is easy to see 
that much of life and meaning comes from the ex-
perience of change. Some change is chosen; some 
is forced upon us; some change comes from 
changes in the lives of the people who touch our 
own. We are shaped by our emotional response 
to change, which author William Bridges refers to 
as “transition.” As FUS faces the departure of 
your Senior Minister, let us be reminded of the 
emotional trajectory of such a change as this." 
 
Video available at fusmadison.org/worship/sermons-trust/   

Sermon begins at minute 28 

 

TRANSITION: 
Challenge to our 

Better Angels 

The Rev. Karen Gustafson 
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Reflecting on last weekend’s services, I was aware that, in my delight at the warm welcome extended 
me by some longer-term members, there are many among you who have joined this congregation since 
2013 who wonder who is Karen Gustafson, anyway? 
 
In short, after 21 years as minister of the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Duluth, Minnesota I 
came here in the fall of 2007 to be an Associate Minister. I served here until the spring of 2013 when I 
retired from settled ministry. At that time, the position I held was eliminated and FUS became a teach-
ing congregation where Intern Ministers could serve and benefit from the rich learning environment 
here. 
 
During my tenure in Duluth the congregation had navigated the rocky waters of many transitions - most 
of which were related to having a beautiful little building long since made obsolete by the emerging 
hopes of the congregation. They tried on many spaces, borrowed and rented; had capital fund drives; 
purchased land, hired an architect. In 2007, having moved with them to the edge of the promised land, I 
left them with a hole in the ground and joined FUS at the edge of its own giant hole which came, in 
time, to hold the space in which I now stand. 
 
I can only speculate that part of the motivation to bring me here was that I seemed to know a bit about 
how congregations can manage change and could bring some perspective to the necessarily emotional 
disruption inherent to the process of transition. In the twenty-one years I was in Duluth, the congrega-
tion occupied four different spaces. Together we shared the pain of leaving the much beloved, charming 
little stone Tudor-style building that had been built in 1910 as a Unitarian Church.   
 
Lacking a parking lot, sufficient meeting, office and RE space and possessing a sanctuary that was burst-
ing at the seams we tried out first a church share with an Episcopal church, then the auditorium of the 
YWCA; then a Methodist church left by a merger and finally to a beautiful new building constructed af-
ter my departure and at the same time as this addition to the Frank Lloyd Wright meeting house.  
 
And here is what I know. In every move, the easy part was physical. Stuff got moved. Hymnals and 
chairs, tables and RE supplies; computers and desks and paper. Adaptations were made to accommo-
date new coffee service and name tags. Sunday services resumed.  
 
And it was the experience of transition, the emotional and psychological aspects of the changes that 
permeated the culture. I had the good fortune to discover the work of William Bridges in the early 
1980’s when I was in the midst of a cluster of my own personal transitions and found it to be a frame 
that made sense of so much of what I was feeling. 
 
Here, in a nutshell is that frame. 
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This first phase of transition is an ending. At the very least it involves the loss of the familiar. We have a 
list of culturally recognized endings. Death; divorce; empty nest; retirement; graduations of all kinds 
AND, I contend the emphasis in most of these recognitions is upon how to get on with what’s next. 
What’s next?? 
 
Much of what we understand as grief is associated with death. Crying at memorial services, the ac-
cepted and encouraged ritual of grief, is known to be acceptable, warranted, even. Most of us under-
stand that grieving following a death takes time, takes many forms, is not even finite, perhaps.  
 
In the poem Joy, Carl Sandburg admonishes us to “keep away from the little deaths.” I would say in, 
contrast, to embrace them. Not to have and hold, but to acknowledge and let go. How hard it is to em-
brace the idea that it is okay to feel sad. To openly admit discomfort about the prospect of something 
new. To share the vulnerability that we feel when facing ambiguity. This is especially hard for leaders. So 
often this awkwardness or discomfort is seen as whining or complaining. And sometimes it is. Often it is 
an expression of loss or regret. 
 
We learned from the many transitions in Duluth to help one another deal with our losses. To distin-
guish between passing frustration and paralyzing grief. The challenge in a community is that each person 
has his or her own style of dealing with transition and come into the process at a different point. For 
one who had for decades adapted to the lack of parking by coming early or planning for a three-block 
hike, the idea that parking would be a factor in a decision to move to a new space seemed outrageous. 
For those who had resisted coming for years because they could not find a parking spot, the idea of a 
move seemed completely self evident. While the distant parkers mourned the loss of the pretty and in-
timate worship space, the newcomers looked forward to both better parking and more spacious sanc-
tuary.  
 
Some folks left, unwilling or unable to hold the tension of what Joan Broshynko calls the “no longer/not 
yet.” They were there for what had always been not for what could be.  Many stayed and new ones 
came, drawn by the excitement generated by the possibility of newness itself that is fully present in the 
second phase in the transition, the in-between time when the old is gone but the new isn’t fully opera-
tional. Bridges calls this “the neutral zone:” it’s when the critical psychological realignment and re-pat-
terning takes place. This phase, acknowledged or not, is critical in the healthy move toward the new be-
ginnings, the final stage in the transition process. 
 
This neutral zone is what I understand to be the “crabby phase.” This is where the structures and pat-
terns that we have come to rely on, that comfort and sustain us, that require little thinking or analysis 
or engagement begin, to require just that. This happens to us in settings mundane as well as grand.  
 
This week I have been house sitting for the Schulers. I am happy for these commodious accommoda-
tions and all such new surroundings require adaptation. It is a change. Things are not where they are at 
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home. This is to be expected. My rational being made a study of the spaces the first day and I found 
what I needed to make dinner, identified a work space, figured out garage door. But in the night, when I 
got up to use the bathroom, it was entirely in the wrong place. I figured it out, of course, but I found 
myself to be disproportionately frustrated and angry. I missed my husband; I missed my own bed; eleven 
days away from home seemed like a terrible idea. I went back to sleep and in the morning, returned to 
sanity, welcomed the day, forgave the architect who had in fact positioned the bathroom in an entirely 
appropriate place. So, what? Am I losing my grip? Not at all. What I recognized there, was that neutral 
zone kind of feeling. They are real feelings. They are important reminders about my own vulnerability 
and the necessary unease that accompanies change.  
 
When changes happen institutionally, the disorientation and reactions tend to be more communal and 
public. If we are not careful, we begin to create a narrative that would suggest that someone ought to 
move the damn bathroom. With nowhere to take my anxious reactivity in the middle of the night I 
found the familiar comfort of sleep and the feelings passed. Had I shared those feelings with an also anx-
ious other or others - anxious not even about the bathroom but about the location of the vacuum 
cleaner or the operation of the washing machine - I can imagine a full-on reorganization of the house-
hold before breakfast.  
 
Anxiety often begets reactivity. This is where Bridges reminds not to confuse a reaction to an ending 
with a new beginning, which is the third stage in the transition process. The Neutral Zone is that time 
when we get to react, or create, or question without permanent consequence - when we get to exam-
ine ourselves for signs of apathy or complacency, where we get to miss what has been lost and live in a 
space that is at once uncomfortable and filled with possibility and challenge. It is a place where, at best, 
we hold ourselves and one another in a place of deeper community, creating a culture of curiosity in 
place of judgment; of discernment in place of certainty; of vulnerability and trust; of being informed and 
engaged in the processes of transformation.  
 
The past decade of FUS history reveals a good deal of significant change: 
 
In the ten years prior to the start of my tenure here, a careful discernment process culminated in a ma-
jor capital campaign and completed plan calling for significant renovation of the Frank Lloyd Wright 
Meeting House and the construction of the Atrium Addition;  
 
When I arrived, a previous addition of the Meeting House had been demolished, what are now offices 
along the loggia were under construction and the space in front of the meeting house was filled with 
portable structures that housed temporary offices and classrooms. In the fall the staff moved into the 
new office space and there was much shuffling and accommodation in this time of no longer/ not yet.  
 
By the fall of 2008 the construction was complete and the move into the new spaces happened. Over 
the next few years there were multiple staff changes; a new governance model was adopted.  
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And, I think it could be said that there was in all of that a sense of new beginning that has become, in 
modern parlance, the new normal. 
 
There has been amidst all of this change a high degree of equanimity and stability. In large part this has 
been due to the long and stable leadership of Michael Schuler, Senior Minister and Dan Broner, Direc-
tor of Music. Those ministries are now coming to a close with well earned retirements.  
 
These transitions have in some ways upped the ante from other transitions of the recent past. There 
has been fair warning. There has been planning and conversations and decisions about the temporary 
structures. There are task forces of wise and thoughtful folks who are tending to the shape that will 
hold the emerging future. 
 
There will be endings. You already know that. They may be endings that will for some of you trigger old 
losses. The grief will be complicated because it will be both personal and institutional. Michael Schuler is 
a wise and gracious human being whose presence in the life of this congregation has been a continuing 
gift for three decades. Moreover, he has been a grounding and consistent presence in this pulpit, a re-
spected public presence in the Madison community, a comforting pastor and a spiritual leader.  These 
are things you will seek in future and continuing ministry. You will have opportunities to celebrate his 
ministry, to say good bye. There will be an ending.  
 
Knowing that this ending is the first stage in a process of transition has the potential for making what 
follows richer and more meaningful. 
 
Martin Luther King Junior said: 
 

“One of the great liabilities of history is that all too many people fail to remain awake through great pe-
riods of social change. Every society has its protectors of status quo and its fraternities of the indifferent 
who are notorious for sleeping through revolutions. Today, our very survival depends on our ability to stay 
awake, to adjust to new ideas, to remain vigilant and to face the challenge of change. “ 

 
You are not at the edge of an abyss but at the threshold of neutral zone.  
 
You are the keepers of a legacy that is bigger than Frank Lloyd Wright or Max Gaebler or Michael 
Schuler or really any of those you would hold as heroes or saviors. You and they are part of something 
larger and more life affirming than you can even imagine. 
 
Here is an invitation: 

• to face the time ahead with curiosity and trust. 

• to keep informed about the governance of FUS 
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• to engage and participate in the rituals of ending 

• to engage the interim and ministerial search process with open minds and open hearts. 

• to stay informed about opportunities to serve and respond when asked 

• to support the ministry of Kelly Crocker and the rest of the FUS staff through your gifts of time and 
talent and treasure. 

• And, through this time of transition, to hold one another gently in the places of grief and crabbiness, 
so that the continuing narrative of this wonderful community be informed by your better angels. 

  


