
ACCOTINK AT 40:  A BRIEF HISTORY  

 

In the summer of 1980, feeling that they had too far to travel to attend UU churches 
in Arlington, Mount Vernon, or Oakton, a group of Unitarian-Universalists from the 

Springfield-Burke area gathered at the Kings Park Library to form a congregation in 
their immediate area. They chose “Accotink” for our name because Accotink Creek 
and its tiny tributaries wend their way through virtually every neighborhood that 

housed our members. 

On September 21, 1980, we held our first Sunday service in the cafeteria of the 
Keene Mill Elementary School in Springfield, under the smiling eyes of various Dr. 
Seuss characters and an orange semi-circle “sun” displayed high on the walls. Of 

course, using the school for Sunday services meant that all meetings, most social 
events, and storage of religious education materials had to be in members’ homes, 
with materials being moved back and forth. 

Several of Accotink’s continuing traditions began in those early years. The Revs. 
David and Beverly Bumbaugh of Mt. Vernon Unitarian Church gave us the hand-

holding circle and the closing words to our services, used ever since. 

By March 1981, there were nearly 50 children in the volunteer led Religious 

Education program and the new church was off to a solid start. In November, Rev. 
Paul Johnson became our first minister, on a quarter-time basis. In April 1982, 
AUUC’s first choir was launched and in another key step, the Land and Building 

Acquisition Committee (LBAC) was formed; an entity which ultimately became the 
Building Steering Committee. 

The spring of 1983 saw Accotink calling Rev. Ken Collier as our three-quarters time 
minister. That summer, the first of several annual “Accotink-by-the-Sea” weeks took 

place, at Rehoboth Beach, Delaware. The group rented a large house within a few 
blocks of the ocean. Families took turns preparing and serving dinners. It was a 

great way to encourage fellowship.  

By now, Accotink was up to 59 pledge units and well over 100 members, but the 
rental fee for Keene Mill Elementary was steadily rising. The search for land to 

someday build a church of our own began and a professional fundraiser was hired 
from UUA to help plan a capital fund drive. In September 1984, land was purchased; 
Fairfax County granted the building permit in June 1986, and building design started 

in early 1987.   

AUUC called the first settled minister, Rev. Becky Edmiston, in 1986 and she 
began serving full time in August two years later. 

In 1991, AUUC held its ten-year anniversary dinner to celebrate a successful start 
and a renewed pledge to meet the challenges ahead. 

Building construction hit a snag with the chosen contractor and another firm was 
engaged. On June 13, 1993, an open-air church service was held onsite, followed by 

an informal groundbreaking ceremony. As if to bless our efforts, a rainbow appeared 
just as the festivities ended. 

  



Finally, on September 11, 1994, Rev. Becky Edmiston-Lange (she had married Rev. 
Mark Lange) conducted the first In-Gathering service in our new home and that next 

February UUA President John Buehrens was keynote speaker at the formal 
dedication of the building. That year we also became home to Spring-Mar Preschool, 
a relationship that continues today. 

In February 1999, Becky Edmiston-Lange left to join her husband in a co-ministry 
and Rev. Mark Hayes joined us as interim minister for one year, as a search for a 

new settled minister began. Also, in 1999, Accotink officially became a UU 
Welcoming Congregation and we held our first NUUNERs meeting.  

During this time, we also built the children’s playground, raising funds with a 

“Pennies for the Playground” drive and two separate additional fundraisers that 
netted $19,000. 

In the fall of 2000, we called Rev. Rebecca Cohen as our second settled minister and 
celebrated our 20th anniversary with a gala dinner.  

 

In April 2001, we created and dedicated a sacred space in our woods, alternatively 
called a Medicine Wheel and a Ceremonial Circle. The Explorer Scouts, along with 

AUUC members, cleared the space. 

In 2002, the AUUC Green Roundtable was formed and started plans for what is now 
our Nearly Native Garden, motivated by the need to deal with the dangerous, steep 

slope to the left of the front door, where volunteers were having major problems 
mowing the grass. The garden was designed to attract birds, butterflies, and other 

beneficial wildlife, honoring our Seventh UU principle, and received a wildlife 
habitat designation by the National Wildlife Federation. 

During this period, several covenant groups formed for sharing mutual support while 
discussing a variety of subjects. In addition, under Rebecca’s guidance and the 

leadership of an excellent team of well-trained volunteers, Accotink’s highly regarded 
Pastoral Care Team was formed. 

In early 2007, Rev. Rebecca Cohen Benner left, and we enthusiastically greeted 

Interim Minister Rev. Lyn Plumb, who helped guide us through another transition.  

Rev. Scott Sammler-Michael became our third called minister in 2008. He ably led us 
for nine years, during which time we initiated our Worship Associates Program, 
expanded our music program, and developed robust Social Justice and Religious 

Education programs. 

In 2017 we realized a long-held goal with the completion of the Memorial and Meditation 
Garden. That year Rev. Scott left, and we welcomed Rev. Linda Olson-Peebles as 

interim minister, who gracefully led the two-year transition to our current settled 
minister, Rev. Dr. Pippin Whitaker.  

As we lead our congregation through the repercussions of a worldwide pandemic and 
continuing inequality within our nation, our congregants are making new history every 

day. We are grateful for every individual who has done what they could to make this 
community a better place for those around them, so that we can all find a place of 

comfort and renewal to take on the greater world around us. 

 

Looking back in gratitude; looking forward with hope and love 


