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Covenant: Let’s get real! David Cauffman  September 17, 2017 
  
Part I  
Introduction  Good morning!  Covenant is a concept deeply ingrained in Unitarian 
Universalist history and culture. We UUs have covenants, not creeds.  Here – and 
now – our covenant is an important part of the glue holding our UUCWI community 
together. You’ve read the words already, but what does it really ask of us?  Why 
should we voluntarily embrace yet another set of expectations in our busy lives?  
Realistically, how do we live up to these promises?  
 
We’ll address these issues this morning.  First, we’ll analyze what ‘covenant’ is and 
what it means.  We’ll look at its historical and cultural roots. After the break, we’ll 
get more personal.  We’ll explore what it means to ‘live in covenant’ – how our 
covenantal relationships provide ‘the wind beneath our wings’.  Remember that song, 
which Bette Midler popularized? 
 
When you’re asked to talk about a topic like “covenant”, what’s the first thing you 
do? You Google it, of course! You find definitions and an interesting history.  You 
discover that thoughtful and articulate people have said some very wise things about 
it. You will hear their names, as I quote their insights verbatim or paraphrase them. 
Most of the inspiration for this talk was not original.   
 
Definitions  The most applicable current definition of the word “Covenant”, from the 
Oxford English Dictionary, is: “A mutual agreement between two or more persons to 
do, or refrain from doing, certain acts; a contract, compact, bargain; sometimes, the 
understanding, pledge, or promise of one of the parties.” 
 
There are additional specific legal definitions.  An example is the CC&Rs, or 
Covenants, Conditions, and Restrictions, on your property.  If you build a chicken 
coop that violates your CC&R’s prohibitions against keeping chickens, your 
neighbors can sue to force you to take it down – or as happened in my neighborhood, 
give away a lot of free eggs. 
 
As well, there are theological definitions.   Covenants have ancient roots in human 
culture. According to the Torah, which is sometimes known as the “Book of the 
Covenant”, God made promises to humankind such as in the story of Noah, 
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symbolized by the rainbow.  The Jewish faith is based on explicit covenants made 
between God and Abraham.  Much of the Biblical Old Testament chronicles the 
repeated failings of the Israelites to live up to their part of the bargain, and God’s 
patience with them, or lack thereof. 
  
Terms such as “covenant theology” are used to interpret and unify the New 
Testament of the Bible.  In these terms God made a “New Covenant” not just with 
the Jews, but also with all humankind, through Jesus’ life and teachings. This New 
Testament covenant embodies the concept of “grace”: the free and unmerited favor of 
God.   
 
History  UU minister Rev. Dr. Sarah Moldenhauer-Salazar recounts in her doctoral 
thesis how the Unitarian concept of covenant evolved over historical time: 
 
The form of covenant between the Biblical God and humans, she points out, was 
modeled after ancient treaties.  Long ago, there were many small kin groups, each 
with their own rulers, each with varying degrees of power. Those with lesser power, 
the vassals, would swear fealty to the ruler of a more powerful group. A typical treaty 
began with the name and titles of the sovereign, to impress and intimidate the vassal. 
Then the treaty recited the history between the sovereign and his vassal leading up to 
the current negotiation. This was to remind the vassal of how past agreements had 
served the vassal, to elicit a sense of obligation and gratitude. The next section 
stipulated the services, such as tribute or military aid, to be rendered. The language 
often used terms of “father” and “son” to describe the relationship. In addition, 
treaties stipulated love from the vassal for the sovereign. This love did not have the 
modern day connotation of affection; it meant faithful adherence to the covenant – 
obedience and loyalty. Finally, the treaty included sanctions—blessings for 
adherence and curses for faithlessness. These treaties were often sealed with the 
killing of an animal, as a ritual symbol of the curses that would befall the vassal if a 
treaty were broken. 
 
Grace  Note the parallels with Biblical writings, where “father” and “son” were used 
to describe the relationship between God and Jesus. In the Last Supper described in 
Luke 22:20, Jesus says, "This cup is the New Covenant in my blood, which is poured 
out for you."  Many Christians believe that Jesus died as a sacrifice to seal God’s new 
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covenant – his gracious promise that he would forgive undeserving sinners, if they 
had faith in Jesus and made the effort to follow his teachings.   
 
Christian covenant theology has many, many variations.  Volumes of ink -- and blood 
-- have been spilled arguing about the differences. The promise of unmerited 
salvation was referred to as the “Covenant of Grace” by Christians of the seventeenth 
century, including the subset that were later called Puritans.   
 
Puritans and Congregationalists  The sermons of the Puritan leader John Winthrop, 
delivered on the way to America on the flagship Arabella, reveal that he viewed his 
fellow pilgrims as having “entered into an explicit covenant with God”. In Puritan 
covenantal theology the purpose of the church was first, to form people into a 
congregation to collectively embody the commandments of God, and second, to be 
the vehicle used by God to extend the covenant to others, to be the “means” to God’s 
grace.  
 
I wanted to leaven this talk with some humor, so I googled “Puritan jokes”. Sorting 
through cartoons of people in stocks, dunking chairs, and worse, it rapidly became 
clear that the Puritans had no sense of humor.  But I did find a mock Puritan 
Valentine I may save for next February 14th, that said: “Life with you is worth the 
eternal hellfire that awaits our wicked souls.” 
 
Unitarian Universalist Covenants Today  You may recall from last month’s sermon 
on UU history and beliefs that Unitarians are an offshoot from New England 
Congregationalists.  The Congregationalists are descended from the Puritans. 
Congregationalist church covenants were a distinctive and defining characteristic of 
their church polity.  That is a prime reason UU’s have covenants, but UUs today have 
evolved far from the intolerant attitudes of the Puritans.  UUs have kept the 
covenants among people, but view the covenant between a person and the divine as 
personal – as well as optional. The form has evolved too. Our congregational 
membership covenant, as well as the Unitarian Universalist Association covenant, 
name only what we are committing to. Specifics about consequences are found, not 
in the covenant, but in bylaws and policies.   
 
At UUCWI we have a Board Policy on Disruptive Behavior.  We also have a set of  
“Communications Best Practices” that encourages a considerate standard of behavior 
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for our in-person and on-line meetings and interactions.  A key provision is that if a 
discussion gets too heated, anyone (that means you!) is empowered to call a time-out 
to reflect on how we want to treat each other. You can see these documents on our 
website, uucwi.org. 
 
Aspiration  There are important differences between contracts and covenants, despite 
the fact that the dictionary defines them as synonyms.  The primary difference 
relating to congregational polity is that a covenant is not only a commitment, but also 
an aspiration.  
 
In the words of Rev. Victoria Safford, minister of the White Bear UU Church in 
Mahtomedi, Minnesota, “A covenant is a living, breathing aspiration, made new 
every day. It can’t be enforced by consequences but it may be reinforced by 
forgiveness and by grace, when we stumble, when we forget, when we mess up.” 
 
She continues: “Every Sunday we repeat in unison the affirmation that the Unitarian 
minister James Vila Blake wrote for the church he served in Evanston, Illinois, in 
1894: ‘Love is the spirit of this congregation . . .’ Each week, quietly, aloud, I 
promise that I will ‘dwell in peace,’ and then I don’t live peacefully at all: by 
Monday afternoon or Tuesday at the latest, I’m living fearfully again, or acting 
meanly or self-servingly. I say that I will ‘seek the truth in love,’ and then proceed to 
act quite otherwise, closing my ears and shutting down my open mind and heart, 
seeking instead the validation of my own narrow, safe opinion. I say, ‘Our great 
covenant is to help one another,’ and then I forget to do it.”   
 
Covenant is a promise to myself, concerning the kind of person I intend to be, the 
kind of life I intend to live, together with others.  Covenant is not just a contract, but 
also an aspiration, fueled by grace.  
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Part II 
Covenantal relationships  Now that we understand covenant as not just a contract, 
but as an aspiration, let’s consider the important covenantal relationships in our lives.  
On a personal level, learning to be ‘in relationship’ started with my parents.  Before I 
had the language to talk about it, it was clear that, while I aspired to please, I lacked 
self-control. I failed again and again, sometimes seriously.  Once, in the era before 
seatbelts, despite admonitions to keep my hands off the door handles, I fell out of a 
moving car, landing face-first in the gravel on the side of the road.  I was forgiven, 
and it was immensely comforting to feel so loved.  My parents set a powerful 
example of a forgiving, nurturing relationship, aimed at setting me free.  That has 
carried over into my relationship with my children. 
 
My most important relationship is with my spouse. Marriage vows are covenantal, 
and highly aspirational. Mavis and I have expectations of each other.  We don’t 
always meet them. Fortunately, my beloved has exhibited grace at key moments.  
 
The congregational covenant has a personal aspect, as well.  It isn’t just about smiling 
and greeting on Sundays.  It’s somewhat like living in a very large family. Are our 
expectations of each other reasonable?  How do we live in covenant with our minister 
and other church employees?  For example, do we help ensure they are paid fair 
compensation? When we know people are needed to provide refreshments or help out 
at a work party, do we sign up and show up?  Could we make more of an effort to get 
to know new members? Do we assume that a smoothly functioning church is 
someone else’s responsibility?  Do we take the time to really listen – and hear – all 
the members of our committee, not just promulgate our own views? Just to be clear: 
I’ve committed all of these indiscretions, so I’m hoping no one is keeping score.  The 
key, I think, as in the family examples, is to approach each other in the spirit of Love. 
As Unitarian theologian William Ellery Channing said, “Faith is ‘Love taking the 
form of aspiration’.” 
 
Secularism  Living in religious covenant isn’t the same as living in a secular 
community.  In the outside world you don’t have to smile at anyone, or concern 
yourself if their day has gone badly. You have no obligation to care for strangers.  
You have the right to almost unlimited free speech and self-expression.  Some 
persons use their anonymity, online or behind sunglasses, to insult or flame in order 
to vent emotions, or to feel superior.  Narcissism is rampant.  There is no statute 
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against selfishness; no law requiring humility.  As long as you don’t physically 
damage or cheat one another, you are remarkably free. 
 
Harmony  Why would anyone give up this freedom, subject themselves to any kind 
of restriction on their behavior, commit themselves to caring about others, even 
strangers, and risk their integrity by making promises they are not certain they can 
keep? 
 
The answer, for me, is to live a more meaningful life.  As an introvert, I value 
solitude, but that doesn’t indicate a desire to be isolated and lonely.  I want to be able 
to trust others, and I appreciate being respected when I am trustworthy. I know I’m 
far from perfect, and am willing to put effort into becoming a better person, not just a 
producer or consumer of more and more goods and services.  
 
Like the fox and the boy in the story this morning, we can aspire to a special 
relationship.  Let us tame one another.  We can be proactive about it, not simply 
reactive. We can learn to live in relationship, in harmony.   
 
Harmony is a musical metaphor to help understand the role of covenant in our 
religious community. One of the states we aspire to in our community, even if we 
never quite achieve it, is harmony.  Living in covenant helps us move with 
intentionality from disharmony towards harmony.  The progression of Nola’s pieces 
has done that in the special music this morning.  (Every metaphor has its limits.  It 
might be boring if the congregation ever achieved perfect and permanent harmony, 
but there doesn’t seem to be much danger of that.) 
 
Douglas Steere was a Quaker philosopher whose words adorned the walls and halls 
of Haverford College, my alma mater. For our centering thought today, I chose his 
words: “The ancient question, “Who am I?” inevitably leads to a deeper one,   
“Whose am I?” because there is no [individual] identity outside of relationship.”    
 
Roots and Wings  The overall theme for our worship services this year is “Roots and 
Wings”.  We are rooted in our Covenant, our “declaration of  interdependence”.  Our 
independence has always been an illusion. 
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The Wings part is developing covenantal relationships with an ever-wider 
community: an example is our anti-oppression work in awakening to white privilege 
(which you will hear more about on October first).  We build habitat houses and 
support flood victims. We aspire to live in right relationship with the earth.  Drawing 
the circle wide, we invite those in the outside world who are living empty lives to 
participate in the congregational covenantal relationship.   
 
Since the world doesn’t always beat a path to our doors, we can take the message to 
the world.  You may be aware that I’m part of a bipartisan effort called ‘Civility 
First’ seeking to increase courtesy and respect in discourse in the public square.  If 
you haven’t personally signed the Civility First pledge – which is in actuality a 
covenant, modeled on ours – you can do so online at CivilityFirst.org.  I’m delighted 
to report that UUCWI has become the first organization to sign.  
 
How do we “live” covenant?  It is not enough to have a covenant. Faithfully living 
the covenant is essential – and challenging.  Quaker author Parker Palmer writes: 
“Community is that place where the person you least want to…[be] with …[is].  And 
when that person…[departs], someone else arises to take his or her place!” However, 
UU minister Rev. Kirk Loadman-Copeland observes, “that person is often the one 
who has the most to teach us. The issue is often not the other person, but our own 
reaction to that person. By our choosing engagement, the other person becomes a 
mirror in which to see ourselves, and not a foil for our own projections.” 
 
We may well start down the path of living in covenant for selfish reasons, because we 
are lonely, or want to be cared about.  And that is okay.  It is, after all, a path, not a 
destination.  A little way along the path, as we spread our wings and do something for 
someone else without expecting anything in return, we may be transformed, and 
transform the world. 
  
“Living in covenant is not easy,” Rev. Loadman-Copeland explains, “for we must 
ask, ‘What does love require?’ He suggests that the doctrine of love requires:  

• “intention and skill,  
• discipline and risk,  
• trust and forgiveness,  
• connection and care,  
• listening and more listening,  
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• humility and the presumption of goodwill,  
• compassion and sympathy,  
• valuing diversity and practicing radical hospitality,  
• honesty while speaking the truth in love,  
• as well as the work of justice and spiritual maturity.  

It requires that we share our stories so we can enter into the depth of each other’s 
lives and see each other, not with the hard eyes of judgment, but with the soft eyes of 
respect. Living in covenant creates Beloved Community as the size of our heart 
expands, individually and communally, to truly welcome all who come through the 
doors.”   
 
Let me close with the words of Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson-Doyle, minister at the UU 
church of Rockford, Illinois.  He stated my sentiments better than I could myself:   

• “In a society that treats the earth, that treats human lives themselves, as one 
more consumable product, here, in this church, is a community that affirms, in 
word and deed, the dignity and sacredness of every life and [of] this world, our 
home.  

• In a world often frantic with distracting business, this church is a place where 
we can be still and remember who we are, at least for a moment.  

• In a world where too many are cast out because of how they look, where they 
were born, or whom they love, here is a community that draws the circle wider 
and welcomes all hungry, loving souls.  

• In a world that stays shallow, trite, and glossy, here is a covenanted community 
where we seek to go deeper, be honest, and be real.”  

 
Who among us would not be a better human being if we were to cultivate these 
virtues and behaviors?  Rooted in our covenant, let us become the wind beneath each 
other’s wings. 


