
Three letters were sent to members and friends of the congregation on Friday, January 13, 2023. 
 

 

 
 

Letter from Rev. Shawn Newton, Senior Minister 

Dear Members and Friends of First Unitarian, 

  

When a congregation undertakes a significant building 

project—or is even so bold as to move to a different location 

and build a new home—the congregation itself is transformed 

in the process. This is true of First Unitarian in this moment. 

You have acted with great courage and creativity to embrace a 

future that is full of dazzling and compelling possibilities. 

  

Such moves also often bring with them a change in what the 

congregation truly needs from its leaders, including its 

ministers. This, too, is true of First Unitarian in this moment. 

  

So, while I could not be more excited about where First is 

headed, after considerable reflection over a long period of 

discernment, I have come to believe the congregation will be better served by having a new 

minister in place as you begin this next chapter. I believe in my heart of hearts that you need 

someone with new energy, fresh perspectives, and a different set of skills to help you live as 

fully as possible into your potential. 

  

To make room for this next chapter of ministry at First, my time as your minister—one of the 

greatest honours of my life!—will come to an end this summer. My final Sunday in the pulpit 

will be June 11th. As well, you will read in the next letter from Rev. Lynn about her own 

discernment and plans to bring her ministry at First to a close this fall. While we have come to 

our decisions separately and for different reasons, we are agreed that this next chapter for the 

congregation calls for new ministerial leadership. 

  

For me, as you might imagine, this decision stirs many complex feelings, not least deep sadness 

at the thought of leaving after sixteen wonderful years. Yet, with each passing day, I am 

comforted by the growing sense that this is the right decision, for the congregation and for me. 

After so many years together, our shared ministry has already lasted far, far longer than most 



these days. This means that a change at some point in the next few years was already 

inevitable; the upcoming move to the new building has brought the question of when to leave 

to the fore, as it presents a clear turning point. 

  

I am certainly aware that some will still wonder why now, while the congregation is in the 

process of moving to Oakwood. Timing my departure in this way allows the congregation to 

begin planning strategically for the future at 473 Oakwood with clarity about the status of the 

ministerial team. And it allows you to do this planning, while also engaging in the deep, self-

reflective work that is at the heart of a period of interim ministry (the typically two-year process 

between “settled” ministers). These processes of renewal overlap in substantial ways, so 

undertaking them simultaneously will bring added focus to this time of transition. Consolidating 

this work into the next couple of years rather than stretching it out over a much longer period 

of several years will also help to build needed momentum, for when you will need it most. By 

leaving this summer, I hope to free the congregation to dream in bold and beautiful ways about 

the future you desire. This timing gives you the opening to find a minister better equipped to 

help you create that future—with the likelihood of the new minister arriving at roughly the 

point when you will be ready to move into the new building. My hope in doing this, as it’s 

always been, is to set the congregation up for success as you settle into your new home and 

begin this next chapter. 

  

I imagine some will also want to know about my future plans. I do not know what comes next 

for me. I am submitting my resignation now because I am clear that my ministry at First is 

reaching its end. In the months ahead, I will be in discernment about what ministry I feel called 

to take up next. After sixteen years together, I have also changed and reached a different stage 

of my own life. I’m beginning to consider what I will most need to be fulfilled in what is likely to 

be the last chapter of my working life. So, while I am processing the grief that comes with 

bringing this ministry to its close, I am also opening my heart to the possibilities the future may 

hold for me. I will share my plans publicly once they have come into focus. 

  

I appreciate that this news is unexpected for many of you, and that it will likely stir a mix of 

feelings, as well. It’s said that when a minister resigns, one-third of the congregation is sad, 

one-third is mad, and one-third is glad. You may find you’re feeling many things at once, 

including fear and anxiety about what will come next. Attend to the feelings as they come. And 

keep turning your face to the future and the hope it has to offer. 

  

As I mentioned above, our tradition has a long-established practice of taking an intentional 

interim period between settled ministers to reflect on who our congregations are apart from 

their ministers. This is a powerful and transformative time for a congregation. In the coming 

months, the Board of Trustees will appoint a search team to help you find the Interim Minister 

that will lead you through this time of transition. The staff of the CUC and the UUA will support 

you through this process. Accompanying my and Lynn’s letters is one from Tanya Cothran, our 

president, offering more details about next steps. On Sunday, February 5th, there will be an 

opportunity to meet with congregational leaders and Linda Thomson, from the CUC, to discuss 



these plans and to address any questions or concerns you may have. As well, we plan to offer a 

listening circle this Sunday, after the service, for those who feel a need to talk with others about 

how they’re feeling. 

  

After such a long tenure—more than twice the length of the average ministry—it will be hard to 

say goodbye. My deepest desire for the months ahead is to work together towards a good 

ending, with time taken to celebrate what we’ve accomplished through our shared ministry, 

but, even more, to honour what we have come to mean to each other. I feel only love and 

gratitude for the gift of being your minister, and I will always cherish the years we have shared. 

I cannot find words adequate to thank you for the privilege of serving alongside you on this 

extraordinary leg of your journey. 

  

You are a remarkable congregation, and you are more than capable of rising to the challenges 

of this next chapter. I believe in you. You are strong and healthy, and coming into your own in 

exciting ways. With a clear vision and a new building, you will easily attract the most capable 

ministers in our tradition. I look forward to telling each of the people who will apply to be your 

next settled minister that they will come to count themselves blessed to serve this 

congregation. Know that I will always carry you in my heart, and that I will be your proudest 

fan—cheering you on from afar—waiting to see what wonderful thing you will do next! 

  

In the meantime, we still have several more months together to love and serve life. Let us use 

this time to give thanks for what has been, and to open ourselves to say “Yes!” to all that is still 

to come. 

  

In faith and abiding love, 

Shawn 

  

Rev. Shawn Newton 

Senior Minister 

 

  

 

 

 

  



Letter from Rev. Lynn Harrison, Minister of Spiritual Care 
 

Dear Members and Friends of First Unitarian, 

 

As Rev. Shawn Newton has announced that he will leave First 

Unitarian in June, 2023, I am writing to you regarding my own staff 

position. 

 

Recognizing the necessity of a clear and smooth transition to new 

ministry, and after considerable soul-searching and prayer, I too 

have decided to conclude my service at First in 2023--but after a 

period of continuing part-time service (including the summer 

months) to assist the congregation and the arriving Interim 

Minister during this time of transition. With the support of First's 

leadership team, I have decided that my last Sunday at First 

Unitarian will be October 1st.  

 

This has not been an easy decision. However, in recent years it has become clear that I've 

needed to reduce my ministry role, and this year my transition began with a reduced staff 

position. While my departure from First may come sooner than some might hope, it allows me 

to retire from parish ministry at age 60 and to focus on my artistic and family priorities. It also 

clears a path for the new Interim Minister to work independently with the Board and 

congregation to bring about a new vision of ministry that will carry First into the future.   

 

It has been a great joy--indeed a great honour--for me to serve First Unitarian Toronto for what 

will be eight years, alongside Shawn Newton, Angela Klassen and Dallas Bergen. Although I join 

all of you in sadness at this time of change, I am fully supportive of Shawn's deeply thoughtful 

decision to make space now for new ministry leadership.  

 

Although October 1st will come soon, I am glad that there will be many opportunities for 

connection and shared ministry with you in the months ahead, at such a significant time for 

First Unitarian. 

 

With love,  

 

Rev. Lynn Harrison 

  

 
  



Letter from Tanya Cothran, Board President 
 

Dear Fellow Members and Friends of First Unitarian, 

  

By now, reading about all this coming change, you’re likely 

feeling an array of emotions. Since learning about this news, 

I’ve felt sadness, apprehension, and gratitude. Allow yourself 

time to feel each feeling and know they will likely change in the 

coming days, weeks, months, and years. (Click here for a 

feelings wheel, which is helpful for me in naming my feelings.) 

  

I am reassured that it is quite normal for ministers to move, 

and there are well-defined processes for our next steps. As 

members of the Executive Committee, Karen Dunk-Green and I 

are in touch with the Canadian Unitarian Council (CUC) and 

Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA), who will help us transition to an interim minister. 

  

Our upcoming interim period is a time of reflection, preparation, and dreaming for our future. 

An interim minister can help us transition to new ministry and our new space at 473 Oakwood. 

Our faith is one of shared ministry. We learn from a minister and have the opportunity to 

inspire, support, teach, and listen to one another as members and friends. 

  

There will be in-person and online listening circles after Sunday’s service to give anyone who 

wants a chance to express their initial feelings and thoughts. On February 5, we will have a 

Congregational Conversation with Linda Thomson from the CUC, who will tell us more about 

what happens next. In the coming months, there will also be a time to honour Rev. Shawn’s 

time with us, express gratitude, and say goodbye. In the fall, we will also celebrate Rev. Lynn 

and her ministry with us. 

  

Learning and growing in community is what I am here for and why I agreed to be your 

President. I look forward to collectively dreaming about what we can become with a new 

minister. And I look forward to discovering how we can use our strengths and gifts to make our 

lives, our congregation, our neighbourhood, and our world filled with more love, justice, and 

peace. 

  

With openness to what is, 

 

Tanya Cothran 
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