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Today’s lessons talk of covenant, the special relationship established 

between God and God’s people. The OT lesson relates God’s call to Moses, 

and hence to us, his descendants, to act as agents of redemption, to set 

our people free. Moses encounters God in the burning bush; Yahweh’s 

voice calls forth the man to lead his people out of slavery: “I have 

observed the misery of my people . . . I have heard their cry . . . I know 

their sufferings and I have come . . . to deliver them.” Yahweh meets the 

Israelites at Mount Sinai, “I will be with you and . . . you shall worship God 

on this mountain.”  God promises love and protection, gives them a 

special identity as “my kingdom of priests, my holy nation.” (Ex. 19:6) 

God’s call to Moses and to his chosen people invests them with a sacred 

responsibility. Perhaps the best way to get a handle on just what it means 

to be the people of the Covenant, I could use Christ’s words spoken to 

Peter in the gospel reading: “setting your mind on divine things, not 

human things.” 

 Our understanding of Covenant changes over time; as recorded in 

the gospel reading of two weeks ago, even Jesus, in his confrontation 

with the Uppity woman, came to realize that God’s mercy and compassion 

were available not just to the people of Israel, but to all those who truly 

trust in God. M. Scott Peck in his book, A World Waiting to be Born, 

traces the changing concept of Covenant through the Bible itself, from 

God’s promise to Noah after the flood never again to destroy the world, 

to the Ten Commandments for his chosen people, to the New Covenant 

offered by Christ, not restricted to a specific group now but to all people. 



  2 

Thomas Berry in his book Dream of the Earth explains how mankind’s 

misunderstanding of the covenant relationship, seeing our species as 

special and superior over the rest of creation, has led to our negative 

attitudes to nature, leading us to exploit and subdue the earth in the 

mistaken notion that we were exercising God’s will, building God’s 

kingdom by forcing nature into our own image. The consequence of our 

misunderstanding was “to negate the natural world as the locus for 

meeting with the divine.” Berry’s comment reminds us that the Bible 

expresses the divine with natural images: God meets Her people in the 

wilderness, at a mountain; God speaks to them “from a cloud”; God 

confronts Moses in the form of a “bush burning but not consumed.” If the 

human species dies out on this planet, it will not be God the Creator 

destroying humankind as in the story of the great flood, but rather 

mankind not assuming attitudes consistent with God’s true covenant. God 

is as faithful and true as the sun that rises every morning. If we are to 

save the environment, it is necessary to change our attitudes, and such 

changes are profound, reaching to our fundamental spirituality. We must 

“set our minds on divine things, not human things” or as the New English 

version phrases it, we must “think not as mankind thinks, but as God 

thinks.” 

 It was precisely such a change of attitude presented by God to the 

Israelites at Mount Sinai. And in response the people of Israel promised to 

do “whatever the Lord has said,” to keep the way of the covenant that is 

detailed for them in the form of the Ten Commandments. For us today 

the way of the covenant is detailed beautifully by Paul in his letter to the 

Romans, as he sets out in a list of active verbs many specific examples of 

ideal behaviour for Christ’s followers to strive for: “let love be genuine . . . 
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love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing 

honour . . . be ardent . . . serve . . . rejoice . . . be patient . . . contribute . 

. . extend hospitality . . . bless . . . rejoice . . . live in harmony . . . live 

peaceably with all . . . overcome evil with good.” What is very important 

to understand about this covenant is that we cannot separate worship of 

God from the divine way of life: “set your mind on divine things, not 

human things.” We know God by engaging in such divine activity; 

Christianity traditionally understands God as a personal God and like any 

person the Creator has divine attributes which we can recognize: “where 

love is, God is.” Many Biblical passages make it clear that we know God if 

we live in love. To be God’s “kingdom of priests” we must act as 

mediators of the divine to the world by our attitudes and actions: “if any 

want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up 

their cross and follow me.” Following the way of the cross: knowing God 

and the divine way are one and the same covenant. 

 The extent to which we are expected to follow the divine way is 

emphatically pronounced by Jesus to Peter in the gospel passage directly 

before today’s which we read last week, the same Peter whom Jesus 

praised for his insight that Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah: “Peter, 

you are favoured indeed, for you did not learn that from mortal man; it 

was revealed to you by my heavenly Father.” Yet, in today’s passage 

Peter is rebuked for “thinking as men think, not as God thinks,” because 

he does not understand or want to accept the type of Messiah which 

Jesus is called to be. Peter probably was hoping, as were many of his 

contemporaries, for a warrior Messiah who would free the Jews from 

bondage to Rome, just as Moses had led the Israelites out of slavery in 

Egypt. However, Jesus outlines His way, God’s way, expected of him and 
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“anyone who wishes to be a follower of mine”: “if any want to become my 

followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me 

. . . those who lose their life for my sake will find it.” Such a selfless 

sacrifice is graphically seen in Christ’s passion and death, and in the 

sacrifice of Christian martyrs, people called to stand up for their beliefs, 

but the majority of us are called to practice Christ’s way of loving in our 

everyday lives, and that too requires that self often be denied. 

 Consider again Paul’s list of ideals: to practice love requires that we 

put others before ourselves. In so many troubled relationships, the root 

cause can so often be a selfish attitude, or several selfish attitudes 

clashing head on, each person vying for self-interest. It takes a spiritual 

effort to lose self, to find within oneself patience, kindness, mercy, 

compassion. Try practicing patience—it often requires a great sacrifice of 

time, one’s own time, one’s own interests and activities, to give to a 

person who tries one’s patience. I like the fact that Paul in his list of ideals 

acknowledges our human limitations: “if it is possible, so far as it depends 

on you, live peaceably with all.” These are ideals of Christian behavior, not 

always attainable, but we are to strive, to try to uphold such ideals to a 

world sadly in need of compassion and direction. Our model is the selfless 

sacrifice of Christ, the never failing love of God, “who so loved the world 

that he gave . . . life.” The loving response of God’s people is “to do 

whatever the Lord has said”; to be God’s covenanted people is to live 

Christ’s way of selfless love so that others might live abundantly. 

 


