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	In his op-ed column some time back, New York Times contributor David Brooks writes of the four big forces coursing through modern societies, all of which tend to destabilize them, pulling them apart. 
Global migration leads to demographic diversity; 
economic globalization leads to greater inequality in many places; 
the internet gives people more choices but also feeds isolation; 
a culture of autonomy places the highest value on individual choice and self-determination. 

Combined they tend to weaken the social fabric and lead to social fragmentation and a feeling of powerlessness, because it turns out that just when the individual is most free to do what they want, it becomes harder to get anything done – because everyone else is just as free to do what they want. 

Put another way, if everyone is free to do their own thing, how can anything get done?

	So the question, Brooks argues, is how we reweave the social fabric in the face of these forces; “in a global, diversifying world, how do we preserve individual freedom while strengthening social solidarity?”

	He argues that what we need is “seperability amid situatedness” – both the freedom to experiment and explore new ways of thinking and living, but also the ability to be embedded in loving families and healthy communities. What we need is not a new social contract, because contracts are about protecting interests and getting things. What we need is a new covenant.

	A covenant is different than a contract, he posits, because “a covenant protects relationships. A covenant exists between people who understand they are part of one another. It involves a vow to serve the relationship that is sealed by love: Where you do, I will go. Where you stay, I will stay. Your people shall be my people.”

	As an aside, it is fascinating to me that those last words are almost a verbatim quote from the Bible’s Book of Ruth, although, writing in this secular context, Brooks declines to make the attribution. But people of faith, Christian and Jew alike, can make the connection, and realize that this concept of covenant has deep roots in our joint faith tradition. From the very beginning, the Bible tells us, God has used covenants to help us understand that healthy community is built not on things, but on relationships, mutually supportive, grounded in love relationships.

	After the flood, the primeval narrative goes, God covenants with Noah and his descendants that never again shall a flood destroy the earth; 

after the exodus from Egypt, God covenants with the people of Israel to be their God, and gifts them with laws which provide the basis for a vibrant community; 

at the Last Supper, Jesus gives his disciples, and so us, a new covenant, the possibility of a death-defying relationship with God based on sacrificial love.
	We are blessed here at West Parish to be a church in the covenantal tradition. What binds us together is not a creed, a statement of belief which all must assent to in order to belong to this church; no, what binds us together is a covenant to pursue our spiritual journeys together, to take the road of faith with one another, to be a people together, always on the road with each other. 

It is a communal vision of salvation – wholeness, the abundant life, being truly human, happens only in community, together.

Our covenant says as much right at the top: “We, free people of the Lord . . .  most solemnly and faithfully covenant together with him and with one another. . . to walk in all his ways….”

	Fine, but aren’t these just words? They are “just words” unless we live into them, unless we let them make us a community together, unless we stich them into the warp and woof of our spiritual lives together here.

	When I was interviewed for this position way back in the last millenium, the fabric of this faith community had been fairly well shredded by a disagreement which had caused some members to leave, and the last settled pastor to depart as well. The congregation and its leaders were pretty much exhausted by it all, and so towards the close of the interview I asked, “Given all that has gone on, given all the hurt so many of you have felt, I have to ask – why are you still here?” 

	“Of course we are still here,” was the somewhat indignant reply; “We’re in this together.”
	I knew right then, at that moment, that this was the place for me. They got that being church does not mean that there will not be disagreements, that it will always be everyone pulling in the same direction, that everyone will always be happy because they got their own way. And it was a great reminder to me that the pastor will not always get his or her own way, either. 

In every church worth its salt there will be disagreement, because people are passionate about their faith and their faith community, because these things really matter to them.

 It is easy to go along to get along when it is not important – but faith and spiritual community are important to us, they are worth getting right as best we can, so of course we will not all be on the same page all the time. Perhaps the surest sign of a spiritually moribund church is that on the surface everyone agrees about everything, no one raises objections, it is all smooth sailing all the time. Smooth sailing until the rotting planks give way and the ship goes down with all hands at sleep in their deckchairs.

	In our reading from the Gospel of Jesus Christ according to Matthew, Jesus acknowledges that divisions within the community of faith are inevitable – but they are to be healed, and it is the members of the community who must act to bring that healing about. In the covenant community, relationships matter, and so Jesus gives us a clear method for the resolution of issues. 

If one has a problem with someone else, they are to go to that person and dialogue about it. 
If a successful resolution is not forthcoming, then they are to bring two or three others into the conversation, seeing if they might find a way to work it out. 
And if that does not work, then the issue should be addressed by the entire congregation. What is central to this dispute resolution process is the importance of relationships, of working together to discern a way forward. To paraphrase that old sports metaphor, there is no “I” in church.
	In my time here, this congregation has faced challenges, there have been disagreements, and some of them profound ones. One of the challenges in this particular church is that we have three different organizations, each with somewhat varied missions: 
there is the church, the covenanted fellowship which gathers for worship and service; 
there is the Family School, the preschool which operates during the week to serve the needs of the community for quality early childhood education (and which is governed by the church); 
and there is the 1717 Meetinghouse Foundation, the non-profit corporation separate and apart from the church which is charged with maintaining and preserving this treasured meetinghouse. It is so complicated, and the potential for conflict so high that this is why I am here – the preferred candidate, when offered this pulpit, turned the church, saying there was too much potential for conflict. And while over the years it has taken work – and continues to take work – these three bodies have been able to each voice their own concerns and needs, accomplish their own ends, and work together to accomplish more in combination than they could ever have achieved on their own. 
For instance, the major source of membership and funding for the Foundation is the church membership: Elizabeth Crocker Jenkins, who strove for decades to restore the Meetinghouse, was an ardent church member, and Don and Marjorie Cary, who bequeathed their estate to the Foundation, were the same. 
The Family School, by sharing its building and grounds costs with the church, helps ease the church’s budget, and while it has not historically been a source of church membership, it nevertheless has been an engine for good publicity about the church in the Cape community. 
And the Foundation, of course, maintains this historic structure at no cost to the church, and through its hefty schedule of lectures, concerts and debates, sees that many folk who otherwise would never come through those doors visit and come to appreciate what the church is all about.
	All three organizations have come to realize that we are in it together here on this hill in West Barnstable, that we need each other, and that we can and do help one another. We might argue about the details, but the essence of what makes it all work is the relationships we nurture among ourselves, the covenant which is the tie that binds us.
	Perhaps David Brooks is right. If our experience here is any sort of guide, what modern societies need, what our nation needs in these fragmented times, is a commitment to covenant, to give priority first to our relationships with one another, upholding the worth and dignity of each person, listening to each other, engaging with one another in mutually respectful dialogue, really believing that the other is just as much a child of God as they are. 
If we were to do this, if we really believed and acted in ways which showed we know that we are in it together, if we really do bless the tie that binds us together, surely the rest will follow. Amen.
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