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Gaby Villafranca became a member of our music staff
in February 2025 as the program assistant to Tomás
Acosta, our Choir Director. She began singing with us
at Marshall Voit’s last service in July 2024.

As the music program assistant, a part-time job of 10
hours a week, Gaby sends out reminder emails to the
choir, creates rehearsal tracks, and coordinates with
the worship committee about music during the service.
You’ve seen her on the chancel, leading the
congregation with the hymns and singing with other
musicians while playing guitar and other instruments.
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Gaby Vil lafranca Gaby has sung all of her life, starting with her family.
Her father plays guitar, her mother plays piano. She
has a younger sister with a band in New Orleans who
collaborates with her on songs Gaby has written.
Gaby graduated summa cum laude from Berklee
School of Music with a degree in Songwriting and a
minor in Recording Production. She liked Berklee
because it had a very modern program with a diverse
and quirky array of music professors, many of whom
did not subscribe to the norms of collegiate music
academia.

Though she pursued music throughout high school and
college, she feels that she didn't truly connect with it
until after college. The freedom and independence of
adulthood allowed her to seek experiences that
evolved her understanding of life, music, and her path
going forward. For her, music is about emotion, joy,
and connecting to people. It’s for everyone, not just
those who have a talent for it.

What she likes about Unitarian Universalism is that it
gives people an opportunity to engage with music,
encouraging them to take part no matter their level of
experience. She feels that more people should do
music and have it be more a part of their lives. It
should be participatory rather than a spectator sport.

She developed her love for storytelling when she
guided horseback rides in Wyoming, where she told old
cowboy and Native American stories to pass time on
the trail. She treasures the stories she finds in older
music, especially Irish and American traditional music,
and admires the way people use music to keep stories
alive. You can find her singing traditional Irish songs
at The Pub, an Irish bar on Morena Blvd. in Bay Park,
every Friday at 6 pm.

Gaby has a young son, Nino, who is developing a
discerning taste in music. She is expecting her second
child at the end of June 2025. Her partner is
Anastacio Loreto, an AV technician, skateboarder, and
chemistry student at SDSU.
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Music Program Assistant

She found us through
Linda Holroyd, a choir
member at First UU,
while they were
singing in another
group, Pacific Coast
Chorale. Linda
mentioned that First
UU was looking for
section leaders. Gaby
became the alto
section leader for the
Women’s Choir and
Chalice Choir.

What she most admires about working for First UU is
the community and the other staff she works with. She
respects everyone and enjoys learning from the other
musicians, such as Tomás and Andrea. She also values
that First UU recognizes effort. She’s been helping
informally since she started singing in the choir, and
that effort became this part-time job.



Winding Down the
Church Year
By Rev. Justine Sullivan
Developmental Lead Minister
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And just like that, the
church year is winding
down. It seems like
Christmas Eve was just a
week ago, and yet here
we are entering the
month of May. We are a
12-month-a-year church,
and there will be worship
every Sunday over the
summer, but there is a
rhythm to the church
........year that follows the rhythms of the school year, as

so many of us take time off to travel or renew
ourselves over the summer.

We’re finishing up our third year together in this
developmental ministry. It is my sense, and I hear
from many of you, that we have moved some
distance together in reconnecting after the time
apart due to COVID and in restoring trust that was
damaged in the many months of conflict that was
probably exacerbated by the physical separation
during the COVID shutdown.

But growth and change are not linear processes;
there are steps taken forward and back as the
system moves to find its equilibrium. There are
questions that remain about authority and decision
making—how much authority is given to the board,
the lead minister, the staff, and the congregation?
What is the best way to communicate about
decisions that need to be made so that everyone
has the time and the information they need to be
able to weigh in? And what is the optimal level of
anxiety in a system? Without a care in the world,
nothing would ever change, and with too much to
worry about, we can get stuck or, worse, turn on
one another.

Last year I said that one of my main jobs was to
help you make some important decisions about your
future without turning on each other. We’re moving
..

May Worship Schedule
Hi l lcrest  Worship:
Sundays | 10 am | Meeting House 
Hillcrest Patio & Livestream Worship

South Bay Worship:
Sundays | 10 am | Suite 104

Throughout the month of May, we are exploring
the spiritual theme of imagination. Imagination
is the ability to envision something that is not
currently present: the capacity of the mind to be
creative and resourceful. We can engage our
imagination through stories, dreaming, guided
meditation, and artistic expression. What fosters
your imagination? How does your imagination
support you in living a full and meaningful life?
Join us as we explore the practice of
imagination together.

May’s Worship Theme
“The Pract ice of  Imaginat ion”

forward toward decision making, and conflict
within the congregation has not increased
significantly. 

I’m aware that there have been increased feelings
of anger and disappointment with me, but that’s
not unusual in my line of work. As a transitional
minister, I sometimes have to name hard truths,
remind you of the change you wish to make, and
point out the discrepancies I see between your
stated goals and current practice. These aren’t
always easy things to hear, and I understand that
some of you may disagree with my approach or
with decisions I have made. My hope is that you
know I always have your best interests at heart, and
I pray every day for your continued flourishing.

As I write this, our board of trustees is in
discernment about whether to continue in
Developmental Ministry for one additional year (for
a total of five instead of four) or whether to move
forward into search for a new settled minister in
the coming church year. Both options hold both
promise and risk, and I trust that the board will
deliberate faithfully and well, and I will do my very
best to support the board and the congregation in
moving forward for as long as I am serving you.

(Continued on Page 5)

Rev. Kristen
Assistant Minister

https://www.firstuusandiego.org/live-stream.html


political organization I can think of. As the
cardinals gather to elect the next pope, they’ll
come to Rome representing a wide diversity of
cultures, social norms, and political ideologies.
Cardinals who would prefer to ordain women
will gather alongside cardinals who would
support the imprisonment of LGBT people, and
a 2/3 majority of them will have to agree on a
single man to be not only their boss, but the
leader of the universal Church.
 
The process by which that election happens is
the Conclave - a solemn and highly structured
process by which the Roman Catholic Church
elects a new pope. The word “conclave” comes
from the Latin “cum clave” (“with a key”), a
reference to the historical practice of locking
the cardinal-electors inside the Sistine Chapel
until they had elected the new pope. There’s so
much more that’s fascinating, odd, interesting
and antiquated about a Conclave that I can’t
share it all here. 

If you’re interested in learning more, join me in
Bard Hall on Tuesday, May 6, from 6 pm - 8:30
pm. This evening, the night before the actual
Conclave is scheduled to begin, I ’ l l share some
more facts, trivia and history related to a
Papal Conclave and then we’ll watch the 2024
film, “Conclave” on the big screen! It’s a work
of fiction (quite a gripping mystery with several
twists to keep you guessing!), but it’s also
beautifully filmed, impeccably acted, and quite
an accurate portrayal of a modern Conclave. I
hope to see you there!

“The Pope is dead.
The throne is
vacant.”  These
words are part of
the formal process
that begins the
moment a pope
dies.  

Sede vacante!
Qui curat?

By Tony Bianca
Director of Lifespan Faith Development

The process culminates on the central balcony
of St Peter’s Square as the oldest living
Cardinal announces “Habemus papam!” (“We
have a pope!) and the newly elected Pontiff
makes his first public appearance.  In between
those points, however, is where all the intrigue
and drama happens: the Papal Conclave. More
about that later. 

As UUs, though, you might ask, “why should we
care?” As a non-credal, liberal religious
people, why should we concern ourselves with
the inner workings of a deeply creedal,
patriarchal tradition? I would suggest that the
election of the new pope will have a huge
impact on the political and moral future of the
world.

At best, like Francis, the new pope could be a
voice of empathy and compassion in a world
that seems to be increasingly turning toward
right-wing ideologies. While UU and Catholic
social teachings certainly don’t align
completely, there are major justice issues, such
as immigration and the environment, where our
values are quite similar. As the leader of almost
1.5 billion Catholics world-wide, a new pope
who maintained or advanced a liberal theology
could prove to be a strong ally in the fight for
justice. For better or worse, a pope’s views
carry weight in the world.  

But even if you’re not particularly interested in
the Pope as a potential ally, the papal election
is a kind of geopolitical litmus test. The
Catholic Church is unique in that it constitutes
a global government system unlike any other
election
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“Conclave” Film Screening
Tuesday, May 6 | 6 pm - 8:30 pm | Bard Hall



from those who have been attending since
the Civil Rights Movement to some who just
joined weeks ago. Many found First UU to be
a good fit because of the inspirational
sermons, excellent music, and a much-
needed sense of community.

Team member Tony Brumfield reflected on
what he heard during these sessions:

With input from 110 congregation members
through these conversations, the Board will
decide whether we are ready to begin the
search for a called minister. If the answer is
yes, the Board will move quickly to select a
search team, which the congregation will
vote on during a special meeting on Sunday,
May 18. This will allow us to meet the UUA
deadline of having a search team in place by
June 1.

If the Board determines we need more time,
we will take another year and begin the
process in 2026. This would extend the
developmental ministry to five years instead
of four. The Board will announce its decision
in early May.

The transition team members (Tony Brumfield,
Suzanne Hess, Brian Krohne, Maggie Marshall,
Sarah Ormond, and Tonia Vyenielo) have
been working with Rev. Justine as an advisory
group during her Developmental Ministry.
Their goal is to help broaden her awareness
of what is happening across the
congregation.

The team’s current and most urgent task is
gathering information to help the Board
decide whether the church is ready to begin
the search for a settled minister this year. To
support this, the team and Rev. Justine have
been hosting small group sessions where
members are asked several reflective
questions.

These questions were designed to:
take the temperature of the congregation
evaluate how much healing has occurred
since the recent conflict, and
assess the level of engagement since
returning from the COVID shutdown

During the group sessions, participants were
asked:

When did you first start attending First
UU?
What was happening in the world and in
your life at that time?
When did you realize that First UU was a
good fit for you?
If you have suffered harm at First UU, why
did you stay or why did you return?

The responses have been illuminating.
Participants’ experiences with First UU range
.

From the
Transit ion Team 
by Tony Brumfield and Sarah Ormond
Transition Team Members

"I heard 'forgiveness' over and over. People
understand that there will be obstacles
and mistakes, but the community means
too much to them to give up. There’s a
strong sense of belonging and shared
values. People value the diversity and the
freedom to be themselves. Even if they are
not a person of color, queer, or an
immigrant, it is deeply important to them
to be part of a community that creates a
safe space and advocates for those who
are being targeted. When this period with
the current administration has passed, they
want our church to have a legacy of
resilience and growth. It doesn’t matter
where that takes us—only that we come
out better than before."
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(Continued from Page 2)

At our annual meeting on June 8, I hope you’ll vote
to affirm a new covenant, created with input from
many of you (most of you said you wanted it to be
shorter, and we listened) and modeled after the
covenant that our board of trustees created for
themselves. Here is the current proposed text.
Please take a moment to read it, and you will have
a chance to vote on it on June 8.

Proposed Congregational Covenant
We the members and friends of First UU of San
Diego, covenant to:

Treat one another with care and respect1.
Listen deeply and non-defensively to seek
understanding

2.

Speak and act compassionately3.
Trust one another to remain in community, even
when it is hard to do so

4.

We will return to this covenant and to Unitarian
Universalist values and use mistakes to grow and
change. Friendly amendments will be entertained,
but our goal is to keep the covenant short and
memorable.

The next phase of our work will be to revitalize a
right relationship team (that I hope we will rename
the Healthy Congregation Team), whose focus will
be on continuing the work of increasing both our
comfort with and our skills in engaging conflict as
it emerges.

Over the summer, Reverend Kristen and I will each
have some time off. There will be opportunities for
many of you to participate in summer worship, and
in the fall, we will gather at the new home of our
South Bay campus at St. John’s Episcopal to bless
that new space. So much awaits us in this
community, even as we experience the growing
uncertainty about the current US administration.
Let us hold one another with care as we move
forward together.

Peace and love to you,

Justine
Rev. Justine Sullivan
Developmental Lead Minister, First UU San Diego

Reflecting on the New Social  Justice Fi lm Series 
By Bob Nowlan

I am pleased that our initial Social Justice Film
Screening and Discussion Series event attracted a
sizable crowd and a lively discussion. For me, a
principal lesson of the film “The Lesson” by Elena
Horn (available on YouTube) is that fascism is
insidious. Even after fascism has seemingly suffered
a crushing defeat, and even in a country (Germany)
where fascism is seemingly thoroughly discredited,
it is not dead; it can return to power.

Throughout my 38 years as a university teacher, I
emphasized that I found fascism a real threat in this
country and that we here in the U.S. need to be
prepared to do what we can, together, to resist. I
maintained this position even when many found the
idea absurd, because fascism, they claimed, was
"long ago" and "far away." In support of my
position, I cited evidence of fascistic tendencies in
U.S. society and culture, including in everyday life.

Fear of the damage and destruction that fascism
exerts must be the basis upon which we collectively
organize and commit to resistance. We cannot
effectively resist individually, isolated and alone.
We can only do so united together in a collective
movement that manifests substantial support for
and solidarity with the distinctive concerns of all
impacted.

We must unite in caring for each other, including by
respecting each other's vulnerabilities. We must
appreciate the need for people to contribute in
varied ways and to different degrees in common
struggle.

After all, what we want, and what we need, is the
antithesis of fascism. This is a society in which care
for each other and for the collective good is
fundamental. This is a culture of solidarity, where
we recognize that we are not only interdependent,
but also that our shared vulnerability can be our
greatest strength.
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Sometime this summer, the South Bay Food Pantry
(along with South Bay worship services) will be
moving to St. John’s Episcopal Church in Chula
Vista. This transition will occur when our lease at
the mall on Broadway ends and our lease with St.
John’s begins. Deirdre Lonergan, the current
volunteer and food coordinator, is overseeing the
move with assistance from Jan Garbosky, Rhea
Kuhlman, and Corina Macias.

According to Deirdre, the new site will bring
changes to how food is distributed. Currently,
volunteers bag canned goods and shelf-stable
groceries during the week and bag produce on
Saturday mornings. This process will change after
the move. Instead, tables will be set up at the
Saturday distribution so that clients can select
items themselves, taking only what they need.
This change will require more volunteers on
Saturdays to assist with table setup and food
distribution.

Saturday shifts will also start later. Since the
pantry will now be in a residential neighborhood,
we want to be respectful and avoid disturbing
the neighbors early in the morning. Truck
deliveries are expected to begin between 9:30
am and 10:30 am Previously, volunteers were able
to prepare food before the 11 am distribution, but
now they may be sorting and distributing food at
the same time.

The current model was designed in response to
COVID protocols, with pre-packed bags handed
out to minimize contact. Under the new system,
clients may be asked to bring their own bags,
which will reduce the need for plastic bags, save
money, and lessen environmental impact.

Another major change will be the ticketing
process. To manage the 500 to 600 families
served each Saturday, a ticket system has been in
place using colored paper tickets handed out
......

early in the morning. These tickets indicate when
clients should return to pick up their groceries.
Deirdre is developing an online ticket system that
clients can access on their phones. This new
system will allow clients to make just one trip to
the pantry instead of two.

Jan Garbosky, who has been helping bag shelf-
stable items and is new to the Saturday
distribution team, describes the operation as a
well-oiled machine.

She has since committed to volunteering one
Saturday a month, both now and after the move. 

The pantry fosters a strong sense of camaraderie
among client families, First UU members,
community volunteers, and the many clients who
also give their time. First-time volunteers are
shown how the Saturday operation works, and
afterward, everyone is encouraged to share
suggestions for improving efficiency. A potluck is
held once a month following distribution, giving
volunteers a chance to socialize and strengthen
community bonds.

There are several advantages to the move. The
pantry had begun to outgrow its current space
and needed room to expand. The rent at St.
John’s is lower than at the current location, which
means First UU can spend more on food and less
on overhead. Looking forward, a new sustainable
plan will be needed to ensure the pantry’s long-
term ability to serve 600 families each week.

If you are interested in helping and joining the
dedicated team of volunteers at the food pantry,
please contact Corina Macias at
foodpantry@firstuusandiego.org or call the
pantry phone line at 619-271-5017.

Changes at the
South Bay Food Pantry 
By Nancy Fisk
First Words Editor
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“When I volunteered to help with the move, I
needed to see how the pantry operated. It
reminds me of when I worked as volunteer
coordinator for the rummage sale at First UU.
Everyone at the pantry pitches in, and they are
lovely and helpful to anyone learning how it all
works. We’re living our mission: building
community and helping heal the world with
love at the center.”

mailto:foodpantry@firstuusandiego.org
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https://www.eventbrite.com/e/allison-adams-tuckers-women-in-jazz-quartet-tickets-1301620063649
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