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A congregational partnership is sustained by affection, respect, and trust.  These may seem simple and obvious matters, but in practice they are not.  

· Affection: we nurture a relationship that is "alive with feeling"-caring about our partner and enjoying being together.  

· Respect: we consider that our partner does things or sees things differently >from us for a reason, so we seek to understand before we judge.

· Trust: we guard against letting suspicion or secrets infect our relationship, but rather exercise openness and good will.    

These are "operational values" that need to be consciously chosen and openly "worked through." If they fall into question, if we lose any of them, we may lose the partnership itself.  

Congregational partnerships are inherently difficult to establish, sustain, and renew; especially so when –  

· There are large cultural differences between the partners, rooted in radically different historical experiences.  In consequence we may sometimes doubt that we hold basic values and beliefs in common.

· There are inequalities of power between the partner groups, especially in terms of disparities in wealth and education.  In consequence we may fall into Lady-Bountiful-style expectations: "We generously give, and they gratefully receive."

· There are language differences that create communication gaps-and we are left depending on the partners' leaders who know at least some English.  When communication is difficult, we have a hard time making our way through cultural differences and inequalities. 

While these things make congregational partnerships more difficult, they also make them a much greater spiritual achievement-when we can say: "We recognized these difficulties and overcame them."  Then partnership can be source of discovery and satisfaction.

When we focus energy on the promise of partnership, we begin to think about and plan for the good things that will come to us through it.  Among these good things: 

•sharing the joys and concerns of our congregations, 

•discovering and celebrating an enduring and shared religious heritage, 

•making our sense of global religious community personal and concrete, and

• furthering our partners' ministries to their communities through service projects.  

 Partnership generates friendship, and friends naturally give gifts to each other, which may be money or other valuable things, or may be crafts, songs, or children's pictures, or may be gifts of physical or intellectual labor.  Projects for charitable service or economic development, directed to the community at large, may also be created as outgrowths of established partnerships; such programs need to be jointly chosen and planned, and locally administered.  

Jennifer T. Villemez cites five criteria for effective partnerships in her paper for the "Fairness and Awareness" study recently undertaken by the UU Partner Church Council. "The promise of partnership" will be most fully realized when we can give positive answers to these questions: 

1. Is there an equal involvement in decision making (goals and means of implementation) from both partners?

2. Is the relationship reciprocal, such that each partner gains in some way from the other?

3. Is there a sense of mutual trust and respect between the partners?  (To which I would add, "affection"-since this goes to the question, "What's our basic motivation in this?")

4. Are open communication, understanding one another (likenesses and differences), and cooperation actively encouraged?

5. Are we growing within ourselves-our self-understanding and capacities to work effectively-on account of this partnership?

6. Are we and our partner adapting to new situations and circumstances as they arise, reinventing our relationship, "doing our first work over"?

Partnership is best understood, I think, as a covenanted relationship.  Some partner church congregations have drawn up covenants to make this idea conscious and explicit.  A covenant enables the whole congregation to "own" the partnership; it recognizes a relationship that can be supported and celebrated by all.  It says: we commit ourselves to values and actions that will sustain our relationship.

The word "covenant" has various uses and connotations in English, and experience shows that it is not readily translated into other languages (e. g., Czech and Hungarian).  A covenant is

· Something like an agreement, a promise, a contract, a pact, or even a deal (as in Roosevelt's "New Deal").  

· A way of binding oneself in regard to future actions (and hoping your partner reciprocates).  So it is also a "testament."  

· It may be understood as having a "solemn" or a "religious" dimension, if one understands God as "the community creating power"-in the language of James Luther Adams.  So we can say:

· Covenanting is a way of creating-and sustaining-and renewing-community, and so of participating in the divine, community-creating process and power.  

 What then is a covenant as it applies to congregational partnership?  I would say this.  A covenant is a commitment rooted in affection and gratitude.  Unlike a business contract, it is not undertaken for personal or even for mutual advantage, but on account of personal feelings of the partners for each other.  It says, "We care about you and your well-being, and we are grateful for the good things that our relationship brings to us.  We are committed to this relationship, for we believe in the promise it holds for all of us."

Please send your comments, observations, suggestions. 
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