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One of the more predominant etymological explanations of the 
word ‘religion’ connects its origins to a verb meaning “to bind” … to 
bind together, to be bound, bonded.  
 
Ours is a religious tradition that says we are bound not by a 
statement of belief—a creed—but by a way of being … that what 
bonds us, religiously, is our covenant—or covenants—with one 
another as human beings who choose to be in relationship with 
each other and with all of life in ways that cultivate and sustain our 
shared values … values of justice, equity, compassion, freedom, 
love. 
 
In covenant, we promise to act in ways that are an embodied 
expression of who we understand ourselves to be as a people of 
faith, especially as we learn and grow and evolve together.  
 
As Rev. Lisa Ward wrote, “A creed creates a static truth, something 
that does not incorporate new insights and realities. A covenant is a 
dance of co-creation, keeping in step with one another in the flow 
of our lives.” 
 
In this covenantal relationship, we live with the tension of knowing 
that our covenant is both very important—we commit ourselves to 
being sincerely invested in living according to its expression—and it’s 
also aspirational—we are human, imperfect, fallible; we mess up on 
the regular.  
 
But by virtue of our covenantal relationship, we agree, even when 
we mess up, to turn back toward one another, to tend to relational 
healing, to hold the values of our covenant as the central arbiters of 
how to be together.  
 
“I will abide with you in this common endeavor, be present as best 
as I can in our becoming,” as Rev. Lisa Ward writes. 



 
At UUCC, we have a congregational covenant—we speak its words 
together almost every Sunday, as a reminder of who we claim to 
be. That covenant was written by members of this congregation in a 
months-long process nearly 20 years ago and then was adopted by 
a vote of the congregation in its annual meeting that spring. The 
congregational covenant articulates who we are as a religious 
community—it is arguably an expression of our most basic, and most 
universal, values. 
 
When I speak the words of that covenant, I find myself thinking, 
“yeah, I did alright this week staying in alignment there,” and, “oh! 
gosh! I didn’t really live up to my values there this week, did I?” 
 
When a member of this community encourages me to consider how 
I’m showing up (or not), or how my choice of words excluded or 
silenced someone, or how a decision kept a vulnerable person 
feeling excluded in our community … I often feel defensive and 
embarrassed, but then I try to remember our covenant: We 
challenge each other to live our values.  
 
In covenant, I promise not just to challenge, but to be challenged. 
When I remember that, I can find a spark of gratitude for being in 
relationship with people who care enough—about me, about our 
covenant, about our faithful commitments—to encourage and 
challenge me.  
 
Covenants can be valuable for more specific purposes, too, and 
some of the conflict that UUCC has experienced in recent years has 
led our lay leadership to believe that we could benefit from a 
Covenant of Right Relations—a covenant that expresses not who 
we are more generally as a people of faith, but how will we behave 
with one another in times of disagreement, so that the disagreement 
doesn’t  become destructive, so that conflict is transformative and 
healthy.  
 
Like Kelli’s improv experiment demonstrated, we don’t always agree 
about what is the best response in a given situation. We have 
varying expectations about what constitutes respectful dialogue. 
We have different reactions to raised voices and vigorous debate. 



We have varying levels of comfort and skill at expressing ourselves 
clearly. We have different life experiences informing our 
understandings of oppression and harm.  
 
Miscommunication is, arguably, inevitable in human relationship. 
And it’s especially likely—and especially problematic—when there 
are language barriers, conflicting cultural expectations, and power 
differentials … whether because of differences in power within a 
specific institution—or differences in systemic power because of 
centuries of oppression, discrimination, and marginalization.  
 
So, individually, or experiences and expectations vary greatly. And 
collectively we have much too much experience with centering 
and prioritizing the norms of white, heteronormative, misogynistic 
ways of communicating.  
 
Like all institutions in the 21st century United States, UUCC has been 
shaped and informed by white supremacy culture. This does not 
mean that UUCC or its individual members have chosen to be racist, 
nor that its practices and procedures and policies and cultures are 
deliberately patriarchal, but rather that these are the norms that 
persist unless they’re actively dismantled.  
 
So, in an institution like UUCC—one that says it aims to be anti-
oppressive, anti-racist, and multi-cultural—it’s important to be clear 
especially about expectations around communication and conflict. 
Otherwise, we’re just going to continue perpetuating harm. 
 
And that’s where a Covenant of Right Relations comes in. Not to set 
laws or rules that are hierarchically enforced, but to articulate a set 
of agreements, of shared expectations both about behavior and 
about reconciliation when harm has been done.  
 
Many of you know Graham, my spouse and partner, who is also part 
of this community. As he and I were talking about covenant this 
week, he offered me the metaphor of a boxing ring.  
 
Boxers—who enter the ring fully intending to beat up on one 
another—agree that the ring is 20 feet by 20 feet, that there will be 
three ropes and padded corners, and that no one will hit below the 



belt. They will hurt one another, guaranteed, but there are agreed-
upon rules for engagement and standards of behavior, even then—
especially then.  
 
Absent any conflict, covenants are not necessary. When all is well, 
it’s easy to get along. So covenants anticipate issues that, if not 
managed well, are powerful enough to tear a community apart. 
These agreed-upon values and standards of engagement need to 
be set not to avoid conflicts, but to help us lean in to them, to be 
sure they are constructive and transformative, and that a people 
can move forward together.  
 
(A side note: Graham is often a thought partner for me—as are 
members of the UUCC staff, and clergy colleagues, and you. I don’t 
usually think it’s important to name who gave me a specific idea. 
But in this case it feels relevant, because covenant also serves to 
remind us that we’re not in this alone—this work, this community, this 
life. Our faith tradition celebrates interdependence, not 
independence.)  
 
“A creed,” says Rev. Lisa Ward, “seeks uniformity and a unison 
voice.” 
 

A covenant seeks harmony and a shared voice. Sometimes we 
may arrive at a unison, but it is not required. 
 
A creed gives authority to the statement. 
A covenant gives authority to shared intention. 

 
Robin and Scotty and their team have drafted a proposed 
Covenant of Right Relations (CRR). Immediately following today’s 
service (after we hear just a little more music), you will be invited to 
join small groups to discuss the draft covenant and the more 
general idea of adopting such a covenant.  
 
Right now I’m going to read you the main bullets of the draft 
covenant. The full document elaborates on each of these, but the 
basic draft says, We, the members of UUCC agree to: 



A. Maintain a spirit of good will, understanding that the impact of 
words and actions may have a hurtful impact, despite good 
intentions. 

B. Bring my best self to all encounters to honor, strengthen, and 
preserve the ties and the mutual goals that unite us. 

C. Seek opportunities for understanding, not blame; for inclusion, 
not division, as we actively strive to resolve conflict. 

D. Listen with empathy and kindness, seeking both to understand 
and be understood, knowing that we often do not know what 
we do not know. 

E. Communicate with one another directly, with respect, 
honesty, compassion, with attention to the impact of our 
words and actions on others. 

F. Forgive ourselves and others when we fall short. Sincerely 
apologize and seek to make whole. Begin again in love. 

 
In your groups this morning, you’ll be asked to share about your own 
experiences of conflict based in miscommunication, 
misunderstanding, or mistakes. And then you’ll be asked to discuss 
how a Covenant of Right Relations might help in such a situation.  
 
Separately, you’re invited to participate next month in a 2-part 
Group Relations Workshop—on Saturday morning, May 21, and 
Sunday after worship, May 22—in our ongoing effort to strengthen 
relationships and practice being human together in this community.  
 
Conflict can be constructive—it can shape and clarify our core 
values. And right relationship, guided by covenant, can help define 
the size of the ring, the number of ropes, the length of rounds, the 
way we will and will not challenge each other, especially those we 
perceive to be against us.  
 
A healthy covenant is not the perfect contract that leaves all the 
lawyers happy and all the clients equally unsatisfied. And it is not a 
set of rules with a designated authority to enforce them.  
 
A healthy covenant provides a basis for relationship strong enough 
to endure heartache and hurt—strong enough to see a group of 



beloved people through a painful time and into even deeper 
commitment, together.  
 
So may it be for us. Amen.  
 


