
My story begins last spring with some photographs I had
on display in Bard Hall during a First UU Art Guild show. A
few days after the show opened, I got a call from Martin
Kruming, First UU member and head of an organization
called the Global Neighborhood Project (GNP), a non-
profit that promotes citizen diplomacy. Martin liked my
photos, and after some discussion and brainstorming, he
asked me to visit Romania on behalf of the GNP to meet
and photograph students at a school in the town of
Medias, in Romania’s Transylvania region. So, in late June,
I flew to Bucharest, Romania’s capital city.

After a few days in Bucharest, I traveled by train to
Brașov, then on to Medias to meet with students and
faculty at Școala Generală Báthory István, a Hungarian-
language school. Upon my arrival, the students treated
me to a wonderful folk dancing show. My main contact at
Báthory István was a Unitarian minister, Fazakas Lidia
Emese. Emese, roughly pronounced “Em-eh-sheh,”
attended Starr King seminary in Berkeley and briefly
visited First UU a number of years ago. 

For three days, I met with students, faculty, and
administrators at Báthory István, listening to their stories,
taking photos, leading a photography workshop, and
learning about life in Medias. In turn, Emese, along with
the school principal and a few students, took me on a
walking tour of the town’s medieval fortifications, which
featured a walled church (originally Catholic, now
Lutheran) and tower over 600 years old. As a follow-up to
my visit, we hope to connect students from Báthory István
with students in San Diego for more cultural exchange,
perhaps through photography. Emese supports Unitarian
students at Báthory István, along with their families, who
are ethnic, linguistic, and religious minorities in Romania.
They are ethnic Hungarians, first and foremost, living in
Transylvania, who are Romanian citizens. 

Before my Medias visit, I spent a couple of days in Brașov,
Romania, home to First UU San Diego’s Partner Church.
....

Although I wasn’t able to visit Brașov’s Unitarian Church,
I found a local photographer, Vlad Dumitrescu, who took
me on a tour of a traditional village about 30 minutes
outside of the city.  For Vlad, the rolling hills outside of
Brașov represent the beating heart of Romania.  Unlike
the students I met in Medias, Vlad thinks of himself
primarily as Romanian rather than Transylvanian.  His
work is stunning.  You can enjoy it here:
www.vladdumitrescu.ro

Meeting the villagers and learning their stories was both
fascinating and heartbreaking.  Vlad explained that
some of the farmers still practice traditional farming
methods, which include the harvesting of hay on steep
hillsides using a traditional hand-held scythe.  Village
life in rural Romania is dying, Vlad explained, as young
people move to larger towns and cities to find work.  
Combine this with poverty, rural isolation, and wild
animals (occasional bears and wolves), and one can
begin to appreciate that there are deep, complicated,
human stories here beneath the striking beauty of
Romanian landscapes.
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My visit to Romania has
ignited a deep curiosity to
learn more about this rich,
complicated place with so
many cultural, linguistic, and
religious identities.  Next
October, I ’ l l be returning to
Romania with a tour group
to explore more of this
.........fascinating place.  If you’d like to join the tour (not

associated with First UU), please contact me at
dbarriegeo@gmail.com to learn more.

http://www.vladdumitrescu.ro/


Words from Rev.  Justine
By Rev. Justine Sullivan
Developmental Lead Minister

to take stock and decide what we'll need to get
through the winter months and the year ahead.

In San Diego, the winters are much milder than I'm
used to in New England, but the analogy holds. This
time of year, we count our resources and determine
our needs and wishes for the months ahead. Yes, I'm
talking about the annual Stewardship Drive, now well
under way and drawing almost to a close. And yet,
many of you haven't yet made your pledge. It would be
so wonderful if right now, as you read this, you would
open your laptop and click on the link to make your
pledge for the upcoming fiscal year.  

We'll spend the next few months creating our budget
for the coming year. Your pledges determine how
much we can spend in the coming year to keep the
ministries and programs running, our beautiful campus
well maintained, and our amazing staff employed and
paid a fair wage. If we all give a gift that makes our
heart glad, we’ll have enough to keep First UU
flourishing.

Here's what else is going on at this busy time of year.

The Contract to Call (C2C) team will lead the
congregation in a process about whether to call Rev.
Kristen Kuriga as our Associate Minister.  Over the
coming weeks we'll learn more about the differences
between a “Contract” and a “Called” minister in an
informational session with the C2C Team on Sunday,
November 2nd and in a worship service on Sunday,
November 9th.  
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For everything there is a
season, . . . a time to
plant, and a time to
pluck up what is planted. 
- Ecclesiastes: 3

We're in the season of
harvest, of giving thanks
for the abundance all
around us. It's also time  
..

November Worship Schedule

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

South Bay Worship:
Sundays | 2 pm | Saint John’s Episcopal Church

This month, we explore the theme "Nurturing
Gratitude." While we often associate this time of year
with gratitude, maybe the most important part of this
month’s theme is the "nurturing" part. Sitting back
and waiting for gratitude to arise is simply not
enough. How might you nurture gratitude? Perhaps
you might make a daily gratitude list listing all
manner of large and small things for which you are
grateful. Maybe you could go out of your way each
day to thank one person for a way in which they make
your life better. Or you might express your gratitude
by doing additional acts of service for others. How
will you nurture gratitude this month?  

November’s Worship Theme
“Nurtur ing Grat i tude”

Members of the First UU community are invited to join
in small groups led by the team to engage important
questions and share thoughts and feelings about this
decision. The board has chosen a fine team to lead
this process of discernment.  Please join one of the
groups—in person or online.  All First UU members will
be invited to vote at a congregational meeting early
in the new calendar year.  

There are no salary implications for this change, and
Rev. Kristen's already doing the job of a fulltime
minister at First UU. First UU follows UUA guidelines
for setting salaries for our geographical area. The
shift from contract to call is not about money or job
title, but about a shared commitment. Kristen and the
congregation would be saying to each other: we
promise to enter into a shared ministry, to travel
together, for as long as this ministry is faithfully
serving the mission of First UU.

Work on Our Sustainable Future is well underway,
too. Look for invitations to participate in a process of
discernment about our campus. What are the
essential elements and spaces? We can answer the
question in terms of square footage, but what are the
sacred spaces that we must preserve—either here on
this campus or elsewhere should we decide to move
elsewhere. Stay tuned for more information.

In faith and service,

Rev. Justine

www . f i r s t u u sand i e go . o r g /p l e dg i n g . h tm l

https://www.firstuusandiego.org/live-stream.html
https://share.google/I8AMthUSxrKe7K1EO
http://www.firstuusandiego.org/pledging.html


Throughout this year we’ll be exploring similar
themes of light and shadow in an Adult RE
series I’m creating for us called, appropriately
enough, Light & Shadow. I was thinking of ways
that we might do more to explore our UU
Values when it occurred to me that there are
Seven of them and that they pair in interesting
ways with the “Seven Deadly Sins” as they’re
traditionally defined. Each month, we’ll explore
one pairing in an attempt to learn more about
our Values by thinking about how they contrast
with the more shadowy side of our nature in
the form of the Deadly Sins. 

In October, we’ve already covered Justice &
Wrath. On Sunday, November 14th we’ll focus
on Equity & Gluttony and then, throughout the
year, we’ll consider: Transformation & Sloth,
Pluralism & Envy, Interdependence & Pride,
Generosity & Greed, and Love & Lust. While I’m
designing the curriculum as a comprehensive
whole, the sessions aren’t dependent on each
other, so if you can’t make them all, I hope
you’ll join us for as many as you’re able. For
more information and to register to receive the
Zoom link, visit our church website:
www.firstuusandiego.org/adult-faith-
formation.html

Light and Shadow
By Tony Bianca

Director of Spiritual Exploration and Worship Arts
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The fall season can be
a time of complexity
and contrasts. At the
start of this month,
traditions like All Souls
Day and Día de los
Muertos (Day of the
Dead) encourage us to
pause and remember
those who have died.
But, while we grieve  
.......their loss, we also celebrate the ways their lives
touched our own.

Later in the month, Thanksgiving offers a
chance to express gratitude for the abundance
in our lives: food, friendship, family, and
community. Yet, for many, gratitude and grief
live side by side. At our Thanksgiving tables,
there may be empty chairs, and world events
might make this a particularly difficult time to
be grateful. Still, gratitude reminds us to notice
the good that remains and to cherish the
connections that sustain us.

As Unitarian Universalists, we know that
spiritual life holds both light and shadow and
the November holidays invite us to hold space
for both: to grieve what has been lost, to give
thanks for what is, and to trust in the cycles of
renewal that nature teaches us so well.

Light & ShadowLight & Shadow
Session Two

Equity  & Gluttony
Fr iday ,  November  14

6:30 pm on Zoom
Register  Here .

https://www.firstuusandiego.org/adult-faith-formation.html
https://www.firstuusandiego.org/adult-faith-formation.html
http://www.firstuusandiego.org/adult-faith-formation.html


For this series, I select critically acclaimed films from
independent filmmakers committed to working for social
justice ends. I work with social justice film distributors,
like The Video Project, from whom I have obtained the
rights to screen all four of this Fall 's films. The Video
Project realizes "the potential of documentary films to
educate, inspire and compel audiences, fostering a more
just and sustainable society." 

One great reason to attend our Social Justice Film
Screening and Discussion Series is to support these
filmmakers, and to support The Video Project. They
depend on audiences like ours. People don't make these
kinds of films in order to make money for themselves. To
the contrary; these efforts involve considerable
sacrifices and face many obstacles, financial and
otherwise. 

They result from dogged commitment and relentless
passion, over the course of many years, to tell stories too
often untold. Every time I share with The Video Project
how our audiences have responded thoughtfully and
appreciatively to their films, they are deeply grateful,
and so are the filmmakers with whom they in turn share
these responses. It is doing something just to show up for
these screenings and to share your thoughts in
discussion. It makes a difference. It inspires independent
social justice filmmakers and distributors like The Video
Project to keep on doing what they do. I look forward to
sharing and discussing future films with you.

First UU's monthly Social Justice Film Screening and
Discussion Series started up again, after a two-month
summer break, with We Have Just Begun on September 18
and After Work on October 16. People in attendance
found both films powerfully compelling and usefully
provocative, sparking lively and far-reaching collective
discussion after each screening. 

On Saturday, November 13, we will screen and discuss
Banned Together , about current efforts to resist book
bans and curriculum censorship in U.S. public schools.
And on Thursday, December 11 we will screen and discuss
The Dells , zeroing in on a clash between fantasy and
reality faced by international student workers newly
arrived in Wisconsin Dells, WI, the self-described
"Waterpark Capital of the World." All events are on
Thursdays at 6pm, in Bard Hall, free and open to the
public.

Social  Justice Fi lm
Screening and
Discussion Series

By Bob Nowlan, Organizer  
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A new team has recently formed at First UU to
assist members and friends in engaging conflict:
the Relational Health Team, formerly known as the
Right Relations Committee. The team consists of
Rev. Justine Sullivan, Bill James, Bob Nowlan,
Marcia Biller, and Patty Hinojosa, with the last
four appointed by the Rev. Justine. The work of
this Relational Health Team begins with the
Congregational Covenant adopted on June 8,
2025:

We the members of First UU of San Diego
covenant to:

Treat each other with respect and care
Listen deeply and non-defensively to seek
understanding
Speak and act compassionately
Trust one another to remain in community,
even when it is hard

The Relational  Health Team

The Relational Health Team will offer opportunities
for First UU members and friends to learn about
engaging conflict, navigating transitions, and
healthy communication styles. The Team will work
with the lead minister in finding ways to identify
and respond to sources of conflict in line with the
terms of our congregational covenant and when
needed, help folks to engage directly when there’s
a conflict between people.

Soon links to helpful resources will be available on
the First UU website in the space currently
containing outdated Right Relations information.

The team will lead a worship service at the Hillcrest
campus on Sunday, November 16  and plan to offer
a “2  hour” workshop in the near future on the
topic of engaging conflict in ways that enhance
(rather than threaten) connection. 

th

nd

https://www.videoproject.org/


For the next exhibit, mounted November 18th, the
theme will be Dreamers and Schemers. Listening
deeply to the power of their creative selves,
artists will represent the theme from three
angles: 

"Dreamers" at dreamscapes, people dreaming
or something or someone the artist dreams of,
colors and designs that represent a positive
or idealized space.
"Schemers," the Dark Side, someone who may
plan a nefarious act, places that represent
negative vibes, colors, and designs that
represent negative space.
Or the artists may combine the two. 

The reception for Dreamers and Schemers will be
Tuesday, December 2nd. This will also be the
celebration of the 65th Anniversary of the Bard
Hall Art Guild!

Join us in celebrating a monumental milestone:
six and a half decades of championing local
artists and bringing creativity to our community.
Come be a part of our story and witness the
future of art in our community.

65th Anniversary of
the First  UU Bard Hall

Art  Guild

by John Keasler and Nancy Fisk

For 65 years, the Bard Hall Art Guild has been a
vibrant hub, a place where emerging talents find
their voice and established artists share their
masterpieces. We've watched countless careers
blossom and have been honored to share so many
powerful, beautiful, and thought-provoking works
with First UU.

The purpose of the Bard Hall Art Guild is to “bring
beauty and culture to church members and grounds
in the form of diverse art, art shows, and artist
discussion groups. 

The Art Guild continues to provide informative and
uplifting exhibitions by local artists.  Each
exhibition, with themes changing bimonthly,
includes the work of two or more artists. Anyone
can submit their work to the Bard Hall Art Guild
based on the exhibition’s theme. Participation in
other activities at First UU is encouraged but not
required for participation in the Guild. 

The current art show is Blueprints, utilizing the many
meanings of blue, patterns, things that can be built,
animals that are blue or the blues of jazz, and
feeling sad as in “having the blues.”

Displayed art in Blueprints is by Katie Boskoff,
Candy Cumming, Fritz Goeckner, Virginia Howlett,
John Keasler, Tom Massey, Bob Riger, David Roy,
Christian Sarabia, and Tem Tirado.

Carolyn Woodbury and Marla English, Art Guild members.
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Alexander Oliver,  
Guest Pianist  

By Nancy Fisk

Alexander Oliver is our guest pianist at First UU,
accompanying the choirs in rehearsal and
performance and playing in services since April
2025. He found First UU after being referred by a
coworker to Gaby Villafranca, our music program
assistant before she left for maternity leave.

His musical career began in 2006 when he first
began taking lessons for the violin. Shortly
thereafter, he joined his elementary school band
on the clarinet and fell in love with the piano and
hasn’t looked back since. Alexander graduated
from the University of California, Santa Cruz, in
2019 with a BA degree in Music Theory and Piano
Performance.

Alexander has studied with Rosy Sackstein, Maria
Ezerova, and Anatole Leikin. As a professional,
Alexander has eight years of private instruction
experience and two years teaching piano and
clarinet with Everyone’s Music School, a local
school in Santa Cruz which aims to make music
lessons more accessible. 

Alexander moved here from Santa Cruz with his
partner in 2023. In addition to playing at First
UU, he works for Villa Musica, which was
established as a 501(c)3 non-profit corporation in
November 2005. Villa Musica’s goal is to create a
focal point for community music education in San
Diego, where students and teachers can meet to
exchange ideas and experience the joy of making
music. As well as teaching piano lessons,
Alexander works in administration and website
development for Villa Musica.

Alexander’s own love for the piano comes from
the challenge of difficult repertoire. He has
performed solo piano recitals featuring pieces
by composers Schumann, Chopin,
Rachmaninoff, Ligeti, and Kapustin. He’s also
performed as an accompanist with chamber
orchestras and was recently a soloist with the
City Ballet's production of the Nutcracker.

While he has accompanied smaller groups for
performance, he finds that working with First
UU choirs is a new challenge he’s enjoying. It’s
rounding out his skills as a musician. He’s
improving his sight-reading and learning to
budget his time among the many pieces he’s
required to practice and play for the choirs
and services. Alexander’s very appreciative of
the support he’s receiving here. He finds he
also agrees with the tenets of the Unitarian
Universalist faith, open-mindedness and
acceptance. 

His next challenge is applying to the Master's
program in Piano Performance at San Diego
State University. For that, he needs to ready
several pieces for an audition. Welcome to
First UU, Alexander and good luck with your
audition!
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Holiday Schedule
NOVEMBER 2025

05
FRI Holiday Tree Decorating,

Potluck & Sing-Along

12
FRI Navidad Latina Holiday

Concert

21
SUN Winter Schminter

Solstice Concert

DECEMBER 2025

26
WED

Thanksgiving Dinner 
6 PM Hillcrest Campus

Hillcrest Campus6 PM

Hillcrest Campus — Register here7 PM

Hillcrest Campus — Register here7 PM

www.firstuusandiego.orgNovember 2025

22
SAT

Xóchitl Ramos Ensemble

7:30 PM
Hillcrest Campus — Register here

http://www.firstuusandiego.org/
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/navidad-latina-holiday-concert-tickets-1721737094999?aff=erelpanelorg
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/winter-schminter-solstice-concert-tickets-1520431183599?aff=erelpanelorg
http://www.firstuusandiego.org/
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/xochitl-ramos-ensemble-tickets-1721735931519


4190 Front Street (GPS use 298 W Arbor Drive) 
San Diego, CA 92103-2098 

Phone: 619-298-9978 
E-mail: officeadmin@firstuusandiego.org 

POSTMASTER: 
Send address changes to:  
First Words, 4190 Front Street, 
San Diego, CA 92103 

   First
Unitarian Universalist      
  Church of San Diego

F i r s t  W o r d s  M a g a z i n eNovember 2025 Vol. 19 No. 8

Staff  
Rev. Justine Sullivan, Lead Minister     
Rev. Kristen Kuriga, Assistant Minister
Rev. Everett Howe & Rev. Julie Forest, Affiliate Community Ministers 
Robie Evans, Director of Operations    
Tony Bianca, Director of Spiritual Exploration and Worship Arts
Valeria Aguilar, Membership and Social Justice Coordinator
Lara Anderson, Youth and Young Adult Coordinator
Kate Collier, Program Assistant
Liora Naor, Office Administrator
Corina Macias, Outreach and Pantry Coordinator
Pam Bates, Scheduler   
Tomás Acosta, Choral Director
Andrea Spiero, JUUL Tones Ensemble Director
Lexi Pulido, South Bay Music Coordinator   
Ray Evans, Facilities Manager
Mark Epler, Event Coordinator 
Ricky Cuadra, A/V Tech Assistant

Board of Trustees FY 25-26 
Karen Lamphere, President 
Maren Outwater, Vice President 
Armin Kuhlman, Treasurer
Barbara Morton, Secretary
Jim Davis, Brian Kougl, Jack Soule, Rose Van Oss, & Les Vivian, Trustees  

Email & Web Addresses: 
First Words Editor & Submissions, Nancy Fisk: nfisk1@juno.com 

To be added to the E-mail List: officeadmin@firstuusandiego.org

Scheduling of Church Property Requests: schedule@firstuusandiego.org  

The Window submissions (Church bulletin): officeadmin@firstuusandiego.org

First Church Web Sites:  
Main Website: www.firstuusandiego.org 

South Bay Campus: www.firstuusandiego.org/south-bay-campus.html

Giving: www.firstuusandiego.org/giving.html

View sermons here: www.firstuusandiego.org/messages

Shop using Amazon Affiliate and iGive for your online shopping, and First UU
will receive a portion of the sales. Secure and private.

http://www.amazon.com/gp/redirect.html?ie=UTF8&location=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.amazon.com%2F&tag=firsunituni05-20&linkCode=ur2&camp=1789&creative=9325
https://www.igive.com/welcome/lp19/index.cfm?c=61975
https://www.instagram.com/firstuusd
https://www.facebook.com/FirstUUSD
https://www.youtube.com/c/firstuusd
mailto:%20nfisk1@juno.com
mailto:%20nfisk1@juno.com
mailto:officeadmin@firstuusandiego.org
mailto:officeadmin@firstuusandiego.org
mailto:schedule@firstuusandiego.org
mailto:officeadmin@firstuusandiego.org
mailto:officeadmin@firstuusandiego.org
mailto:officeadmin@firstuusandiego.org
http://www.firstuusandiego.org/
http://www.firstuusandiego.org/south-bay-campus.html
http://www.firstuusandiego.org/south-bay-campus.html
http://www.firstuusandiego.org/giving.html
http://www.firstuusandiego.org/messages

