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     During our church retreat in November I led a session on developing a covenant for our church.  It was agreed by everyone there that this would be a good idea.  I won’t rehash what I said at that time, but rather want to talk about covenants, take a look at the Unitarian Universalist Association Covenant (also know as our Seven Principles), and suggest that a covenant is even more important for UU churches, since we don’t have creeds or doctrinal statements, and have members from many different backgrounds.

So what is a Covenant?

     "Covenant" is Latin for "come together" or “agree” and means a "solemn agreement to act together in harmony" or "promise from the heart" regarding a course of action between parties.  
     Perhaps the most famous covenant, at least as far as religion is concerned, is the Abrahamic Covenant found in Genesis 12: 1-3

The Lord had said to Abraham, “Leave your country, your people, and your father’s household, and go to the land I will show you.  I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you, and I whoever curses you I will curse, and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” 

     This is all we know about the initial meeting between Abraham and God.  This is a conditional covenant – Abraham must first obey by leaving his country and his father’s household, and going to the land that God shows him.  In return, God will make him the father of a great nation, and bless Abraham’s friends and curse his enemies.

     It is hard to overstate the importance of this simple covenant.  It has affected the development of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.  It has an effect on American foreign policy (or at least on people who develop this policy).  It is even seen in some circles as applying to the Church today, to various European countries, and even to the United States.

     Both Judaism and Islam consider Abraham  the father of their religions, while Christianity considers itself the next step after Judaism (there are many different ways this is explained, and well beyond the scope of this discussion).  Many Christians in the United States believe this covenant still applies today to Israel, and they believe that for our country to remain strong, we must always support Israel, NO MATTER WHAT.  If we turn against Israel, God will curse us.  These beliefs are strong in many fundamentalists churches, and undoubtedly this has influenced US foreign policy to some extent, especially under administrations that had strong ties to fundamentalist churches.  But many have taken the Abrahamic Covenant and applied it in very creative ways. I’ll touch briefly on two examples.

- Covenant Theology:  Many Protestant churches hold to a belief that God deals with the Church (the body of true believers) through covenants, just as He did with Israel.  Some go so far as to say that the Church has replaced Israel as God’s Chosen People, and the Abrahamic Covenant only applies to the Church today, and Israel no longer holds any special place in God’s eyes.  Baptism has replace circumcision as a sign of this covenant, and this is why some Protestant churches practice infant Baptism rather than believer’s baptism.  These teachings are most solidly formed within the Presbyterian

and Reformed Churches, and can also be found in some Baptist Churches.

- Anglo-Israelism or British-Israelism:  Far less common than Covenant Theology, this belief requires a brief history lesson.  Israel as a united kingdom had three kings, Saul, David, and Solomon.  After Solomon’s death, the Kingdom of Israel split into the Northern Kingdom (ten tribes, know as Israel) and the Southern Kingdom (two tribes, know as Judah).  Both were eventually conquered, and most of their people carried off into captivity, the Northern Kingdom by Assyria and the southern Kingdom by Babylon. Ultimately, the tribes of Judah and Benjamin returned from the Babylonian Exile, after Babylon was conquered by the Persians.  The Jews of today descend from the Tribes of Judah and Benjamin.  You may have heard the phrase “the lost tribes of Israel.”  This refers to the ten tribes of the Northern Kingdom, who never returned to the Promised Land.  

     Needless to say, there is much speculation as to what happened to these lost tribes.  We’ll probably get a blockbuster novel out of it one day, along the lines on the Da Vinci Code.  Some believe that these tribes migrated north into Europe, settling in Northern Europe.  Obviously, those that settled in Britain eventually came to America, so in their minds, the Abrahamic Covenant applies to those of Northern European ancestry, and some say it applies to the United States.

The Unitarian Universalist Covenant

     Most of us are familiar with the Seven Principles of the Unitarian Universalist Association.  What you may not be aware of is that they are worded as a covenant. Notice the opening words as I read them.

We covenant to affirm and promote:

The inherent worth and dignity of every person;

Justice, equity, and compassion in human relations;

Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations;

A free and responsible search for truth and meaning;

The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our congregation and in society at large

The goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all;

Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are all a part.

There is a simplified version from “Tapestry of Faith” Religious Education curriculum by Janeen K. Grohsmeyer:

Each person is important

We're free to learn together 

Be kind in all you do

We search for what is true
All people need a voice
Build a fair and peaceful world 
We care for Earth's lifeboat

     Notice that this is not a creed or doctrinal statement, no does any person have to subscribe or swear to this to join our church.  It does not emphasize what we must believe, but how we strive to behave.  While I suppose some UUs might find something here to object to, I think it is fair to say that the intent of the authors was to create something that would unite us, not an easy task.  If someone were to take strong exception to something in our principles, they would probably not be comfortable in a UU church. 

Why Have a Covenant?

     For over fifty years the Unitarian Universalist Church of Tullahoma has functioned without a unique covenant.  What we do have in our by-laws (Article II: Purpose) are the seven Principles, stated as a covenant.  So clearly we are fully capable of functioning without our own covenant.  However, as we discussed at our retreat, the actual effort put into developing a covenant is useful, because it makes us look at ourselves and examine what is important to us.  I also believe it is very important to personalize our church.  The seven Principles are wonderful, but they are not specifically ours; perhaps we can develop something that has an even deeper meaning to us.  This would be one more step towards having a piece of each of us presented to the surrounding community.  Just as I am seeking to personalize our website by adding messages from all of you, I think having our own covenant would be healthy, both in making it more meaningful to us, and in giving us something to focus on periodically as we move forward.

How Do We Proceed? 

     During our talkback session, I’ll ask for suggestions from all of you.  I’ll write each one down.  I’ll also ask for volunteers who would be willing to be part of a committee to develop our own covenant.  If there is interest, we’ll meet, write a draft, and submit to the congregation for suggestions and comments.  Ultimately, it would need to be voted on.  

     Other things I would suggest is that the new board, who we will be voting for today, develop their own covenant.  This is not something we have discussed yet, and it is merely my suggestion.  It is not a promise that we will do this, but I think it would be worthwhile.

     Finally, I developed a simple covenant for myself as the lay minister.

I covenant with you to:

- Be sincere in what I say, never teaching things I don’t believe

- Give my best effort at all times 

- Act with integrity

- Strive to show love and compassion in all things

- Continue in the role of lay minister only as long as I do so with the conviction that our church is vital to this community, that each of you are important, and I can contribute meaningfully to our congregation

