A Covenant Theology for Building Beloved Community
Adapted with permission of the Alban Institute from
Behavioral Covenants in Congregations: A Handbook for Honoring Differences, 1999.
Social justice is hard and rewarding work for anyone intent on creating a better world today. And for Unitarian Universalists, or anyone doing this work in the context of religious community, it is even more challenging. Why? Because we not only engage in a religiously plural context but with a set of bi-focal lenses, heart and head, understanding that “if what we’re working to change doesn’t change us, than we’re merely playing with blocks” (Rev. Ron Engel). 
The author of Behavioral Covenants is largely addressing professional and elected leadership of our religious communities but his message applies to social action activity as well. Maybe even more so as UU activists most often experience the tensions of diverse political opinion as we work together to move our congregations into relationship with the surrounding community. As activists always wearing bi-focal lenses, while we’re working with the larger body, social change also requires working within our own smaller group to build a shared vision and strategy for change. The “what” or issue work is political. The “how” or process work is spiritual. Combining the two, working within and beyond the church walls, is our unique contribution. 

Human interaction is increasingly complex. In our lifetimes, “we have moved from a cultural time in which people are rewarded for living out of a group identity to a cultural time in which people are rewarded for living out of an individual identity. The world of “group” and the world of “individual” are competing domains with different identities, values, and assumptions that lead to very different behaviors.” However, there is a middle path between these two polarities and that is the unique domain of our congregations and from where we offer membership to others who share our faith and values. It is from this place we draw our power; the domain of “doing what is right” not because it is enforceable but because it is written in our human hearts,
The self discipline of practicing goodness is not a law that if broken, will be punished. Rather it is a group disciple we choose because its practice is deeply rooted in the history of our UU faith.  Most importantly for our congregations today, covenanted expectations of group behavior gives counter cultural expression of our shared intent to  stand together over and against a de-humanizing dominant culture . It is a concrete way to practice building beloved community. People come to us yearning for that place where we can re-learn and practice the human values of compassion, love, and justice. If only for a while, leaving behind a national situation where the individual no longer is expected to serve society but exists only for the purpose of getting individual needs met. 
On the next page is a collection of statements on the “how” or process through which we expect members, (especially a decision-making group) to practice behaviors in this middle ground between community and autonomy as a condition of membership. Use these suggestions to create your own group covenant for the social change work in your congregation. The author suggests that prior to each meeting, the covenant be read aloud by the group. 
Our Promises to our Congregational Family
We promise to demonstrate our leadership and commitment to our congregation by our example.

We promise to support a process of justice making that is best for our church as a whole, not what may be best for us or some small group in the congregation.

We promise to respect and care for one another.

We promise to treat our time as a leader as an opportunity to make an important gift to our liberal religious tradition. 

We promise to listen with an open, nonjudgmental mind to the words and ideas of the others in our group.

We seek to move beyond unexamined assumptions and to become educated about the increasing inequity, its causes and potential solutions in this time of global crisis. 

We promise to remember that our work here today is part of the larger Unitarian Universalist Association of congregations in which we covenant to respect one another and encourage spiritual growth in our congregations

We recognize that growth and celebration of the spirit include political analysis, theological reflection and just action. We commit ourselves to that work. 

We promise to give ourselves time to make decisions so that the wisdom of the group emerges in our work. 

We will talk about our own experience and understanding using “I” word frequently. We will seek to use words and sentences that describe the situation and not seek to use words and sentences that evaluate the situation. 

We will share information with the full group appropriately so that everyone gets the information they need and we will not reserve our comments for after the meeting or to be shared with only people who agree with us.

When conflict comes, we will acknowledge it openly understanding as we do that out of tension comes change. Transformation is why we are here: Our own and society at large.  

We will do our best to follow-through on our commitments to the work of the group and help one another fulfill our shared commitments. 
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