
“A Perfect Storm” – Unity of Tustin and Our Journey of Transition 

Debbie delaCuesta, President, Board of Directors 

May 15, 2018 

We named this Heart to Heart to set our intention to come together in love and 

understanding -   

This has been a time of revelation, confusion, heartbreak and uncertainty – all of 

this inside of time of great change and transformation for our community and 

Unity of Tustin as a church. 

We also wanted to begin in a field of openness and of goodwill – Knowing that 

this is calling us to a deep understanding; compassion and forgiveness, not about 

finding fault or blame, but instead responsibility – “the ability to respond”! 

All that has occurred has been done with the best intention and in service to our 

community; with great love and devotion by all! 

As we begin tonight we are requesting that for the first part of our meeting, you 

allow us, your board and Rev. Steve, to speak and explain what we have been 

experiencing over these last 18 months, allowing us to provide as complete a 

picture as possible. We ask you “to come inside with us” during this time.   If you 

have questions, responses and concerns please write them down so we can 

address them when we have finished sharing 

THE TIMELINE 

My service as your board president came unexpectedly to me.  Following Jim 

Tyner’s unexpected resignation- I having taken the VP position earlier in 2017, I 

was next in line to lead. 

I soon realized this was a poignant and challenging time to lead – our prior board 

had approved Rev. Carolyne’s Sabbatical the year before and in my first month as 

your president this became an important project to manage.   



Not only was this a major cultural shift for our community – no minister had ever 

taken a Sabbatical before – we had no idea this would become the opening for 

the work of Transition. 

In addition in early 2017 we had a new board and a new executive director.   

Navigating the Sabbatical time was devotion in itself – and our new board 

stepped in with heart and soul.  As we deepened into the spiritual significance of 

Sabbatical:  Celebration, Reflection and Renewal – we were also doing board 

training and consultation in support of this time.  It was then we were introduced 

to the process of TRANSITION AS WELL AS MISSION CENTRIC MINISTRY 

Through our consultations and trainings with Rev. Denese Schellink and Dr. Rima 

Bonario – and support from Rev. Stedney, we began hearing and understanding  

some of the dynamics and explanations of what may be occurring and 

contributing to our ministry decline.  

What we saw was in the Life Cycle in UWM – Thriving Ministry Model- 

We were in Stage 4 – Weakening “Decline” – We saw very clearly – “If this life 

cycle isn’t noticed or something done to create a shift – doors may close”!  

This was not a brand new awareness – our prior boards had been working with a 

progressive decline and had been in service to maintain our community’s financial 

health for the last several years. 

 We began looking at the Spiritual health of our beloved community – what were 

our core values, our mission and vision now – seeing we were being called into 

our future as a community. 

In our own time of Reflection we began looking at our history of Transition- in 

part due to continued conflict with Rev. Carolyne and Rev. Marj. 

What had appeared as a successful Succession and Transition to our community – 

had not in fact been so and we became increasingly aware of an ongoing,  subtle 

but alive split in the community – Marj’s church, Carolyne’s church, at times both 

or none at all. 



There had continued to be points of contention about Rev. Marj’s continued 

involvement in the community and there was increasing questions about Rev. 

Carolyne’s ministry. 

Consultation with UWM reflected much of what we were experiencing – 

Read page 3 of Kitchener transition- (also posted on the Transition tab) 

This led us to look at our own Transition/Succession process 

This is what we saw – Succession slides 

As a community member at the time I was very happy with how the 

Transition/Succession was handled – I didn’t want things to change! 

Our board was very mindful of Carolyne’s inexperienced and it was w/ Rev. Marj’s 

encouragement and tie breaking vote that resulted in Rev. Carolyne’s 

confirmation in 2011. 

Her consultation with the board was a succession/transition model based upon 

one of Unity of Marin- that in actuality was more of a Transition not a succession.  

UWM did not make itself particularly available at the time for transition 

consultation and Rev. Marj believed we were more highly developed and could 

manage our transition in a unique way – not Normative Unity! 

Had Carolyne not been confirmed, we would have been in a formal 

transition process then. 

She was to mentor Rev. Carolyne and remained on the board until 2014.   

The mentoring relationship between them was not successful and Rev. Carolyne 

discontinued their mentoring relationship.  She later received coaching by Rev. 

Karen Epps for several years which the board strongly encouraged.    

Our conclusion as your board – Rev. Carolyne was 31 years old when she took the 

helm at UofT – following the successful and charismatic leadership of Dr. Marj 

Britt.   



She had not received the mentoring of a Senior minister of caliber to Rev. Marj. 

We wanted to provide her a Re-set and a clear field to lead! 

Rev. Carolyne was experiencing Burnout and believed if she was given the 

opportunity to return from her Sabbatical as the Senior Minister restored and 

with a completed Transition she could lead the community more effectively. 

During the summer months, I met with Rev. Marj on 2 occasions to discuss our 

need to have her step back from leadership and community meetings – I 

referenced the need to reset Carolyne’s ministry and the need to make this 

transition.  She complied without being in agreement. 

 

Our Sabbatical time was powerful as a community.  We all came forward in an 

inspired, wholehearted way.  And your board received a significant amount of 

feedback regarding not being fed by Rev. Carolyne’s message, especially our long-

time members.   

And because we had not completed a formal Transition process, there was no 

feedback system in place to support and evaluate our minister’s service and 

vision. 

The result is any feedback or change requests have been viewed in a very 

personal way. This includes our request to revisit and complete the transition 

with Rev. Marj.  

Therefore upon her return it was my responsibility to discuss this feedback with 

Rev. Carolyne – it was a difficult conversation to say the least.  The board 

recommended at this time that she find a mentor to support her in this transition 

and reset. 

The Transition document we prepared was a traditional transition document- this 

I would do over if I could.  Unity World Wide does not have its own formal 

transition document. 



We attempted to meet with Rev. Marj in Oct, in order to schedule our Heartbeat 

of the Community meeting before the holidays, but we could not make our 

scheduling work . 

Since UWM does not have a formal transition document and we were not advised 

to alter the document.  However, we did make some alterations in order to 

express our appreciation and support of Rev Marj and her Called By Love ministry.  

I arranged the meeting with Rev. Marj along with Rev. Stedney to assist in 

answering any questions she may have.  I truly had the expectation that while it 

would be difficult, that Rev. Marj would support us in this time and would 

understand the significance it reflected for the future of U of T. 

I expected to be able to discuss and explain what we had learned, but despite our 

prior meetings our request was unexpected and Rev. Marj ended our meeting and 

wanted to review the documents on her own 

Rev. Marj then requested a meeting with our board- she spoke about her history 

at Unity of Tustin, her contributions and losses, she was unwilling to discuss or 

support the board in our request for the transition time and work.   

Our Heartbeat of the Community meeting occurred the next day, and because of 

what had been presented as a “banning of Rev. Marj” and the obvious heartbreak 

of this presentation – we were unable to share or dialogue with the community 

what our intention truly was. 

We are hoping that this presentation helps answer the questions that have 

understandable arisen during this time.  We are also hopeful that we are 

beginning a time of healing and forgiveness as a community. 


