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In popular Unitarian Universalist literature we can easily find two examples of what it means to be a covenantal 

rather than a creedal church. 
 

 Rev. Brent Smith states the theological difference succinctly on the UUA web site: 

 

In orthodox understanding of religious community, creeds like the Apostle’s Creed define the center of 

the church. Theology “begins” with the nature of God because human nature is known (it is essentially 

depraved or sinful). The most important question is, “What is right belief?” When someone asks, “What 

does your church believe?” they are asking a question from an orthodox view. It looks back to a time 

when truth was revealed. Its emphasis is on conforming to a consistent, communal understanding of 

religion (God, Jesus, morality, etc.) and communal norms regarding faith. Consent involves consenting 

to place oneself under the theological discipline of seeking to understand and adhere to the church’s 

proclamations of belief. Therefore, the basis of community is an individual’s submission to right belief 

regarding God, as the church has come to know it. 

In the Free Church understanding of religion, covenant is prominent. Theology “begins” with the question 

of human nature, because the nature of God is unknown, each individual having a different and uniquely 

direct relationship with God. The most important question is, “How do I treat my neighbor, that is, 

others?” When someone asks, “What does your church do for and in the world?” they are asking a 

question from a free religious, or liberal religious, view. It looks ahead to a future because truth unfolds. 

Its emphasis is on personal integrity and an individual’s understanding of the religious, and on the 

development of an individual’s faith. Consent is always operative and always shaping the individual 

because the freedom to explore and understand one’s unique and direct relationship with God is the 

purpose and aim of spiritual community, of giving one’s consent to walk with others. Therefore, the basis 

of a community is an individual’s faithfulness to and with others during life, conceived of as a spiritual 

walk with others. 
 

And in her much acclaimed Minns Lecture, Rev. Alice Blair Wesley states: 
 

A covenanted free church is a body of individuals who have freely made a profoundly simple promise, a 

covenant: We pledge to walk together in the spirit of mutual love. The spirit of love is alone worthy of our 

ultimate, our religious loyalty. So, we shall meet often to take counsel concerning the ways of love, and 

we will yield religious authority solely to our own understanding of what these ways are, as best we can 

figure them out or learn or remember them, together.” 
 
Living without a creed is a challenge in the US where most religious people are able to answer the question 

“What do you believe.” As a result, many UUs default to the Seven Principles or, maybe more appropriately, 
the Six Sources, even though most of us can’t recite more than one or two or haven’t really given them a whole 

lot of thought.  The more appropriate answer to the question is that we are covenantal, not creedal.  In other 

words: 

 

We do not believe that revelation has been revealed once and for all time. We believe that truth continues 

to unfold. We have many lenses for understanding truth which include things like science and direct 

experience and scripture (ie, Six Sources) and we rely on each other to help us live in a way that reflects 

our shared commitment to justice and mercy.  


