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“On Covenant” 

Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 
May 4, 2014 
 

From:  A House for Hope:  The Promise of Progressive Religion for the 21st 
Century  By John A. Buehrens & Rebecca Ann Parker 
 

This is what we do in progressive religion.  In the midst of an economic 
system that increasingly treats human beings as expendable "deadwood," 

we insist on restoring heartwood.  We offer a framework of covenantal 
commitment.  We live by shared hope.  We make a path by walking it - not 

alone, together.  And we pray that along the way, those who walk with us 
will be converted and will make a deep personal commitment to its radical 

form of hope - not for themselves alone, but for everyone.   

 

We believe in one God, 
the Father, the Almighty 

maker of heaven and earth, 
of all that is seen and unseen. 

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,  
the only Son of God, 

eternally begotten of the Father, 
God from God, Light from Light, 

true God from true God, 
begotten, not made, 

one in Being with the Father. 

Through him all things were made. 
For us men and for our salvation 

he came down from heaven 
by the power of the Holy Spirit 

he was born of the Virgin Mary, and became man. 
For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilot;  

he suffered, died, and was buried. 
On the third day he rose again 

in fulfillment of the Scriptures; 
he ascended into heaven 

and is seated at the right hand of the Father. 
He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead,  

and his kingdom will have no end. 
We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of Life,  

who proceeds from the Father and the Son. 

With the Father and the Son he is worshiped and glorified. 
He has spoken through the Prophets. 
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We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic church. 

We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. 
We look for the resurrection of the dead,  

and the life of the world to come.   Nicene Creed 
 

This creed was the product of the Council of Nicene who gathered in 325 CE.  

For those of you raised in Christian traditions that are creedal, it may be 
years since you have spoken this creed, but I bet many of you can still recite 

it by heart.  Others of you may have heard it before but it’s likely that none 
of you have ever heard it before here at All Souls. Even when All Souls was 

firmly rooted in our Christian heritage, this creed was never spoken within 
the Huntington Street sanctuary – or any Unitarian Universalist sanctuary.  

Why?  Because Unitarian Universalists do not organize ourselves around a 
profession of faith – a creed.   

 
Our forebears broke from creedal traditions during the Radical Reformation; 

meaning that at the Thanksgiving table, they were the radical relative that 

made everyone else nervous.  In the 16th century certain Christians were put 
to death for their refusal to accept the tenants of these creeds. We claim 

many of those martyrs as our forbears.  And so we sing: 
 

For all the saints who from their labors rest, thy name most holy be forever 
blest:  Alleluia!   

 
Every Soul who considers signing the membership book and becoming a 

member of this congregation must do so after thoughtful discernment.  In 
fact, a dedicated group of folks have been engaged in this discernment since 

the early fall.  Explorers all, there is much to consider.  However none have 
had to consider whether their beliefs are aligned with a creed – Nicene or 

otherwise.  The idea that as the spirit is free so should be human beings has 
been at the core of our enterprise from the beginning.  Covenants not 

creeds.  That’s what Unitarian Universalism is about.  

 
Does this non-creedal stance mean that there is no center to hold us 

together?    
 

No. 
 

Church historian Conrad Wright endeavored to answer the question posed by 
the prophet Amos:  “Can two walk together except they be agreed?”  For 

liberal religionists – for us - the answer is yes.   Can the Humanist 
Discussion Group walk together with Christians among us?  Yes.  Can theists 

walk with agnostics and atheists?  Yes.  Can the members of the Sangha sit 
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in vigil on Good Friday?  Yes.  Can our children learn the deeply grounded 

themes of Passover one week and celebrate Easter the next? Yes. 
 

Why?  Because what binds us together is not a systematic and shared belief 
system but rather a covenantal relationship with each other and with All 

Souls.  A “covenant relationship of mutual obligation.”  Here it is plain:  “A 
church united by a covenant is made up of people who have made 

commitments to one another.” Said Wright. 
 

Our shared commitments are relational.  For example, they are as simple as 
not laughing at those of us with braces on our teeth … or who are without 

homes … or are slower than the others in class … who are born a little 
different.   

 
As well, we are bound together by way of covenantal questions:  Asks 

Wright:  “What spiritual hopes do we share?  What shall we promise to one 

another and to God as we try to live together toward our hopes?  How shall 
we then try to treat one another?”  Answers Buehrens, “Covenant as a 

concept is not just about commitment to a particular community.  Because 
of its connection to hope, it is also about a community’s commitment to a 

vision without which we all perish.”  (A House for Hope) 
 

What is the vision that not only keeps us from perishing but keeps us 
thriving?  What holds our progressive religion together?  Our hopeful vision 

of what the world can be.  Our insistence that “in the midst of an economic 
system that increasingly treats human beings as expendable ‘deadwood’, we 

restore heartwood.  We offer a framework of covenantal commitment.  We 
live by shared hope.  We make a path by walking it - not alone, [but] 

together.” 
 

For those who are not woodworkers: heartwood is the center of the tree 

where the wood is strongest and darkest.  People are not expendable.  Even 
those of us who have been damaged through our own fault or that of 

others’.  Still, there is heartwood within.  Liberal religion seeks to restore 
souls to their strength and beauty through a covenantal relationship that 

sees inherent worth and dignity in all … even if sometimes we have to squint 
to see said inherent worth and dignity.   We covenant to learn with and from 

each other as together we create the world that we dream of:  welcoming, 
caring, justice-seeking all.  That is our covenant.   

 
Now, a covenant is well and good.  But who or what holds us accountable?  

Says Parker: 
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The community can hold itself accountable to its best interpretation of God’s 

intention for life as revealed in scripture and tradition and through prayer.  It 
can hold itself accountable to the revelations of science and reason.  

Different religious communities relate to different transcendent sources, or a 
combination.  With an adequate accountability practice in place, the 

sheltering walls of community can bless the community’s members and also 
be a blessing to the larger society.  

For those for whom this interpretation works:  we are accountable to God’s 

intention for life as revealed through the scripture of one’s choice and 
tradition and prayer.  For those for whom this interpretation works:  we are 

accountable to the revelations of science and reason.  For some Unitarian 
Universalists we are accountable to both.  Can we walk together? Yes.  And 

we do.  Because we keep our eyes on the prize:  our covenant to walk to 
together through difference and toward the vision of a welcoming, caring 

and justice seeking community.   

And because here at All Souls, we are grown-ups.  We play well with others.  
We also worship and work and serve well with others and each other.   

Thirteen years ago, on the first Sunday of May All Souls Church, Unitarian 

Universalist in New London called a seminarian on the cusp of graduation to 
walk together with you.  I said yes to your call and each week, we renew our 

covenant.  We learn from and with each other.  We share common 
commitments.  We hold a shared vision before us.   

At our center, we hold a shared covenant.  We are stronger for it when we 

are here together, certainly, but also when we are each of us beyond these 
walls.  We are stronger for our covenant.  Says Parker: 

[W]e pray that along the way, those who walk with us will be converted [by 

amazing grace] and will make a deep personal commitment to [our] radical 
form of hope - not for themselves alone, but for everyone.   

 
In two weeks we will welcome into membership those who have considered 

our covenantal culture, our mission, and the commitments we share.  It is 
also an opportunity for long-time members to be reminded of the same.  It 

will be a good day. 
 

As are all days when we gather to create and sustain this Beloved 
Community grounded in covenantal relationship. Welcome to All Souls where 

all souls are welcome.   
 

Amen.   

 


