Forming a Covenant


The two names "Small Group Ministry" and "Covenant Groups" are used synonymously in the Unitarian Universalist church.  Our Chalice Circles are a form of covenant group, because the members come together and conduct their meetings according to a set of agreements.  The members of the group covenant with each other to do certain things, such as come on time, and to act is a certain way, such as keeping confidences. During the life of the group their covenant carries the authority to maintain order and resolve problems arising within the group.

Our Chalice Circles begin to form their covenant at the second meeting and put it in final form at the 4th meeting. There after, a short summary of the group's covenant is read at the beginning of each meeting.  In practice any member can cite the covenant when he or she thinks the group has strayed from its commitments.  This method works very well to prevent the migration of the culture from one of ministry to some other form of group, such as a support group. Since the authority carried by the covenant comes from the members themselves, citing the covenant need not lead to personal accusations and resentments.

Here is a list of guidelines groups frequently choose for themselves:

1.  Confidentiality

This issue usually tops every group's list, because people feel the need for some protection if they are to share some of the important stories of their lives.  Like so many complicated and nuanced modes of human interaction, confidentiality is open to many interpretations.  In practice, though, it requires that each member of a group treat what the others have said with sensitivity and respect.  Each person wants to be able to openly share sensitive information and trust that the other members will honor that trust.  

As part of a code of conduct these two suggest themselves:

 1) It is the speaker's story to tell - refrain from second hand recounting, and
 2) What is said in the group stays in the group.

On the other hand, one of the purposes of Small Group Ministry is for members of the wider congregation to get to know each other.  So participants should feel free to interact with one another in the wider church settings of services and other meetings.  Participants should be cautioned though to be mindful when talking with each other "in public".  A hearty greeting in the Atrium on a Sunday morning of "How did your son's court hearing come out?" would violate confidentiality.  However, if a member talked about needing an apartment and you know who has one available, it would not break confidentiality to connect the two, if they are both agreeable.

IMPORTANT EXCEPTION TO CONFIDENTIALITY

In the case of a serious problem being described by a member or troubling behavior being observed, the Facilitator is encouraged to discuss the situation with our Chalice Circle Minister, Rev. Bill Hamilton-Holway.  Depending on the urgency and sensitivity of the issue, either call him directly at the church,  (510) 525-0302 ext. 310, or bring up the problem at the monthly facilitators meeting.  If the matter is taken up at the facilitators meeting, it is important that the identity of the person involved be strictly protected.  If, however, the matter is of some urgency, it would be necessary to reveal the identity of the person to our minister for individual follow-up.  

2. Making attendance a priority  

When people sign up for a Chalice Circle, they agree to regular attendance.  But making attendance a priority trumping other things that invariably come up can be reinforce by the group through a covenant. 

3. Timeliness

Coming on time for the meeting, starting the meeting on time, and ending on time are greatly appreciated by all involved.  Most groups suggest this early in the process.  When agreement on matters of time is established early, people arrive on time and are very grateful to have a prompt ending, especially in the evening groups.

4. "I" Sentences 

Use "I" and "my" and "mine" when speaking.  This standard reinforces and makes more specific the format requirement that each member tell their own stories of their own experiences.   It keeps the level of speaking on a spiritual plane rather than an abstract or intellectual plane.  It prevents the slippage into a universal "you".  For example, "You feel somewhat disconnected when confronted with an accident like this." should be stated in the first person singular, "I felt somewhat disconnected when the car stopped spinning."  Be specific, own your experience, and only your experience rather than someone else's.

5. The Right of Reticence.  

Respecting each person's judgment on a readiness to speak.  There are times when a member may not feel able to share their thoughts and feelings.  Establishing a right to remain silent allows the person the comfort of attending without danger to their well-being.  If a pattern of non-participation emerges, the facilitator should speak with the member about it and perhaps the member may prefer to withdraw rather than participate. 

6. No Interruptions 

Most groups quickly come to agreement that no interruption will be allowed when someone is speaking.  As a corollary, there should be no dialogue until after everyone has had a chance to speak.  After check-in, members might want to ask a clarifying question or express sympathy.  Most groups allow this.

7. Speaking Time 

Institute a timing procedure so everyone is comfortable knowing that someone is keeping track of the time.  Groups differ on how they want to do this, but also how to deal with exceptions.  Sometimes one member has a particularly compelling experience to relate and a covenant can set up a procedure to give that person more minutes.

This list doesn't exhaust what groups have committed themselves to for interaction with each other.  By forming a covenant a group establishes a community in which justice, democracy, and human dignity are embodied. Covenants represent our best intentions, our ideals, what we aspire to. Being imperfect humans, we are going to make mistakes or come up short.  We make covenants knowing that we're not always going to live up to them, but having the covenant reminds us of our best intentions and gives us a means to get back on track when we the group has strayed.

When a new member has joined a Circle, the covenant must be reviewed and possibly amended to include the values of that new person. This can be done at the second meeting of the expanded Circle. 

