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Countryside Church Unitarian Universalist  
 

We unite to strengthen the bonds of kinship,  
to promote human dignity and  

to increase reverence for  
life’s creating, sustaining and transforming power  

through worship, study and service.  
 
 
This has been quite a year!  After tackling all the changes required to continue church 

throughout the pandemic, our CCUU Staff and Lay Leadership stepped up to lead our 
congregation after Reverend Hilary’s departure in 2022.  With your support and your 
gifts, we managed throughout the summer without a minister.   Our Interim Minister 
Search Committee conducted a fruitful search, and we hired Reverend Denise Cawley, 
who joined us in September.  This transition period called for a great deal of energy, 
patience and flexibility from our staff, our leadership, our minister and from each and 
every one of you.   Thank you!    As Reverend Denise reminds us, we are in a “liminal 
space” where discovery and change will abound – we look forward to being on this 
transformative journey with you, our beloved community.   

 
 
Here are highlights of our accomplishments so far this year.    
 
 Our Staff  
 
▪ We were thrilled to hire Luis Diaz as our Technical Coordinator.  Luis has provided great 

support and smooth operations on Sunday mornings so that we can continue to provide 
services both in person and online.  Luis has also helped us gain visibility by posting our 
Sunday services on YouTube.   
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▪ We are very excited  that Mari Van Meter took on the role of part-time Wedding & 
Memorial Coordinator.  Mari’s organizational skills and her eye for design led to a 
wonderful Celebration of Life event for Martha Atherton in September and our “Music 
With a Mission” event  in November.  Mari also did a wonderful job of orchestrating 
many details in support of memorial services for our beloved members.  Mari’s creative 
contributions made our first recorded Christmas Day service very memorable and heart-
warming. 

 
▪ Laurie Lantz, our CCUU Congregational Administrator, has provided excellent support, 

critical institutional knowledge and important continuity during this interim ministry 
period.  Along with all that she does to keep our church running smoothly, Laurie also 
continued in her 4th year on the board of the Association of UU Administrators (AUUA), 
serving as secretary on the board.  In addition, Laurie served as an AUUA Good Officer, 
providing support to other congregational administrators who may be experiencing 
challenges in their congregation with relationships, role issues and professional identity.  

 
▪ Our Director of Religious Education, Dr. Mary Shelden, has recruited an amazing group 

of volunteers to support her in creating our Lifespan Religious Exploration (LRE) 
program.  Along with running our LRE program, Dr. Mary supports the greater UU 
organization by serving as a LREDA (Liberal Religious Educators Association) Renaissance 
Module leader for the training and credentialing of other RE professionals.  Dr. Mary is 
also a member of the Nominating Committee for the UUA MidAmerica Region and 
serves as a curricular reviewer and editor for the Philosophy of Religious Education 
Renaissance Module. 

 
▪ Our Music Director, Alison  Vernon, is a UU-certified music leader (achieved through a 3- 

year course) and is a member of both the Illinois UU Music Directors group  and the 
Association of Unitarian Universalists Musicians Ministries (AUUMM). These groups 
both meet many times a year for workshops, networking, exploring new UU music and 
collecting new hymn submission. The UU Music Directors group meets monthly to 
discuss a wide range of matters  from music programs, zoom advice, choir numbers, 
specific appropriate music for services, salaries, benefits, what's included in job 
descriptions.  Alison has been appointed by the UUA to be on the Music Leadership 
Certification Committee of the Unitarian Universalist Association. This small, appointed 
committee decides curriculum for the future UU music certification designation.   

 
▪ Reverend Denise Cawley has brought us vibrant Sunday services, opportunities for 

conversation over “Tea with Reverend D”  and congregational meetings on a series of 
stimulating topics, many related to the work we face as we go through the Interim 
Ministry period.  Reverend Denise continues her Interim Training to become certified in 
the "work of the minister" and in the "work of the congregation" with the Interim 
Ministry Network.  She is attending classes with the UUA on Interim Certification and 
will attend the Interim Gathering in April.   Reverend Denise also attends monthly 
gatherings of the Queer/BIPOC Contract and Interim Ministers  - and she is now the 
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President of Midwest Ministers’ Association of UUMA.  Reverend Denise’s energy and 
passion are amazing gifts! 

 
 
Kinship 
 
▪ We kicked off this year with two big social gatherings – the first was our welcome 

gathering for Reverend Denise, our Interim Minister, with an all-church potluck. We had 
wonderful in-person attendance, and it was a great way to kick off the official church 
year.  Later we held a Celebration of Life gathering in memory of our cherished church 
member, Martha Atherton. Stories were shared over a wonderful meal in Atherton Hall 
and we were inspired anew by recollections of the amazing spirit and generosity of 
Martha Atherton’s life.  What a role model she was – we were so blessed to have her in 
our community! 

 
▪ This year we began a new Haiku Garden group that grew out of our Journeys Retreat in 

the spring of 2022.  This group is led by a talented poet in our congregation, and is 
meeting monthly to create haiku that will be mounted on plaques and included in our 
garden throughout the seasons as the year unfolds.    

 
▪ We are excited to have re-established our Soul Connections Small Ministry Groups that 

became dormant over the pandemic period.  The Soul Connections groups invite us to 
spend time in introspection, reflecting on the rich Soul Matters materials that support 
our monthly ministry themes.  This program offers an intimate group gathering where 
we share our own stories and listen deeply to each other’s stories.  We now have three 
groups meeting monthly and a waiting list for upcoming groups that will start later in 
the year.   

 
▪ Circle Suppers!  We decided to try a one-time Circle Support experiment to see if people 

are interested in resuming Circle Suppers.   After our first day of sign-up, we have 24 
people registered!  We are looking forward to these fun and eclectic gatherings to share 
meals, stories and laughter.  

 
▪ Membership - This year our attendance, including both in-person and online attendees, 

is up 16% from last year.  We are seeing  an average of 6 visitors  each week (often 
repeat visitors), and, in the fall,  we dedicated 3 new children and welcomed 9 new 
adult members to Countryside after they participated in our Path to Membership class. 

 
▪ A well-attended Safety Training session was held in early October.  It featured  three  

experts from our congregation who discussed the recommended response to a medical 
emergency, severe weather, fire, or a disruptive individual.   We also received training in 
procedures for the administration of Narcan in the event of an accidental overdose of 
narcotic medicine.  A church wide fire-drill was also conducted later in the year.   
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Pastoral Care and Presence  
 
▪ It is hard to sum up the vast amount of pastoral and lay ministry care that has been 

provided this year. Some of our members have faced deep loss,  even tragedy, this year.  
In the months following the loss of one of our beloved children,  Reverend Denise and 
our Lay Ministry team provided significant pastoral support to the many people in our 
community who were impacted by this loss. 

 
▪ Our Lay Ministry team regularly provided pastoral check-ins and visits to over a two-

dozen people each month.  Some of our senior members, with little support available 
from family, have needed increased or unexpected physical care.  Our Lay Ministry team 
has provided expertise and assistance to find people new care that is better matched to 
their needs.  The team has helped congregation members and their family members 
with housing, education and medical needs.  Our Care Ministry team has provided 
abundant meals and rides throughout the year.   

 
▪ Reverend Denise has provided 1on1 ministry in so many arenas, including:  the process 

of death and dying, divorce, youth mental health, trauma, UU and religious identity, 
disability and limitations, caretakers supporting family members, grief in parenting, 
dementia and  Alzheimer’s issues with spouses, parents and grandparents.  In addition 
to pastoral care, Reverend Denise offered a Blue Vespers service for people facing times 
of sorrow or loneliness during the holiday season.   

 
 
Worship 
 
▪ Thanks to a great deal of attention and work from Reverend Denise and Luis, we now 

publish our Sunday services on YouTube every week.   To enhance our YouTube services, 
we acquired two music licenses which enable us to include  much of our wonderful 
music in these published services.  We also received a gracious donation of a new 
computer  from one of our congregation members and this allows us to support higher 
quality worship for Zoom participants.  

 
▪ As of January, we have 113 subscribers on YouTube and our recorded services for the 

church year have been watched via YouTube  973 times!   
 
▪ Reverend Denise worked very closely with a beloved congregation member to design a 

meaningful memorial service for her young son.  The memorial service was well-
attended by all ages.  There was significant support from CCUU volunteers, including 
therapy dogs and a memory book craft area led by our congregation members for the 
children.  As part of the service, Reverend Denise and Dr. Mary co-led a healing story 
and ritual of remembrance with roughly 75 children and young people attending.  
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▪ This fall, we have been including more youth in key roles in our Sunday worship services.  
Their participation has been both heart-warming and inspiring and has helped to 
integrate our youth and adult members.  

 
▪ Reverend Denise and CCUU were featured in a Chicago Tribune cover-story highlighting 

contrasting ministerial and church responses to the recent anniversary of Roe v Wade.  
The article included several quotes from Reverend Denise and photographs of Reverend 
Denise in our sanctuary.  Reverend Denise’s moving service on this topic is now 
published on YouTube and includes testimonials and stories about our members and 
how they have been impacted by abortion and the Dobbs/Casey cases. 

 
 
Music 
 
▪ Our beloved choir is back in full swing after the complicated challenge of COVID.  Our 

choir continues to grow and many members have provided gifts of music with string, 
wind and percussion instruments.  Our volunteer musicians and music staff are very 
versatile in their music styles, able to perform successfully in classical, folk, pop, music 
theater, jazz, and contemporary genres of music. More members of our choir have 
rejoined since COVID and our attendance is robust.   

 
▪ The adult choir serves our community on many different levels:  as a great source of 

music for our services, a small group ministry, a musical outlet for music lovers, a 
spiritual practice, a fellowship of music/singing lovers, and an open and affirming place 
of belonging.  

 
▪ This year we reconvened a new Children’s Choir!   They have sung in  several of our 

Sunday morning services and in our Christmas Eve service.   Having our youth sing in the 
sanctuary on Sunday mornings brings so much love and joy to our services!  

 
 
Study 
 
▪ Attendance of our in-person youth Religious Exploration program is gradually growing 

after pulling through the pandemic using Zoom. 
 
▪ Reverend Denise introduced  our “White Lies” discussion series which she co-facilitated 

with Dr. Mary.  There was strong participation throughout this 9-week series in which 
we explored issues of class, racism, gender and privilege through this murder mystery 
true crime podcast.  

 
▪ Dr. Mary is leading a new Spirit of Life series which began in January.  This class is 

designed as a follow-up to our Path to Belonging series – for aspiring, new, and 
experienced members. 
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▪ Plans are underway to provide facilitator training for Living the Pledge to End Racism in 

2023. 
 
▪ Our youth partnered with POC for the Candy Crawl and High Protein food offering in the 

fall .  They will partner with ICDI in January  and Faith in Place in April for our Fifth 
Sunday Faith in Action Days.  

 
 
Service 
 
▪ In November, we held our ever-popular “Music With a Mission” event.  Atherton Hall 

was transformed into a coffee house where our service partners, visitors and members 
gathered in fellowship  to hear eight acts featuring very talented members of our local 
music community.  Together, we raised a record $3600 to support our three partner 
organizations:  Faith in Place, ICDI and Partners in Our Community. Many thanks to the 
musicians who donated their time and talent, and to all attendees for their generosity! 

 
▪ This church year we helped our first Chalice House family get permanently settled in 

their new home!  Sandra and Jerry both have their drivers’ licenses and are working and 
their daughter, Zenaba, is enjoying school.   We refreshed and provided new supplies for 
the house, taking care of any needed repairs.  We have now welcomed four new 
residents  to Chalice House – a young man from Guatemala and a couple and their 11-
year-old son from Columbia.  We hope that the young boy’s mother will be able to join 
their family soon.  

 
▪ Once again, our generous members of Countryside Church contributed to the Palatine 

Township Needy Families Holiday Gifts Program.   We collected gifts for 27 adults and 
children. The gifts were beautifully wrapped and delivered to Palatine Township office in 
time for Christmas.  Our congregation also donated $1,360 in gift cards as part of a Palatine 

interfaith collection for homeless high school students. Thank you for your generosity! 
 
▪ This year we transformed our approach to organizing Social Action.  It had become clear  

that social advocacy/action could no longer be limited to a small, informal committee. 
Given the state of our world and the precarious health of Earth, our principles call all of 
us to advocate and to act for justice.  A Social Justice Guidebook was created which lists 
both smaller actions that were traditionally the purview of the Social Action 
Committee, as well as the more visionary UU-related organizations such as the Unitarian 
Universalist Advocacy Network of Illinois (UUANI) and the Unitarian Universalist Prison 
Ministry of Illinois (UUPMI), where a CCUU liaison can get involved and enrich CCUU 
through their involvement and coordination of advocacy/action. The Social Justice 
Guidebook provides a variety of involvement options so that any congregant can be 
involved at any level and the new Social Justice Committee will be there to provide 
support, resources, and collaboration.  
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Green Sanctuary  
 
▪ The Green Sanctuary team has been busy!  This summer we continued our Countryside 

No-till Gardening  on seven plots and donated 350 lbs. of fresh food to the Palatine Food 
Pantry in August.   We also offered an  Interactive Climate Exhibit in Atherton Hall, to 
engage congregants in finding climate change solutions.  

 
▪ CCUU supports Faith in Place’s Youth Program and partnered with Faith in Place to 

provide Atherton Hall as the home base of operations for the N&W Suburbs Youth Eco-
Ambassadors in the summer of 2022.   One of our CCUU youth participated in this 
terrific program.  

 
▪ Our Green Sanctuary Committee’s Faith in Place coach (also our congregation member) 

led a visioning and goal-setting workshop for GSC to help us focus our goals for 2022 
and beyond.  

 
▪ In January we began the steps to launch a pilot program for Community Composting at 

Countryside Church.  Faith in Place connected the Green Sanctuary team to Collective 
Resource who will be the company picking up CCUU’s members’ compost. The pilot 
program begins in April. 

 
▪  We partnered with our Faith in Place coach on several events during the fall, including 

an advocacy event to promote signed petitions for climate-supportive legislation and a 
Green Energy and Solar Workshop.  Our Green Sanctuary team activities with Faith in 
Place resulted in a $1000 award for Countryside Church!  Many thanks to all of you who 
supported this effort!  

 
▪ In December the Green Team held a film-watching event sponsoring Katharine Hayhoe, 

author of Saving Us: A Climate Scientist’s Case for Hope and Healing in a Divided World. 
 
 
Our Congregation and Organization 
 
▪ This year our Board of Trustees was able to re-establish the fall Board Retreat which had 

been suspended during COVID.  In addition, the Board conducted a day-long Interim 
Kickoff session with a UUA representative.  These sessions helped build a great 
foundation for our working relationship with Reverend Denise.    

 
▪ With the focus and hard work of  Reverend Denise and our Board, we recruited 

members for key committees, some new and some that had become dormant over the 
pandemic period:  Ministerial Fellowship team, Interim Ministry team, Worship, 
Stewardship and Membership committees.   
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▪ This year we reconvened our vitally important Ministry Council that helps to guide and 

plan our committee work throughout the year.  One of the first efforts of the Ministry 
Council was to hold a vibrant Ministry Fair in January.   While it has taken some time, 
after the pandemic, for people to return and re-engage, we are almost back to where 
we need to be, thanks to the commitment and generous gifts of time from so many of 
you!  
 

▪ We instituted our Prez and Trez (Board President and Treasurer) columns in the monthly 
newsletter; these are designed to bring more transparency to our finances.   We have 
revamped fiscal policies and are now better equipped to predict our financial needs.  
We have also invested a significant amount of time to complete our audits which had 
fallen behind schedule.   

 
▪ Our Interim Ministry work is well underway!  Our new Ministerial Fellowship team has 

begun their regular meetings with Reverend Denise, and our Interim Ministry team is  
leading congregation-wide story-sharing sessions to gather our history in preparation 
for our Settled Minister Search process.   These are proving to be very engaging and eye-
opening sessions!  
 

 
Serving our Larger Unitarian Universalist Faith 
 

▪ We are finding many ways to become more involved in the work of the larger UU faith.  
Reverend Denise has led discussions with us on the work of the Article II Study 
Commission and she and other members of our congregation listened in on portions of 
the recent Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA) Board meeting.  In the upcoming 
months we aim to provide more education and drive deeper engagement on the 
matters of our UUA.    

 

▪ In addition to the many UU organizations which our Minster and staff members actively 
lead and support, we continue to have lay-person representation on the Board of the 
Chicago Area Unitarian Universalist Council (CAUUC).  The CAUUC Winter Conference 
focused on the Article II Study was hosted here at CCUU.    

 
 
Generosity 
 
▪ This year we reviewed our personnel benefits and ensured that they are legally 

compliant and in line with our UU values.  This includes providing retirement benefits at 
the 10% level across all full-time staff, offering comprehensive health insurance plans 
and offering dental insurance.  
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▪ We have increased our contributions to the UUA organization and aim to further 
increase this in the next church year. We are receiving a tremendous amount of support 
from the UUA as we navigate this Interim Ministry period and they have been invaluable 
partners for us, helping us through complex matters relating to hiring, benefits, 
covenanting, interim work, religious education and insurance. 

 
▪ With ideas and creativity from Reverend Denise, we experimented with a Giving 

Tuesday CCUU fund-raiser to close our 2022-23 budget gap .  Your gifts exceeded 
$23,000!  We are so grateful to you, our congregation members and visitors, for your 
generosity.   

 
 
Building  
 
▪ We caulked all of the church windows before the winter weather set in and we repaired 

the entry and rear cement stoops at Chalice House. We also repaired a heavily damaged 
area of our parking lot and seal coated and striped the lot to keep it safe and attractive.  
This work should extend the life of the parking lot by two to three years, allowing us to 
defer the more significant cost of complete replacement. We are in the process of 
replacing our failed water heater with an environmentally friendly tankless water heater 
 
 
 

At a time of turbulence in the world around us, our Countryside Church community 
continues to serve as a safe harbor  - with abundant opportunities to learn and grow. We 
offer an immense thank you to all of you who have contributed your energy, creativity, 
hard work and generous funding to the work of our beloved community!  


