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Preface 
 

Reflecting on Our Past to Build a Better Future is a report on two workshops led by Jan Schmidt on September 

14, 2022 (in-person) and October 6, 2022 (by Zoom). The workshops included a presentation and discussion of a 

narrative of a conflict at First Unitarian Universalist Church of Winnipeg, which roughly coincided with the Covid 

lockdown, but with earlier roots and continuing impacts. The report exists in two versions. 

The Full Report contains Jan’s complete slide presentation narrating the conflict, based on documents reviewed 

and interviews with key players. It also contains a compiled transcript of comments recorded by workshop 

participants in response to Jan’s narrative. It is 52 pages long. 

The Take-Aways version omits Jan’s narrative and detailed transcript and keeps only Jan’s comments and advice 

and a two-page summary of participants’ responses to the narrative – their feelings evoked and their 

recommended actions to move forward and heal. It is 15 pages long. 

If you did not participate in a workshop and wish to understand the unfolding of the conflict in our congregation 

or if you wish to review it, read the Full Report. 

If you are looking for “lessons learned” and advice for healing, moving forward, and preventing such prolonged 

conflicts in the future, read the Take-Aways version. 
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MEMO  

Date: December 2022 

To:  Members at First Unitarian Universalist Church of Winnipeg (UUC) 

From: Janet Schmidt, Mediator, Trainer, Facilitator 

Re:  The Shared Narrative 

In June 2022 the Executive asked me to create a shared narrative in preparation for sharing the information with 

the congregants at UUC.  This memo will have two other documents attached, the power point presentation that 

was used during the September 14th, 2022 in-person presentation and the October 6th, 2022 zoom presentation 

plus the compiled notes and a summary from the two meetings. 

This shared narrative focuses on events from 2020 to summer of 2022.  While the situation was clearly escalating 

prior to the onset of the pandemic in March 2020, I believe that the limitations of face-to-face interactions added 

further challenges to find an early resolution of this situation and to clarify some of the misunderstandings that 

occurred.   

As this situation progressed, people had different access points into the conflict and therefore were coming to 

very different understandings.  The shared narrative was an attempt to understand what happened and why, in 

order to build greater understanding and empathy for all of those involved. 

As in every complex situation, not everything can be included and clarified.  The hope is that enough of the 

details were included to give readers a better understanding of what took place and to stop some of the rumours 

that had grown beyond what actually happened.   
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In my conversations with those most directly involved, they told me their wish was that the church and their 

friends move beyond this event and allow them and the community to heal.  

I would suggest that this memo and the two documents be a members-only document. It contains sensitive 

information about individuals, who, though not named, could easily be identified. My hope is that those reading 

these documents do so to have a fuller understanding of what happened, learn from the narrative, and hold 

compassion for all who were directly involved. 

Suggestions into the future: 

 That the church work through the suggestions made by congregants and act on some of the ideas.  Most 

conflicts in organizations are due in part to organizational structures and vulnerabilities, it will be important 

for UUC to address the structural issues and build the discipline to continue to do them as board members 

(volunteers) come and go. 

 Continue to live into the Covenant of Right Relations.  It is a wonderful aspirational statement, but 

unfortunately does not happen on its own.  Leaders, members, and congregants need to build their 

capacity to have difficult conversations and there must be a way to hold people accountable when they 

violate the covenant (in a supportive and loving way).  This would include the commitment and discipline to 

support people to deal with conflicts and not participate in gossip.   

Finally, and most importantly, in my work with UUC I met many well meaning and committed people from a 

variety of perspectives.  It was personally inspiring to meet so many caring and committed people.  I truly 

hope that you can get past this event, learn from what occurred and continue to contribute to Winnipeg and 

the broader world.  You do have something important to contribute and we are always stronger united than 

divided. 
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courageous conversations

Presented October 6, 2022

By Janet P Schmidt

Reflecting on the Past to Build a Better Future
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A word about conflict

There are always four parts to a conflict moment.

 What happened (the actual action or event)

 The intention behind the action (why people did what they 
did – what they were hoping to accomplish)

 The impact of the actions on other people either directly 
impacted or who hear about the event.

 The meaning that we create about why people do certain 
things - our speculations and assumptions.  These can be true 
or may not be true.
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How to posture yourself as you hear the narrative

 All the people in this story are good, imperfect but good.

 All of you will know some of what I will be sharing – some of 
it will be new.

 Try and put yourself in situation of people who have not been 
part of your circle.

 Listen and notice the bigger picture to get a greater 
understanding of how this all happened.
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‘What is perceived to be real is real in it’s 
consequences.’ (W. I. Thomas) Perception 

is what reality is made of.

The Narrative

The Narrative is omitted from these take-aways 
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courageous conversations

Recommendations

NEXT STEPS
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Covenant of Right Relations

 Nurture a safe and welcoming community

 Honour each other’s inherent worth

 Assume good will on the part of each other

 Listen to each other with care

 Speak to and about each other with respect

 Be honest with each other

 Talk directly to each other even if differences exist

 Ask for help when conflict is too difficult to handle alone
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Observations

 In spite of a clear covenant there does not seem to be a 
shared understanding of behaviours that support the 
Covenant of Right Relations

 This conflict continues to divide the congregation and will 
continue to do so unless a path forward is found.

 There has been so much hurt, not only from those most 
directly involved but the people who are closest to them.

 Conflict is life…..  It will never leave you.  It is how you deal 
with it that counts.

 Open, caring, direct communication in 2019 and 2020 could 
have avoided what has happened here.  (With people taking 
responsibility for their part).
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Next Steps

1. As you leave today walk around and review other groups’ 
ideas for next steps.

2. This information will be collated and given to the BOD and 
Handling Conflict Working Group.  It will also be available 
through the church members-only web page. Please be 
mindful that 

This page and the documents available for download contain 
potentially sensitive information intended specifically for members 
of the First Unitarian Universalist Church of Winnipeg. Please be 
mindful of this when downloading or sharing these documents. For 
example, do not download on a computer that does not belong to 

you, and do not email to other people who are not members.
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THANK YOU

Things to consider as every day next steps….

 Be positive and consider doing acts of kindness to the people 
you don’t entirely agree with.

 Choose to see the good in people, not just focusing on our 
imperfections.

 Do not spread negative things about others. Rather support 
those with grievances to address their concerns.

 Watch the Conflict Resolution Training videos to build your 
capacity to have honest and kind conversations.

janet@janetschmidt.ca
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Towards Understanding Our Conflict – Summary  
October 20, 2022 

On September 14, 2022, Janet Schmidt led an in-person workshop debriefing our 

two+ year conflict with a narrative of events she had reconstructed from 

documents and interviews, followed by questions and discussion. The workshop 

was repeated by Zoom on October 6. This page summarizes participants’ 

responses – feelings and recommendations for action. The summary is based on  
the following pages of transcription and compilation of flip charts and notes from 

the workshops. [See full version for detailed transcription.] 

Feelings and reasons 

Attendees expressed a variety of feelings in response. There was 

  Sadness (and anger) at the continued escalation that hurt so many, 

including triggering past traumas, and personal and congregational failures 

to resolve it much sooner. Embarrassment that the conflict became known 

outside the congregation. 

  Deep sorrow at this human tragedy for 3 people in particular – the former 

Treasurer, the former Minister, and especially the former President – who 

were both actors and victims. We and they were unable to engage in 

constructive dialogue to clarify differences and misunderstandings. There 

are also long-standing deficits in oversight and accountability since before 

these events. 

  Concern that a laser focus on this conflict neglects the bigger picture and 

other issues with our congregation. 

  Relief at being better informed by hearing the full story from several 

perspectives and being able to process it and move on after pulling back 

from congregational life. 

  Frustrated that the aftermath got way out of control, that there still isn’t 

better clarification of what actually happened, that parts are still missing 

(e.g., the former President’s role and motivation), that there is still little 

resolution and that it is so late coming. Real issue: the former Treasurer was 

falsely accused. Where did this originate?  

  Indifference and acceptance. We screwed up, but time to move forward. 
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Recommended actions to move forward and heal 

 Address unmet needs. There continue to be gaps in and misunderstandings 

of the narrative for some. What shall we do about this if anything? What 

further outreach is needed, if any, for the primary actors/victims and 

secondary victims? Share this presentation with the congregation. 

Apologies? Forgiveness? (From whom, to whom, and for what?) 

 Address root causes. [E.g., false accusation of the former Treasurer, 

disrespectful and unkind communication within congregation, learn to 

reword criticisms to be kinder and less condescending and be more curious 

about others’ behaviour (“non-defensive communication”), failure to live 

our covenant, lack of understanding of leadership demands.]  [Would 

splitting the church solve anything?] 

 Address structural and process deficiencies. See SMT recommendations re 

organizational behavior (financial review, board oversight, etc.) and 

handling conflict (committee, training, policies, process, definition of and 

transparency about “out of covenant” behaviours). Personnel policies and 

performance review. Better accountability and checks and balances. Better 

communication and surveys and consultations with congregation. 

 Renew/enhance community-building and mission-following activities. 

Return to church building. Normal sharing and communal activities. Reach 

out to others to listen (phone calls). Acknowledge grief and loss and 

practice forgiveness and good will. Welcome to primary actors/victims. 

Discuss virtues in sermons and otherwise. Live into our mission – more 

outreach and building on talents; less negativity. Explore new Sunday 

Service possibilities. Practice kindness. Serve and attract young people to 

church. 
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