From Covenant to Covenant: It’s What’s Inside that Counts

Jeremiah 31:31-34


My friend Martha loves tattoos. She loves them so much that she didn’t stop at one or two. By my last count, she’s up to six tattoos.


When Martha was making plans for her second tattoo, she tried to convince me to get my own body art. It would be simple: I could go with her and use her tattoo artist.


The problem was that Martha had told me about the tattooing process, so I knew pain would be involved. Whenever she raised the possibility, my response was always the same, “No, it would hurt.”


At that time, my sister was coming for a visit. Martha was sure she could talk my sister into getting a tattoo with her. When I warned my sister about Martha’s plan, my sister didn’t hesitate with her response: “No way. A tattoo would be way too permanent.”


Too painful. Too permanent.


Those are the reasons that my sister and I remain tattoo free. But I also wonder whether those same reasons keep many of us free of something else. Whether our fear of pain and permanence keeps us from accepting God’s “tattoo.”


In today’s reading from Jeremiah, we hear this prophetic message: “The days are surely coming , says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant. . . . 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.”


This text comes to us from the sixth century B.C.E. during the Jewish exile in Babylon. The primary message of the book of Jeremiah as a whole is that Israel, Judah, and Jerusalem will be dismantled. But there’s a small portion of this book in which we find a counter message. In these few chapters, which often are called “the book of comfort,” God promises newness and restoration.


God’s promises provide not only comfort, but also challenge. As one author notes, one of the challenges to the ability to be faithful to God is the “ability to believe that God can do a new thing—even when the present evidence seems to declare that things are as they always will be. And this challenge was particularly acute for the Jews in Babylon who are called by God through Jeremiah’s words to ‘plant and build’ where they are, trusting in God’s sovereignty, faithfulness, and power.”


The biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann adds, “In the end, ‘building and planting’ requires a wholly different perception of historical reality, a perception that regularly subverts and destabilizes all present tense reality for the sake of what God yet intends.”


In today’s reading from Jeremiah, God promises a new covenant that will be different from the former covenant that the people of Israel have broken. This covenant—which God promises to tattoo on the people’s heart—will provide a new understanding of what it means to be in relationship with God.


Rather than simply seeing their relationship with God as a cycle of reward and punishment, the Jewish exiles now can enter into a relationship that’s based on God’s forgiveness and faithfulness. This new heart-engraved covenant, as one writer notes, “binds people in loyalty to God in a way that is so natural, that it will be something the community can live into and live with, not fear, fight against, or even, ultimately fail to observe. For God’s faithfulness and forgiveness is the guarantee of the efficacy of this new, heart-based covenant.”


But Walter Brueggemann cautions against an overly personalized understanding of this new covenant. The “newness” that God offers to the Jewish exiles—and to us—is not simply a matter of personal righteousness or faithfulness. Brueggemann insists that the newness God promises “is never otherworldly or private, but always public, social, political and economic.” God offers to tattoo our hearts—not for our own benefit but for that of the world.

The question then is whether we’re willing to accept God’s offer. Are we willing to allow God to mark us, to make a claim on us, to enlist us in the divine plan to bring healing and wholeness to the world?


As I learned from my friend, being marked by a tattoo involves pain. And as I was reminded by my sister, such a marking becomes permanent. An article I recently read points out that such marks do one more thing—they reveal something about our identity.


“Pain, indelibility, identity. These are the central aspects of what it means to be marked,” the author writes. “If it didn’t involve pain, it wouldn’t be indelible: marks that don’t hurt are the ones that wash off. If it were not indelible, what it revealed about a person’s identity wouldn’t be so critical. Tattoo your arm with ‘Roseanne’ in your 20s, and you better still be married to her 30 years later.”


Reflecting on today’s scripture reading, the author adds: “Pain, indelibility, and identity are also the hallmarks of God writing the covenant on the heart of the people. This is chiefly a consoling passage, but the pain of God inscribing [Godself] into souls must not be romanticized. God is invading the heart. Yes, this will make them God’s people, but it will also mean a death of the self, and a radical transfer of allegiance from all systems and claims. . . .


“This is as permanent as any brand. Whereas laws written in stone can be broken and put aside, God’s covenant in hearts is more enduring. God’s hold on us cannot be erased without cutting out a part of ourselves.


“The covenant brands us as ‘God’s people.’ It is an internal identity that will be evidenced by external behavior. We will live God’s law not because we are obliged to but because we want to, because our hearts are shaped that way. The capacity to be faithful and obedient will spring from the inside.”


As we near the end of our Lenten journey and complete our stewardship campaign, I wonder whether we’re willing to let God tattoo our hearts—even though it might involve pain, permanent change, and a new identity. I wonder if we’re bold enough to believe that God can and will do something new among and through us—even when we’re not sure what that might require of us. I wonder if we’re courageous enough to open ourselves to the possibility of growth—even when the evidence around us might suggest the opposite.


The Benedictine monk David Steindl-Rast believes that if we dare, we can continue to grow even now as we did when we were children. “But now,” he adds, “we can’t help reflecting on how much courage this costs us. We will have to let go of our armor, of the iron bands around our hearts by which we hope to make ourselves invulnerable, succeeding only in becoming insensitive.” We will start growing again in relationship to how much we expose our hearts to life—“unshielded, vulnerable, but fully alive.”


Christine Little came to that same understanding in an unexpected way.


When her son Dustin was thirteen, he became very ill with a heart enlarged to double its size. For several months Dustin lived on life support as Christine was forced to stand by and watch him wither away.


While his friends were out playing baseball, flirting with girls, and sleeping in their own beds, Dustin was in a hospital bed, attached to a machine that kept his heart beating.


As a mother, Christine’s first reaction—after crying—was anger. Then she tried playing the bargaining game, asking God to take her life in exchange for Dustin’s.


She recalls that people all around her were praying for a heart to become available. But that made her angry and confused, because she knew for that to happen, someone else’s child would have to die. “How could anyone pray for that?” she wondered.


Christine still remembers clearly the morning she received the call that there was a heart. As she and Dustin’s father stood in their son’s hospital room, watching him be prepped for surgery, they realized—seemingly in unison—that at the precise moment they were standing there with so much hope and so much love, another family somewhere was saying goodbye. She recalls that they knelt down together and cried and then prayed for that family and thanked them for giving such a selfless gift.

Just ten days later, to his parents’ amazement, Dustin got to come home for the first time in many months. He had turned fourteen during his stay in the hospital and at such a young age had received a second chance at life.


During the next two years he got to go to high school, learn to drive, and have his first girlfriend. He got to spend time with his family and be in the great outdoors, which was where he truly loved to be. He put his brand new heart to good use volunteering at the homeless shelter and helping the elderly. He also became deeply committed to his faith.


Dustin’s new heart failed him when he was sixteen. His mother acknowledges the tragedy of the situation, but she also sees the miracle they experienced. She says: “We received two precious years with him that we would never have had without organ donation. We have more pictures, more memories, and a great satisfaction in knowing that he was able to experience some of the most exciting times and milestones in a teenager’s life.”


When Dustin died, as difficult as it was for his parents, they knew it would be his wish to give back.


“His eyes went to someone who wanted to see,” his mother explains. “Someone who, perhaps, had never seen the faces of the family they loved so dearly. I believe that one day I will look into the face of someone else’s son or daughter and I will see those sky-blue eyes looking back at me—the evidence of selfless giving.”


Dustin had taught his family what it means to live with an open heart—a heart tattooed by God. And even when his physical heart failed, his example lived on. And that example—one that included its own share of pain—encouraged others to be courageous enough to believe in new possibilities and ongoing growth.


In addition to being a lover of tattoos, my friend Martha is an accomplished poet. Not surprisingly, she’s written a poem that’s simply titled Tattoo. That work includes these lines:

Her body gives life to art, reflects the fade
of dying flesh, and honors God's design.

No second thoughts, she thinks that pain
is easily a choice we make ourselves


As we consider the tattoo God offers to place on our heart—a mark that will change what’s inside us—may we have the courage and faith to make the choice to embrace God’s newness. Amen.
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