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"The Covenant Within" 
 
It’s a great joy for me today to officially join with you as a member of 
this church—and I have to say, I’m pretty sure that I would feel and 
say that to you even if I weren’t your new pastor. I believe that there’s 
something special about this congregation, and about what God’s 
been up to throughout the long history here, and about where the 
Spirit might be moving and guiding us now. 
 
It’s an honor particularly to share with you in that beautiful church 
covenant that we just read together. Covenant I think is not a word we 
tend to hear much in the culture at large—we tend to hear words like 
contract and treaty and agreement—but there’s something special 
about the idea of covenant, particularly as it’s been used throughout 
history to describe the unique relationship that humanity has with 
God. And in the case of Noah, which is the earliest covenant 
mentioned in the Bible, the covenant that’s made is between God and 
all creation as God promises to sustain and preserve a future for all 
life, a covenant that’s beautifully symbolized by the appearance of a 
rainbow in the sky.  
 
And so on throughout history, the idea of a covenant between us and 
God has been like a touchstone, whereupon each generation in a 
sense returns to the idea and interprets it in a new way—Abraham, 
Moses, David, Jesus, and even us here today in reading and 
remembering our church’s covenant.  
 
Today in our lectionary reading from the prophet Jeremiah we have 
another of the great attempts to interpret the meaning of covenant. 
Jeremiah’s take, I think, is a particularly striking one because, as we’ll 
hear, he locates the covenant not in any external place or 
phenomenon—not in a rainbow in the sky as with Noah, not in a 
geographically specific promised land as with Abraham, not in a set 
of stone tablets as with Moses, nor even as written words on paper 



as with our covenant—but rather, Jeremiah locates the covenant 
within the deep and quiet and intimate stirrings of the human heart.  
 
And so I invite you to listen now for the word God has for you today in 
our reading from Jeremiah, and particularly I invite you to listen  “with 
the ears of your heart,” to use a great phrase that the Benedictine 
monks use.  
 
The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will sow the house of Israel 
and the house of Judah with the seed of humans and the seed of animals. And 
just as I have watched over them to pluck up and break down, to overthrow, 
destroy, and bring evil, so I will watch over them to build and to plant, says 
the LORD. In those days they shall no longer say: 
“The parents have eaten sour grapes, 
    and the children’s teeth are set on edge.” 
But all shall die for their own sins; the teeth of everyone who eats sour grapes 
shall be set on edge. 
 
The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant 
with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant 
that I made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out 
of the land of Egypt—a covenant that they broke, though I was their 
husband,[a] says the LORD. But this is the covenant that I will make with the 
house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and 
I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my 
people. No longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, “Know 
the LORD,” for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says 
the LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more. 
 
Like all the great prophets, Jeremiah tends to be more prickly than 
cuddly as he speaks tough words, speaking truth to power as we 
might say, as he’s relentless and fearless in the prophetic task of 
pointing out the gap between how things are under the current regime 
of things and how they might be if things were more like God might 
envision or dream for them to be. The task of the prophet, in a sense, 
is to speak the word that nobody else is brave enough to speak, and 
yet we all know needs to be said.  
 
Jeremiah is certainly tough in this prophetic way, but he also has a 
different, perhaps softer edge to him. Jeremiah is often referred to as 
“the weeping prophet,” a name which suggests the profound empathy 



and compassion he had for his people, as when earlier in the book 
Jeremiah writes, “If only my head were a spring of water,/ and my 
eyes a fountain of tears,/ I would weep day and night/ for the wounds 
of my people.”  
 
It’s this combination of being prophetic while also being empathetic 
that I think is so compelling about Jeremiah, and it also happens to 
be what we find with Jesus, who very much saw himself in the same 
lineage of the great Hebrew prophets like Jeremiah.  
 
Jeremiah also happens to be a favorite of mine and of many of my 
friends and of young pastors and young preachers generally. Like 
many of us do in one way or another, and maybe particularly when 
we are young and trying to figure out what in the world to do with our 
lives, Jeremiah at first argued and struggled with God over what God 
was calling him to do. Jeremiah told God that he was too young to be 
a prophet, that he wasn’t up to the task, that he didn’t have the words 
to speak, to which God, in a particularly poignant moment, reaches 
out and touches Jeremiah on the lips, quite lovingly quieting 
Jeremiah’s protest and assuring him that, like a fledgling bird still in 
the nest, God will put the very words Jeremiah needs directly into his 
mouth. 
  
From that point on, after God touches his lips, faith for Jeremiah was 
a very visceral, very physical, very embodied thing. In addition to 
being the weeping prophet with his eyes like a fountain of tears, 
Jeremiah is also described as physically shaking with God’s 
revelation within him as if he were struggling to communicate his 
message not just with words, but with his entire body.  
 
There’s a saying attributed to St. Francis which I think also must have 
been true for Jeremiah, when Francis encourages us to “preach the 
gospel at all times, and if necessary use words.” 
 
In our reading from Jeremiah for today we have two particularly 
powerful visceral and physical descriptions—both of which, Jeremiah 
suggests, speak to us something of our covenant, of our relationship 
with God. 



  
The first is apparently an old Hebrew idiom that can sound sort of 
strange to us today—Jeremiah says that the type of covenant that we 
have with God is such that it refutes the popular notion that says that: 
 
“The parents have eaten sour grapes, 
    and the children’s teeth are set on edge.” 
 
I don’t know about you, but I’ve never heard anybody use this phrase 
before as a contemporary idiom, but I think the idea is pretty 
straightforward, the idea that children are in a sense fated to suffer 
the consequences of their parents’ actions—that if the parent eats 
sour grapes, then the child will taste the bitterness.  
 
There have been variations on this idea throughout history and many 
of them have held a particularly powerful psychological sway over us, 
as with Freud’s notion, for example, that what happens to us in the 
dawn of our earliest childhood sticks with us and in a sense 
determines the rest of our lives.  
 
Of course this is true in a sense—we are all in some way or another 
determined by often pretty arbitrary past circumstances—by where 
and to whom we were born in particular, and we also know that, like 
Jeremiah, we might be moved to tears over the fact that so much of 
the suffering in the world can be attributed to societal circumstances 
and to systems of injustice and inequality which are often beyond the 
scope of individual control. 
  
I don’t think Jeremiah would argue with this, but what I do think he’s 
trying to say here is that to understand ourselves only as the product 
of past circumstance is to have too small and partial and 
impoverished of an understanding of who we are, and especially, of 
who we are in God’s eyes, and so of who we are made and meant 
ultimately to be.  
 
I think Jeremiah is saying that there is that within each of us which 
defies circumstance, which resists being determined or defined by 
anything external, and which is and will always be, in a sense, free. 



 
Jeremiah calls this essential freedom that we each have our covenant 
with God, and using another very visceral, physical description, he 
says that God writes this covenant, not as an engraving on stone or 
as words on a page, but as a letter written on our hearts, which 
suggests to me that another way to think about our covenant with 
God is to think about it as the ultimate love letter, a love letter written 
specifically to us and on us and within us and addressed to us from 
the very loving, beating heart at the heart of everything. 
 
I want invite you or remind you today and this week to spend some 
time reading or re-reading this love letter, this covenant within that 
you’ll find written on your heart. And so spend some time exploring 
your heart and listening to your heart and listening with the ears of 
your heart; listening for, searching for, recalling, remembering, and 
reclaiming that within you which is at the core of your being and 
which is and will always be free—free from the trappings of the past, 
free to live boldly into the future, free to be forgiven and free to 
forgive, free to love and to be loved; free even from any explanation 
and definition and so forever mysterious and wondrous as God is 
forever mysterious and wondrous. //Amen//    
 


