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The Congregational Relationships Team 

Libby Pontillo 
 

What’s in a Name?  Well, recognition, for one thing….and some of you may have been very 
confused to read the name “Congregational Relationships Team” in the description of today’s 
service in the Newsletter.  (How many of you were thinking, “Not ANOTHER Committee!”?) 
 
Not another committee.  But another name that more clearly conveys what the nature and 
purpose of your Right Relationships Committee is now.  “Committee,” to me, conjures up an 
image of a bunch of people sitting around a conference table discussing an issue. “Team” gives 
me a picture of a group of people pulling together, giving their weight to a common goal, 
adapting as they go and bringing in others as needed.  And we are adapting – from a reactive to a 
proactive model.  Rather than upholding “right” behaviors primarily through reactive measures 
when boundaries are crossed, or members act out of covenant, we are shifting our focus to being 
proactive.  We are working on understanding the nature of relationships and systems in our 
church and helping to strengthen them through education and training.  We’re learning, and 
planning to share, the interpersonal skills that will help all of us live into the covenant that we 
create together, based on the values we hold dear.   
 
Margaret Wheatley wrote, “There is no power greater than a community discovering what it 
cares about.” The realization of this power is what your Relationships Team is helping to 
facilitate, through the generation of a new church covenant from the ground up.  Discovering 
what we care about has taken place, with a great deal of enthusiasm, in the Listening Circles last 
Spring, where we shared the values that are most important to us, and in the World Café sessions 
this Fall, where we named the agreements that might help us live into those values.  Not 
surprisingly, participants discovered that there are many values we hold in common, and Rev. 
Margret will share some of these with you a little later.  If we truly live these aspirations, they 
will nurture and support the health of our community. 
 
We have the opportunity to start afresh, to make these aspirational values a reality - to become a 
community that really “walks the talk,” practicing what we preach.  The goal of the 
Relationships Team - Pam Anderson, Cheryl Dunican-Hein, Marilyn Masur, Meggie Moore, 
Lynn Richter, and myself - is to encourage and support all church members and friends in 
building and maintaining peaceful, constructive, and rewarding relationships.  Please join us in 
this process as we go forward to draft a new covenant from the dreams we share.   
 
 

Reflection on Relationship 
Lynn Richter 

 
I work in a public school.  Each fall semester I take on a Rutgers nursing student– my role being 
to mentor and provide opportunity and experience within the school nurse setting.  We meet and 
discuss the clinical requirements and procedures of running the school health office:  how to 
administer annual health screenings to students and to teach health lessons from the basic but 
essential instruction of proper and effective handwashing to the more complex elements of 
human sexuality. 
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I attempt to share the wisdom and knowledge of nearly a quarter century as a school nurse.  
What shall I emphasize?... scheduling plans, how to use the Titmus Vision Tester and 
Audiometer, an otoscope, medication administration procedures, how to triage the sick and 
injured, which diseases are reportable, how to manage all the elements of the pandemic?…all of 
which are integral as a function of school nursing.  I share all that but what I find I focus on most 
is the importance of establishing and maintaining relationships with the students, their parents, 
the faculty, staff and the community.  For me, everything in the world of healthcare delivery is 
based on trust and the relationships with the people with whom I interact. 
 
I say it and share the concept but how do I show it, model it, or mentor it?  Do I truly develop 
trust?  I have principles that I value but how do I ensure that I demonstrate those principles or 
values in my relationships with others?   I know I am friendly, empathic and lend a listening ear 
for the most part.  I try to be an upstander.  But how do I stack up as one who accepts differing 
opinions, ideas and compromises? Am I willing to be quiet and listen? Do I collaborate and 
make sure we have common goals? Do I accept another individual’s style? 
 
When I truly examine it, I wonder if I often fall short.  I may espouse something, but I’m not 
always aware of the impact of my behavior on others.  I may have the best intentions, but how do 
I know those intentions are perceived or experienced by the people I touch? 
 
I accept that I’m human, flawed and make mistakes.  I can be impulsive and can hurt people with 
my outspokenness, opinions and judgements.  I believe that my mistakes are not out of malice 
but perhaps due to my own needs or even sense of inadequacy. 
 
But where does that leave me?  I have always had a strong desire to grow, to improve, to develop 
and evolve as a person.  That is why being a part of a faith community such as ours is so 
important to me.  I love that we have principles, that we talk about love, compassion, care and 
service.  But sometimes those are ideas and concepts, but not necessarily actions that we share 
within our community.  When I facilitated AYS and later OWL with the youth in our church, the 
first thing we did was establish the ground rules.  We developed a list of how we would behave 
with each other during our sessions.  All the kids contributed their ideas and were committed to 
them.  Those ground rules drove how we functioned during the 19 weeks of sessions. Through 
those rules and the practice of keeping them we developed trust and deepened the relationships 
we shared.  It also gave us the opportunity to figure out how we might resolve any conflicts that 
may have occurred. 
 
I see the development of our church covenant pretty much the same.  Mutually agreed upon 
expected behaviors for how we function together and can resolve conflict when it may occur.  
When we develop and use a covenant, we instill trust in our community and can work together to 
achieve whatever goals we set out to achieve.                   

 
Connection 

Rev. Margret A. O’Neall 
 
And now we have come to December …. as the northern hemisphere deepens in darkness toward 
the longest night, this time of Advent is a reality not only in the Christian calendar but also in our 
hearts, a time of waiting, as we draw closer around the hearth, deeper into loving connections to 
await that moment of Solstice when the earth will make her turn toward the growing light.  
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Each month in this church we have a theme that unites the activities of our church community, 
and the theme for this month of December is Wonder – celebrating the mystery of darkness, the 
sweet glow of candlelight, the anticipation of bright holidays, the warmth of love in this season.  
There are so many wonders in this time of the turning of the year, so many ways to share our 
experiences of wonder and joy. 
 
It is in our sharing, in our connections, that we find sustenance in the cold and dark; it is in our 
relationships that we cultivate the awakening of new light in which we can grow with more 
power and presence, from our being into our becoming.  And so we invest our energy and our 
intention into the relationships that sustain us, and so we invest our energy and intention to shape 
the covenant that binds us in this faith community. 
 
One thing I have learned in my three and a half years as your minister here at UUCCH is that this 
faith community is all about connection, all about relationship.  Way back in November 2019 – 
in the “before times” as Natasha is wont to say -- about fifty of you invested a day to define the 
work we would do together in my time with you, and the high priority goals you identified were 
to strengthen the cultures of Trust, Connection, and Abundance in this church.   
 
And then, before we had time to take a breath, we went into the shutdown with the pandemic, 
which meant that the work on those goals was radically changed, as everyone went into 
protective isolation.  Even now we are only gradually emerging to discover that our practices of 
connection and relationship have changed, so that now we move into the process of rediscovery, 
re-creation of this beloved community, reviewing and revitalizing the connections, the 
relationships in which this faith community can grow and thrive. 
 
As part of the work to strengthen the culture of trust and connection, last December your Right 
Relations Committee – now called the Congregational Relationships Team - began a process to 
engage everyone in this congregation to renew and revitalize the church covenant, the 
agreements that form the basis for relationship in this church community.   
 
Unitarian Universalism is a faith based, not on doctrine or sacred text, but on the core values we 
share, encoded in our Principles, and on the covenants we create for how we will be in 
relationship with each other.  The covenant is a living document, open to change over time, as 
the world changes and we change along with the world. 
 
Last spring during the month of March, there were a series of Listening Circles in which you 
named the values for relationship that are most important to you in this community.  The values 
you named were: 

Community with Collaboration, Teamwork and Generosity 
Trust with Acceptance and Respect 
Love with Compassion and Care 
Learning with Openness and Curiosity 

And so you affirmed that community, trust, love and learning are central to the relationships in 
this church. 
 
We had another round of Listening Circles in April to begin focusing on the actions and 
behaviors that would support the values you named, and then this fall during October and 
November, everyone was invited to come and work together in small groups – in a process called  
“world café” - to begin designing the specific language, the words and phrases, that would be the 
elements of your emerging church covenant.   
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Today I will introduce the major themes that emerged across the ten sessions of the world café, 
and then next Sunday we will do a deeper dive into their meaning, and how they come together 
to build a relational framework into which we can create community, learning together in trust 
and love.  I will begin by simply reading through the list of themes that emerged, and then talk 
about each in a bit more detail.  I begin with the list because every time I read through the 
themes I experience a wave of gratitude for a church where these are the values, the aspirations 
and expectations, you hold central to the relational experience in this community. 
 
Acceptance, open mindedness, and curiosity 
Listening  
Compassion and kindness  
Accountability, boundaries and respect 
Democratic process in community  
Apology and forgiveness, with humility  
Gratitude and appreciation  
Fun and joy in sharing  
Welcoming  
Intentionality and awareness  
 
I begin with the most frequently mentioned theme, ideas that emerged in every covenant working 
session this fall, which is acceptance, open mindedness, and curiosity. These are powerful 
concepts, and in our church relationships this may include practicing acceptance of each other in 
all our diversity, accepting our differing beliefs and perspectives, our varied identities, our ways 
of being in the world.  Groups in the world café mentioned keeping an open mind about new 
ideas, holding open the space for change, with curiosity rather than judgement about all the 
difference and novelty we encounter within and among us.   
 
The covenant you are working to create might thus include a commitment to hold open a space 
for new ideas, cultivating a willingness to learn, to grow and change with a changing world even 
when that new learning is not comfortable.  The intentional practice of healthy curiosity supports 
us to encounter each other with sincere interest and connection, building relationship based on 
our deepest shared humanity.  What a wonderful place to begin a commitment to relationship in 
beloved community!  Acceptance, open mindedness, and curiosity.  
 
The second of the common themes that came out of the discussions this fall was listening.  
Specifics that were mentioned included using active listening, listening to understand others, and 
especially listening to the feelings and needs of others.  As I said earlier in words from Margaret 
Wheatley, we provide opportunities and take time to share our stories with each other, because as 
she says, “you don’t fear people whose story you know.”  Connections grow and relationship 
flourishes in the presence of good listening.  As I have heard it said, there is a good reason we 
have two ears and just one mouth so that we can listen more than we speak, because “real 
listening always brings people closer together.” 
 
Compassion and kindness were the third category in which participants proposed wording for the 
covenant, and that is a theme that has been near the top of the lists since the first covenant 
conversations in the listening circles last spring.  And of course, we can see how these themes 
support each other – real listening, sharing our stories, can create the basis for acceptance, and 
with acceptance grows compassion for the variety of human struggles we each experience in our 
lives.  And from compassion grow our actions of kindness, as we bring our whole selves into 
connection and support each other through whatever comes our way in life. 
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I take it as a sign of the deep wisdom in this community that the next in the lineup of covenant 
elements is accountability, boundaries and respect.  The Relationships Team is currently 
studying a book titled Set Boundaries, Find Peace by Nedra Glover Tawwab, and one of the 
phrases in that book that caught my attention was “Openness (receptiveness to change) and 
consciousness (willingness to learn and grow) are personality traits of people who are more 
likely to respect limitations.”   
 
Some of the specific language you offered around boundaries and accountability included “state 
your own needs with kindness” – and “take responsibility for your actions and outcomes.”  Clear 
boundaries, the skills to clearly communicate our own needs, to understand and respect the needs 
of others, and to hold ourselves and each other accountable with love and compassion – these are 
all the foundational structures of relationship in a loving community.  And these are all skills we 
can work on, together, to strengthen our connections in this church. 
 
The fifth of the themes that emerged to guide the writing of the covenant is democratic process 
in community, echoing the Unitarian Universalist principle that calls us to affirm “the use of the 
democratic process within our congregations and in society at large.”  Specifics that were 
mentioned include guidance to “balance our own needs with those of community,” and 
“willingness to accept the decisions of leaders and the congregation for the sake of community.”   
 
We live in an individualistic society, in which it is all too easy to give more weight to our own 
perceptions and opinions than to those of others, and sometimes this can make it difficult to 
make progress toward shared goals.  The balancing act of being individuals in community is 
something we can all work on learning together. 
 
The sixth common theme that has emerged in these discussions is apology and forgiveness, with 
humility.  There is a beautiful power in agreeing to practice acceptance, open-mindedness, and 
curiosity, to listen in the presence of compassion and kindness, creating well balanced 
relationships with accountability, boundaries and respect, affirming the balance of democratic 
process in community.  And this is a congregation of wise, perfect and fallible human beings, so 
we know we will fall short of our best intentions.  We will hurt each other, and as we practice 
good boundaries we will acknowledge the hurt – and so we can cultivate the spiritual practice of 
making a real apology – “I am sorry I hurt you, what can I do to restore our relationship?” -- and 
offering real forgiveness, with humility and grace.  Again and again, I am simply amazed at the 
deep wisdom that I see emerging in these collective conversations to create covenant in this faith 
community. 
 
The covenantal agreements that will support connection in the church are not all about hard 
work, since loving connections also include gratitude and appreciation, along with fun and joy in 
community life.  These themes were woven throughout the ideas that came out of the world café 
process, and they remind us of the love that is the spirit of this church, evidenced in countless 
expressions of thanks for the generosity, the beauty, the wholehearted presence of so many gifts 
of being and becoming.  And this is a community that knows how to have fun together and to 
find the joy in shared community life.  It helps to be reminded that even when we are working 
hard to meet all the needs of this community, we can lighten up, bringing humor and perspective 
as we share our gifts as well as our burdens, creating shared blessings as we travel down the path 
together. 
 
There are two more themes that emerged across the group discussions.  One of those is our call 
and commitment to be welcoming to all who enter our virtual or physical doors, offering to all 
the warmth of community in this unique religious environment of acceptance and affirmation, 
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compassion and care.  It has been said that Unitarian Universalism is a faith that saves lives, 
creating safe haven for those who seek a religious home where they will not be judged based on 
who they are or who they love, but accepted in all their human wholeness.  This call to welcome 
all is a central tenet of our faith commitment in the world. 
 
And the last of the common themes, which is woven more implicitly than explicitly throughout 
the comments, is that of intentionality and awareness as this congregation co-creates relationship 
within a covenantally connected community.  For me, that call to be deeply aware and 
intentional in community connection will be the core element that enables us to live into a 
covenant that welcomes all into a network of acceptance, open mindedness, and curiosity; of 
listening, compassion and kindness; with accountability, boundaries and respect while honoring 
all voices in the democratic process in community; bringing apology and forgiveness, with 
humility when we fall short; in gratitude and appreciation with the fun and joy in sharing. 
 
And so, you might ask, what happens next?  Well, in the service next Sunday we will go deeper 
with some of these ideas, and then after a break to allow the whirlwind of the winter holidays to 
play itself out, the Relationship Team will invite all members and friends early next year into the 
process of shaping the language that can eventually be adopted as the relationship covenant of 
this church.   
 
And yes, I have heard the dire warnings that this is a church full of very smart and opinionated 
people who might wordsmith this process to a standstill, and I simply refuse to accept that 
prediction.  I have been observing you all in this process for a whole year now, and I have again 
and again marveled at the convergence, the ways you have worked to come together to express 
these amazingly powerful ideas about the elements you believe are central to an agreement for 
community life.   
 
I believe in you, and I am confident you will create the churchwide covenant that will support 
this community into a future of power and abundance. 
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