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Introduction

We Unitarian Universalists are a slippery lot.  It’s hard to pin us 
down or say just what we believe, or who we are.  It’s somewhat 
easier to say what we’re not.  When Mavis and I first visited this 
congregation, UUism was explained to us this way:  During the 
Protestant Reformation, a new splinter sect was formed each 
time a new theological interpretation was advocated.  UU’s 
don’t have to do that: we’ve agreed to disagree, and yet to stay 
in community.

Francis David put it this way: ”We need not think alike to love 
alike.”  

You have heard many times from our pulpit that we encourage 
diversity of opinions and do not expect that others believe what 
we ourselves believe, especially regarding religious matters.  
This presents inherent difficulties.  If I believe something 
strongly, is it not a measure of my integrity that I should try to 
convince you to believe it too?  And if you try vigorously to 
convince me as to the rightness of your belief, at what point 
may I tell you to back off and respect my right to disagree? How 
do we avoid disintegration due to rampant discord? If you 
ponder this, you will likely come to the conclusion, as I have, 
that it is arguably more important that we agree on how we 
want treat each other than it is that we agree on what we 
believe.  “Do you want to be right or in relationship?”  

We’re all familiar with the human tendency for like persons to 
clique together and odd persons to be excluded. What is our 
secret?  What is the glue that holds together the Pagans, Jews, 



Buddhists, Humanists, Theists, Atheists, Pantheists, Agnostics, 
and other flavors of religious thinkers who comprise UUism?  

We’re going to explore that issue today, as we discuss the 
history and meaning of the Covenantal Relationship that both 
binds and defines us. I will describe the path that led us to 
delineate UUCWI’s Covenant, and Rev. Dennis will put it in 
context with a broader perspective.

A Brief History of the UUCWI Covenant 

Most of us belong to several communities – perhaps a 
neighborhood, a workplace, a sports team, a charitable group, 
and a church.

Each community has a set of conventions for how its members 
relate to one another.  Most are unwritten and informal. They 
are usually enforced through peer pressure, often as subtle as 
body language.  Have you ever unwittingly violated a norm and 
felt the stern glare of disapproval?

When we join a community we need to find out what these 
conventions are, so we observe and copy the behavior of the 
members towards each other.  If these standards are important 
to its purpose, or the leaders want to resist any changes as the 
membership evolves, they may codify the conventions in some 
fashion – perhaps in bylaws, or as a pledge, or just a set of 
guidelines. 

The UUCWI community has given a great deal of consideration 
to how we want to treat each other, and has written it down.  
We call it our Covenant.  Our sermon today will explore the 
meaning of this covenant.  The reasons we chose to codify it 



and to make it an important part of our new member 
orientation will become apparent as I tell you about its history.

Our UUCWI Covenant has three parts.  

The primary part, dating to last century and perhaps to our 
incorporation in 1993, is in our church Bylaws: 

Article II – Purpose: The purpose of this Congregation is to 
foster liberal religious living through worship, study, service 
and fellowship. The next two sentences are the affirmation we 
recite every week: Love is the spirit of this Congregation and 
service is its practice. This our great covenant: to dwell together 
in peace, to seek the truth in love, and to help one another. 

This is a simple and idealistic statement.  It is easy to agree 
with, but is it easy to live up to?

We found out the hard way.  The first big test of ‘dwelling in 
peace and seeking truth in love’ for this congregation came 
about thirteen years ago.  The conduct of the affairs of the 
church became nearly impossible because a series of lengthy 
and indiscriminate emails disrupted virtually all other business 
and polarized the congregation. Eventually, the sender and the 
congregation parted ways, but the scars from those interactions 
lasted several years. For a time, people were not as willing as 
before to invest their time and effort into building the 
community. However, we all became exceedingly nice to one 
another!

Observing the way this situation escalated from a not-unusual 
transgression to a threat to the viability of the community led to 
adopting our Board Policy on Disruptive Behavior in 2004.  That 



policy can be found in the documents portion of our website.  It 
emphasizes concern for safety, provides a multi-step process 
deemed to be fair to everyone involved, and authorizes 
responses potentially including removal from membership.  The 
Bylaws were amended to be consistent.  If this sounds heavy-
handed, consider that our experience was not a gentle teacher.  
In addition, we were about to embark on a building campaign, 
and to take on a mortgage, warranting preemptive attention to 
the health of the community.  

Surely, however, there must be a gentler and more positive way 
to elicit considerate behavior; why wait until things get so out 
of hand that a quasi-judicial procedure needs to be invoked?  
This line of thinking led in 2010 to approval of Part II of our 
Covenant: Our Promises:

• We warmly welcome all. 
• We speak with honesty, respect and kindness. 
• We listen compassionately. 
• We express gratitude for the service of others. 
• We honor and support one another in our life journeys, in 

times of joy, need and struggle. 
• We embrace our diversity and the opportunity to share our 

different perspectives. 
• We address our disagreements directly and openly, and see 

conflict through to an authentic resolution. 
• We serve our spiritual community with generosity and joy, 

honoring our commitments. 
• We strive to keep these promises, but when we fall short, 

we forgive ourselves and others, and begin again in love. 

These promises were drafted by a committee and approved by 
the congregation in 2010.  They take us closer to a specific and 



meaningful commitment to play nicely together, but the 
committee felt that some down-to-earth interpretation as to 
what they meant in practice was appropriate.  So a set of 
Communications Best Practices was also drafted, as part III of 
our Covenant, to be approved and changeable by the Board of 
Trustees.  You will find these, too, on our website, and also as 
an insert in today’s Order of Service. These practices deal 
specifically with how we create and maintain a culture of 
respect, how we use electronic communications, how we 
conduct ourselves in meetings, and the special obligations of 
leaders in this community. One of these Communications Best 
Practices reads: request “time out” to reflect on these practices 
when needed.  What it means is: You are empowered in, for 
example, a discussion or committee meeting, when you witness 
inappropriate behavior, to say, “time out – let’s pause to reflect 
on how we want to be with each other.”  Do it: It’s the loving 
thing to do.

I occasionally review these lists and ask myself: “Do I do that?”  
I think I’ve improved over time, although I have occasional 
relapses.  At those times I try very hard to “forgive myself and 
others and begin again in love.”  I encourage you to take a few 
minutes at your convenience for a similar introspection. 


