
Reflections from the EUU Fall Retreat 

Cologne, Germany, 2-4 Nov 2018. 

 

Some people say it is difficult and expensive to travel within Europe by rail, it was a long time ago since I 

did that, but I felt the Deutsche Bahn services between Copenhagen to Cologne (via Hamburg 

Hauptbahnhof to change trains) and v.v. were price worthy and comfortable.  All the modern, clean trains, 

on both my journeys, went exactly as scheduled.  

I arrived to Cologne one day early, on the evening of Thursday 1st November, quickly checked in to the 

wonderful, high standard and very clean room at the Jugendherberge (Youth Hostel) situated on An der 

Schanz, near the Zoo. Had never been to Cologne, think I changed trains there once when I was young 

when I, like so many others, back in the 70´s and 80´s Interailed ourselves around Europe. I thought it good 

to have an almost full day for sightseeing before the Retreat started Friday 2nd November in the afternoon.  

This years´ EUU Fall Retreat gathered around 160, a smaller number that went to the Spring Retreat in 

Dijon, France, earlier this year. Next year there will only be one EUU Retreat, in the early summer in Berlin. 

The Berlin delegation plan/hope to gather 300-350 delegates then.  

Cologne, Köln in German, twin town (or in German Partnerstäde) with Liverpool and Cork, among a handful 

of other cities around the World, Beijing being one of them. Seems a bit odd, Cologne has about 1 million 

citizens, almost like a dwarf compared with Beijing, which is one of the largest cities in the World.  

I will now write something about the city and citizens of Cologne, and WW2, readers who get through to 

the end of this report will know why. The weather all through my visit to the city was nice mild, autumn 

weather. It was interesting to walk around the central parts of Cologne, the tourist board there, offers 

tourists a day ticket for only Euro 9:- that can be used on all U-

bahn (Metro) and S-Bahn lines (local overground trains) and 

buses. I spent quite a long time in the enormous Catholic 

Cathedral ( or Kölnerdomen in German) situated right in the 

city centre, just across the large piazza from the main entrance 

to the Hauptbahnhof (main train station).  As it was the All 

Saints weekend, I lit a candle for all my loved ones that had 

passed away, my father being one of them, who died 90 years 

old earlier this year.  

The picture below shows a copy, of one of the Cathedrals 

tower tops in the piazza, just in front of the main entrance to 

the Cathedral.  

Along a very long wall on the Cathedrals side of the piazza, 

there is a row of glassed photos that show how Cologne looked 

like at the end of WW2. A few photos show American soldiers 

matching into the city, or what remained of it. One photo, 

taken from the sky showed the Kölnerdom, almost 

undamaged, but all the buildings around it, were nothing more 

than piles of bricks. I understand from reading the information 

blocks, that there was a big event 2017 to present German 

modern-day history, with focus on what Cologne looked like 72 

years earlier.  



The EUU Retreat started at 1500 hrs on Friday 2 November, with a Leadership Workshop with Rev. Lara 

Fuchs. The first handout we got, was headlined by a quotation from Voltaire, a warning “the perfect is the 

enemy of the good”.  

The first question, was: Purpose, why do people come to your congregation? Why does it exist? What is 

your Fellowship’s Mission? Vision?   

 Here the conclusion was: Mission can attract members. A guiding mission statement inspires a sense of 

focus and ministry for the congregation.  

The next point on the agenda, was; Growth. 

Here the “conclusions” were that Membership is more than a numbers game. Numerical growth is best 

calculated by tracking attendance – active members. However, the group discussion went into the 

different types of growth. Maturational, organic and incarnational growth. A point was made, accepted by 

all the contenders, young people are in general not membership joiners.  

Many UU congregations are ageing, and becoming smaller and smaller. Unitarian congregations have 

always been small, shall we at every “cost” aim to grow?   

From there we discussed ten recommendations for growing a congregation. All kinds of ideas were thrown 

up in the air, from child care for all important meetings, to creating an organized process for welcoming 

new members and helping them become a part of the community. Most important, especially for the 

smaller congregations (less than 1000 members) is to develop a mission statement, vision, or idea for the 

congregations identity and purpose.  Number 10 – and maybe the most important, remember that quality 

is more important than any other ingredient in a growing congregation. Congregations that attempt to do 

too much usually end up doing nothing well. Burnout creates sloppiness, and the atmosphere feels 

“down”.    

Always have Voltaires warning, mentioned above, in mind.  

Next point- outreach and Welcoming. Unitarian Universalism is one of the religious world´s best-kept 

secrets. Many congregations use word of mouth to spread the message about our faith. The Swiss 

delegation (the Basel group) said that they were in contact with a UU member in Rwanda, who is doing a 

great job with the Swiss website. The guy from Rwanda has no congregation near him, but he is despite 

living a long distance from Basel, is a hard working member, and much appreciated member, of the Swiss 

UU.  Quick replies to online contacts are vital. 

Point number 5. Small groups. For many congregations that are just so small in size, small group ministry, 

which can take a number of forms, could be an alternative.  However, I think it was the Swiss delegation, 

who voiced concerns that small groups could turn into personal interest groups. But another group, I think 

the Amsterdam group said, not to only think of F2F groups/ congregations, they talked about one online 

baby blessing, performed in Colombia, with 2 ministers, one English speaking Minister in Washington, and 

one Spanish speaking Minister in Colombia.   

 

Point number 6: Leadership and Governance. According to Rev. Fuchs, governance means sharing promise. 

Small congregations need a governance system that is “right sized” for the unique needs and challenges 

generated by their size. Much of the decision-making in small congregations happens at the board level.  

Clarity in meetings, responsibilities should be noted and followed up. The “conclusion” the workshop 

agreed upon was that “what works in one place might not work in other places”.  



After that, we went through a long row of bullet points, of best practices. Then followed the subject 

everybody “loves”. Finances.  

Most people find it awkward to ask for money/funds. There are useful handbooks for congregation 

Treasurers and financial Leaders. Stewardship is also important. The general conclusion the workshop 

agreed upon is, that if trustworthy feedback is given to what the money collected is used for, it is easier to 

ask for it, and easier to get donors to give.   

The workshop was coming to an end- the points getting harder and harder. Point number 8 – volunteers – 

recruiting, keeping happy and avoiding burnout. Many reasons, burnouts can happen to anybody in any 

age. I will not in detail revel, here and now, the long list of ways to avoid burnout and to support 

volunteers, but number one, is to: keep things simple, celebrate the volunteers, and show appreciation.  

After all that hard work, it was time for dinner. 

Then the opening Gathering, Joys and Concerns, followed by the Intergenerational Icebreaker. I have found 

out, whenever Unitarians met, whatever the event might be, there is always a lot of talking going on. 

Unitarians like to talk! The 160 or so delegates to this Retreat, were either “old dogs” who have been going 

to these kinds of events the past 30 or 40 years, or first-timers like me. The majority of the delegates were 

either OAPs, (in some cases Very OAPs) or young families with young children, and some like me, (the 

minority), people age-wise in the “middle-bracket”.  If I have understood all information received correctly, 

this is the 14th EUU Retreat.  

The hotel pub was packed that evening, most likely, if not the busiest nights they have had this year, at 

least one of the busiest.  

Saturday 3 November. After breakfast, the day started with Convocation and Theme Talk with the retreat 

speaker Rev. Chris Hudson, originally from Dublin, now at All Souls Church in Belfast.  

Rev. Hudson has devoted a great deal of his life helping build bridges between peace and peace broker. He 

is known for his role in the peace process in Northern Ireland and his leadership in bringing both parties to 

the negotiating table. The bulk part of his opening speech was about the Northern Ireland issue, thinking 

back to the troubled years in the 60´s, 70´s- 80´s and the situation today.   

The Fall 2018 EUU Retreat theme was – Building Trust, Building Peace – as the organizers have seen that 

trust between people shows signs of declining in Europe, North America and around the World.  Rev. 

Hudson is deeply worried about the unrest and worries that have been stirred up/surfaced during the 

Brexit process, in both Ulster and in the Republic of Eire. The situation can turn very nasty very quickly, if 

the Brexit outcome means a “hard border” between Eire and Northern Ireland.  

Rev. Hudson urged us to remember “name calling gets you nowhere, just closes down conversation”. 

After lunch, it was time for the seminars/workshops, sometimes up to 4 going on in different session 

rooms. The seminars and or workshops covered subjects as “Identity Denied: how does it feel to have an 

identity- activity linked to the answers to the Cummings questions about identity.” “UUs and Racism and 

the 7 Principles” “Identity Mapping”, “Why do I need to talk about racism? I am not a racist” “Czech 

Unitarian Academy presentation” So many interesting issues and subjects, hard to choose.  

But at 1400 hrs it was time for me to “take the floor” in a youth seminar arranged by the French group, to 

show my power point titled “how to communicate true facts and true news about racism in this confused 

World of today”.  

Wow – what a mouthful. I did not write the title – it was also incorrect; my power point discussion was not 

focused on racism. But how your identity and how society has, almost always been and is built via 



communication, and how different means of communication changes attitudes. I mean that if you do not 

know the “social rules” in your society, or the historical background of your country, you are not on stable 

ground when it comes to knowing your identity and values. Which can create uncertainty, insecurity and 

low self-esteem. Which in turn can cause unrest, unhappiness and violence. Which in turn could fuel 

racism, or racism/populist movements.    

 

My power point started off with this 

picture:  

I find travelling nowadays rather boring, 

previously when travelling, when you were 

waiting for a train, plane or other vehicle 

you talked to fellow passengers. 

“Everybody talked to everybody” Yes 

people who did not know each other 

talked F2F!. Nowadays, everybody sits or 

stands in his or her “glass bubble” their 

heads deeply following what is happening 

on a screen of a machine of some kind, in 

their hands. Or listening to something from a computer (Ipad etc), with their eyes closed. This picture, 

(could have been taken anywhere in the World), is from a Metro train in Tokyo.  

I draw in a topless woman with a green goat head, just for fun, none of the delegates that followed     

my seminar commented on this. I have seen many people behave badly on the trains, Metros, buses and 

aero planes I’ve been on, but not seen a topless woman with a green goat head on any transport system 

yet. 

 

One of the pictures I showed is a well-known 

picture of “people debating society matters” in 

ancient Greece, said to be the birth place of 

democracy. A system in which power comes 

from the people.   

But take a look at this picture. There is 

something wrong. Only men, and please note, 

not all men were allowed in these circles. The 

majority of the men in the picture are elderly 

men, rich men, land- and slave owners. Sorry 

ladies, women (and slaves) did not have any say 

in society building at that time. Not in formal 

sense anyway. This way of thinking was transformed in the Roman Empire, their Senate was made up of 

rich slave owning men, and high-ranking army officers.   

But societies have during the history of mankind on this Earth, with a few terrible exceptions, been built by 

people talking and debating matters, forming laws, social rules and routines. We all know what happens 

when people like Hitler and Stalin, who only listen to their own voices, take power.  



Today, at least among the younger generations, most of the communication between people is done via 

technical devices or systems. Much of our daily communication with companies is done with computer 

systems, i e when we book travel tickets, seats at a restaurant, theatre or the cinema. Now full-scale tests 

are being performed with self-driving cars, cargo trains and lorries. In the future even large commercial 

ships will not need any human crew onboard. The Metro in Copenhagen has been running smoothly for a 

few years already, with only self-driving underground trains.     

Have all the modern communication technical devises and systems, in common everyday use today, 

brought us closer to each other, or are the systems dividing us?  Giving us greater understanding of each 

other, or pushing us to more extreme ways of thinking, greater racism?  

 

My theory is that the way we communicate effects the society. The so called “social rules and values” and 

all that, just as the “society” our leaders, law makers, idols influence and effect our lives. But if more and 

more inter-human communication, or communication between humans on one side, and 

companies/authorities on the other, is “non-human” or entirely “flat” that will say mostly via machines of 

some kind how will this “new age” effect the society? 

My questions for discussion, ending my session:  

 

Big questions, not easy to define 

simple short answers to. But I 

hoped that these delegates, taking 

part in my seminar, would 

continue to discuss these issues. 

They concern and effects 

congregation work as well.  

Well at 1600 pm, I did attend an 

interesting seminar/workshop lead 

by a lady from the Swiss 

delegation, who´s name I have 

forgotten, “Old words, new 

spiritual meaning”.  Very 

straightforward – she meant 

Unitarians talk too much – do not 

go to/or get to the point. Must 

stop “beating around the bush”, the word “spirituality” is widely used. But what does it mean? 

We must agree on definitions of the words we use. We are in a paradigm shift. She did not believe in the 7 

principles and 6 sources. She went on and talked about Freud, Einstein´s theories, sorry got lost a bit, 

during her talk there, but the bottom line was “Faith is an attitude towards a belief system, (the Object) 

meaning having faith in something, which is a strong and emotional conviction which constitutes our 

identity”.  

The word religion is a limited term, not inclusive. The dualism God, or Gods is good/non- God, or non-Gods 

is evil, is not working anymore. She meant the UU is an ever-changing belief system, with the tool to bring 

the Oneness of everything, our consciousness, into our lives. Prayers are like walking the long winding 

road. We must keep on moving, don´t stop. Keep our minds open and go with the spiritual flow.    

Well after a busy and intensive Saturday afternoon, we ate dinner.   



Used up another Euro 9 tourist ticket, after dinner, took the U-bahn on line number 18, to the 

Hauptbahnhof/Dom U- bahn station in central Cologne. The night between the first Saturday and the first 

Sunday in November is known in Cologne, as the Museum night. For only 22 Euro you could go to 22 

museums (or as many as you could in the 6 hours the museums were open) between 1900 pm to 2.00 am. 

You could on that museum ticket, travel on special local buses that drove around to all the 22 museums all 

through the museum night, free of charge. But it seemed as if all of Colognes one million people were on 

the move (the Swiss lady would have been pleased), long queues at the entrance of all museums. 

However, I did take a quick look at the rather strange pieces of art, in the entrance area, of the museum for 

modern arts. I came, during my evening walk, across a bar, that was closing for good, they had a “bar 

emptying evening”, all drinks cost 3 Euro. But the bartender was not very good, could not even mix a 

tasteful enjoyable Screwdriver. So not surprisingly, they went out of business.   

On Sunday morning I ate breakfast as early as I could, packed my bags and cleaned my room. Had to catch 

a train leaving Hauptbahnhof, just before the last few morning/forenoon seminars started.   I have now, 

when writing this, had 3 weeks to sum up my feelings and experiences of attending a EUU Retreat for the 

first time.  Although it is called the European Unitarian Universalist Retreat, is felt like a very American 

affair, one thing the name “the EUU Retreat Fall 2018”, well “Fall” is American English for Autumn. 5 of the 

6 delegates in the Paris group, the French delegation, were American ex-pats, I think, the situation was the 

same in the Brussels and Basel groups (Belgium resp. Switzerland).  

I registered myself to the Retreat as Member of the NUF, but often I was approached by people who asked 

me things about Holland. The name of your organization was on your name badge, which you “had” to 

wear all through the Retreat, and the Amsterdam group (the Dutch delegation) belonged to the NUUF. This 

“mistaken identity” often lead to interesting talks to interesting people, the NUF/ NUUF issue, was an 

icebreaker. Yes, Unitarians are very “outreaching” and well aware of, and follow with interest, World 

affairs. 

The enjoyable, reasonably priced event was well organized (well it was after all, the event was taking place 

in Germany), good speakers, interesting seminars/workshops. Very nice accommodation, good food, social 

atmosphere.   

But all through the weekend: 

-the Reminiscence of the ending of WW1 100 years ago.  

-The worries of the political situation around the World, the worrying development of racist and/or 

populist movements, in some democratic countries (the same kind that built up tensions and troubles 

before the outbreak of WW2), and: 

-The uncertain develop within the UK and Europe now, and after, the Brexit process, so strongly forwarded 

by Rev. Hudson during his opening speech, lay a grey gloomy lining, around the seminars and discussions, 

all through the weekend.   

So, I end where I started, the knowledge and recognition of history, the ending of the terrible WW1 and 

the effects after WW2, in Cologne and the other places involved even today, played a significant part in, 

and for, this Retreat.     

I left Cologne on Sunday 4th November with mixed feelings and new insights, that I will not forget. 

Peter Zoné 

   


