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   Comedian Dennis Miller became known as a cast member of Saturday Night Live in 1985.  He 
has hosted a number of other shows since.  He is listed number 21 on Comedy Central’s list of 
the top 100 stand-up comedians of all time.  One year I was getting ready to leave on vacation, I 
bought Dennis’s book titled “Dennis Miller Rants.”.  To “Rant” of course is to speak or shout at 
length in a wild, impassioned way.  
 
    One who rants goes on and on about how bad things have gotten, nothing ever seems to 
improve.  So, hopefully, Today’s sermon will NOT seem like a rant. 
 
    But, the book of the prophet Jeremiah has 52 chapters and truth be told, most of it is filled 
with prophetic rants.  Jeremiah lived in a difficult time in Israel’s history.  Jerusalem had been 
invaded by the Babylonians, the temple reduced to dust, and much of the Jewish Nation, whom 
Jeremiah was addressing, had been carried off to exile in Babylon.  For most of the 52 chapters 
Jeremiah is essentially ranting, “I told you so, you had it coming, you didn’t listen, you didn’t 
become more faithful and this (exile) is your punishment, you did this to yourself.”   
 
    But here in the 31st chapter we catch a rare moment when Jeremiah stops ranting and 
whispers some hope.  Here Jeremiah dreams a future beyond the mess of captivity.  “The Days 
are surely coming when God will shape a new covenant, a new kind of relationship with the 
people.”   
    That’s who God is, God has made covenant after covenant with God’s people, through 
Abraham, Moses, and down through the ages, the people always fell short.  But God made a 
new covenant.   
 
   Jeremiah dreams a covenant where God’s law isn’t etched on tablets but is written right into 
the hearts of all people.   A covenant so clear we won’t even have to teach it because it will 
change each of us.    
 
   As we ponder this new covenant let us admit there are some things this new covenant is not.  
First of all, the Rev. Dr. Walter Brueggemann points out, the new covenant is not a move 
toward individualism, it is not a call to reduce religion or faith to me and God; just the opposite 
it is a powerful reminder that we are part of a larger community and there are joys and 
demands for all of us. 
 
   Secondly, Dr. Brueggemann points out the “new Covenant” is not about Jesus or the Christian 
Faith.  Many Christians have used Jeremiah to point to Jesus.  But, the new covenant was given 
in Jeremiah’s day and it is a promise to the people of Israel and Judah. 
 
    And finally, this “New Covenant” challenges a tragic miss-teaching of the Christian church.  
For centuries some Christians have contrasted the God of the Old Testament with the God of 



the New Testament.  We have pictured the God of the Old Testament as harsh and punishing, 
and the God of the New being much “kinder and gentler.”  Yet this story establishes, as many 
do in the Old Testament, that God has great love and compassion for the people of Israel. 
 
   So this new covenant is “new” in several different ways.  First of all it is new, in that the 
former covenant was broken and out of commission.  It no longer served the purpose of 
keeping the people faithful to God.  So this covenant is new in that it is the next good news 
coming down the pipe from God.  Another opportunity for faithfulness.  
 
   Secondly, this Covenant is new in how it is inscribed.  In the past God met Moses on a 
mountaintop and gave him laws which were etched on tablets.  Then people had to learn and 
teach the laws to each other so everyone would know how to live the faithful life.  The 
covenant lead some to approach faith from a purely moralistic or legalistic approach 
 
    Finally the new covenant is inclusive.  The New Covenant is going to be written on the hearts 
of all people.  No more insiders and outsiders in God’s house, everyone is welcome at the table 
of grace. 
 
   Lent is a season set aside to ponder the human condition, we admit our broken spirits, our 
separation and divisions, our loneliness, our hunger for justice.  We allow the sorrow and pain 
we feel for the world to surface within us; so, in faith we can wrestle with at least some of it.  
During Lent we become alert to God’s comfort, signs of hope, and invitation to renew our 
commitment to the new covenant which God has written into our hearts; a covenant which 
becomes our response to the hurt and pain in the world. 
 
    When we think of our covenant with God we sometimes focus on the benefits of the 
covenant to us.  Gifts and promises God gives us like; we are never alone, we are always loved, 
and we can always find forgiveness.   
 
    But, author Parker Palmer reminds us of the obligations of covenant which point in the other 
direction, he writes, “True covenant means our acceptance of weighty obligations to a Lord 
who demands that we do justice, love mercy, and journey humbly with our God.  The church’s 
acceptance of this true covenant would serve as a channel of reconciliation in a world that 
seems to love divisions… it would call forth our service to people suffering and oppressed.” 
 
   I have been going to a lunch and lecture series during the month of March.  It is hosted by the 
Interfaith Conference of Greater Milwaukee and the topic this year has been, “Segregation in 
Our Local Community.”  Well educated speakers have taught us about segregation in 
Milwaukee, and quite frankly, it isn’t a pretty picture.  I learned that today there is no major 
grocery store in the entire 53206 area code, one of Milwaukee’s poorest areas.  I learned 
Wisconsin incarcerates the highest percentage of its African American Population of any state 
in our country, Oklahoma is a distant second.  
 



     I learned about the 72 block area on the north side outside of the city, commonly called “the 
Core” outside of which most banks would not make home loans to African Americans just over 
40 years ago.  I learned how a few decades ago cars in black neighborhoods were systematically 
ticketed for parking violations while violations in white neighborhoods were often overlooked.   
This and more paints a dismal picture of segregation in our community. 
 
   Thankfully, the sessions have ended each week on a positive note with a call to covenant, to 
relationship, to work and pray for justice together; a call for good hearted people to band 
together and “Do something” positive for our community.   That is our call to live out the 
covenant.  We find our strength to do this from God’s word.   
 
     A couple years ago Christian Century Magazine ran a question for its readers, “Can you state 
the core of the Christian Message in 7 words or less.”   As we ponder our call to participate in 
the new covenant, let me share just a  few of the entries in the gospel in 7 words or less 
contest;  
 
God makes Captivity captive 
God refuses to be God without us 
God was born, we can be reborn 
Wisdom became flesh, spirit roars, life transformed 
God enters history, renews covenant, promises salvation 
 
and 
 
In Christ, God’s “Yes” defeats our “No.” 
 
Yes -  So Be it! -  Amen 

 

  


