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For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the Lord: I will put my laws into their minds, and write them on their hearts, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. (Hebrews 8:10)
“This is my body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” And he did the same with the cup after supper, saying, “This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood.” (Luke 22:19-20)
Most animals live in groups. Some are hierarchy based, such as a pride of lions, a pack of wolves, a troop of baboons, or a colony of ants. Others are more egalitarian, such as a flock of geese, a school of fish, or a pod of whales. Through cooperation, animals more efficiently meet certain vital needs, such as safety, raising their young, and generating a food supply. This can extend even to traveling: geese are said to fly 70% farther in when they fly in vee formation rather than solo.
This applies to human beings also. Individuals discovered long ago that they couldn’t survive on their own, which 17th century English poet, John Donne, memorized in his poem, “No Man Is an Island.” Extending the need to connect a step further, every human organization has to figure out how it relates to other organizations in its environment. So, tribes gathered into larger groups or confederations and states gather themselves into nations as they negotiate the trade-off between freewill (freedom to choose) and security & efficiency, and the responsibility and accountability that is either traded away or accrued. 
Churches have to decide this too. Many are top down hierarchical with rule by bishops, such as Episcopalians, United Methodists, and Roman Catholics. At the other end of the continuum, the least hierarchical are those with a congregational polity where self-rule in the form of local church autonomy carries the day. These different ways of organizing reveal where church bodies place the accent on the continuum of freedom of choice vs. security and efficiency.
The United Church of Christ (UCC) of which CCEH is a part is congregational. We don’t have “church law” or the courts needed to enforce them, such as the United Methodist Church. Yet, we realize that everyone just doing their own thing doesn’t work very well either. It isn’t very efficient in term of meeting basic needs….
Accordingly, our Congregational ancestors realized that it wasn’t all about “freedom of choice;” they needed to be in relationship too. They chose the biblical notion of covenant as their guide framework for relating to its various bodies and entities. 

We are covenant people. 
A while back, a student minister at 1st Congregational Danbury, CT, named Greg Griffen, wrote an essay titled: “UCC is based on covenants, not hierarchy.” 

My denomination, the United Church of Christ (UCC), is not a hierarchy. Instead, the UCC and all its parts, and every UCC church, is based on agreements, or "covenants."

In this respect, the UCC is different from many other churches and denominations. Because the UCC is not a hierarchy, there is no pope or cardinal or bishop with authority over the UCC or its bodies or churches.

There is no central authority that sends ministers to or from churches. There is no central authority that determines a creed that governs the UCC or its churches. No central authority establishes a governing doctrine for the UCC, or makes decisions about questions of faith that are binding within the UCC or upon UCC churches. Instead, each individual church, and each of the supporting bodies of the UCC (state and national) is a free-standing entity formed and self-governed by agreement – (Covenant) - among its members.

This "covenant" structure has its roots in 16th century Reformation England. At that time, the Puritans, who were seeking to "reform" the church, asked, "What is the proper relationship between God and humankind?" and "How should that relationship be reflected in the people gathered together under God, i.e., in the Church?"

Based on the Bible, the Puritans believed that God preferred to work with humankind through covenants. Puritan separatist William Robinson put it this way: "A company, consisting though of but two or three, separated from the world, and gathered into the name of Christ by a covenant, is a church, and so hath the whole power of Christ." 
The Puritans saw such a church as being in a continuum with the ancient covenant between Israel and God. 
For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the Lord: I will put my laws into their minds, and write them on their hearts, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. (Hebrews 8:10)

A covenant brought both freedom and responsibility: freedom from the imposition by any other entity or person of any rules or limits on the gathering or functioning of the church, and responsibility for undertaking church life in obedience to God. The concept of covenant continues to live at the heart of the UCC and its local churches, which are successors to the old Congregational churches. 
Covenant is a type of promise or agreement that recognizes the fact of freewill (freedom of choice), and calls us to awareness of how key relationships sustain our common life.
What does covenantal relationship look like in action? In a typical UCC marriage ceremony, the pastor addresses the couple: “Before God and this congregation, I ask you to affirm your willingness to enter this covenant of marriage and to share all the joys and sorrows...” During the sacrament of Holy Communion, the pastor offers Jesus’ words: “Take and eat, this is my body broken for you.” Likewise, Jesus took the cup of blessing and said: “Drink of this cup. It is the new covenant in my blood, poured out for you and for many for the forgiveness of sins.” (Luke 22:19)
When we receive new members into our congregations we often say: “Through prayer and study these persons have been led by the Holy Spirit to affirm their baptism and to claim in our presence their covenantal relationship with Christ and the members of the church…” In other words, membership isn’t determined by acceptance of certain doctrine or beliefs – a test of faith – but rather though a promise to be in covenantal relationship.
Lastly, we are reminded of the covenantal relationship between pastor and congregations and their covenantal relationship with all the settings of the UCC during the Installation ceremony of a new pastor. The Conference representative says, “Installation confirms and celebrates the covenantal relationship among a local church, its pastor and teacher, and the United Church of Christ. Installation is a sign that these covenantal partners are committed to share mutually in the mission of the United Church of Christ and of the ecumenical church.”
Lest we UCCers take the advantages of our covenantal relationships for granted, my colleague in the American Baptist Church (ABC) quipped enviously to me: “Jim, the UCC has lots of great covenant language that helps you understand how you connect to one another – the nature of your connection and what you have in common that connects you to each other. We ABCers are people from profoundly different circumstances, and every time we gather we must make the case that we do have a connection. ABC has no covenant language. Rather, our ABC shared commitment is to religious freedom, but there’s no connective tissue there.”
We UCCers are Covenant people. Our Covenantal relationships allow us to be intentionally inclusive and pluralistic. Being in covenant – a biblical concept – means that we agree to give up some of our autonomy so as to support one another. It means to acknowledge that God can teach and guide us through our sister UCC settings.
Our covenant with one another means learning to be United even when we disagree. It means to be Church together even when we worship in different ways. It reminds us that the journey is more beautiful when we walk together, and we get farther too!
Being in Covenant means that you’ve got a friend who will give up some of their freedom in order to be there for you, and that you can return the favor.
� Greg Griffen, in “Forum on Faith: UCC is based on covenants, not hierarchy,” March 4, 2011





J. Latimer, Nov. 14, 2021

 pg. 2

