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First Scripture Reading    Psalm 119:97-104 
 
Oh, how I love your law! 
    It is my meditation all day long.  
Your commandment makes me wiser than my enemies, 
    for it is always with me. 
I have more understanding than all my teachers, 
    for your decrees are my meditation. 
I understand more than the aged, 
    for I keep your precepts. 
I hold back my feet from every evil way, 
    in order to keep your word. 
I do not turn away from your ordinances, 
    for you have taught me. 
How sweet are your words to my taste, 
    sweeter than honey to my mouth! 
Through your precepts I get understanding; 
    therefore I hate every false way. 
 
Anthem 
Pilgrims' Hymn   Stephen Paulus (1949-2014) 
 
Even before we call on Thy name 
   To ask Thee, O Lord, 
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When we seek for the words to glorify Thee, 
   Thou hearest our prayer; 
Unceasing love, O unceasing love, 
   Surpassing all we know. 
Glory to the Father, 
   and to the Son, 
And to the Holy Spirit. 
Even with darkness sealing us in, 
   We breathe Thy name, 
And through all the days that follow so fast, 
   We trust in Thee; 
Endless Thy grace, O endless Thy grace, 
   Beyond all mortal dream. 
Both now and forever, 
   And unto ages and ages,  

Amen    Michael Dennis Browne 
 
 

Second Scripture Reading   Jeremiah 31:31-34 

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, 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. 
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Gabriel, our 9-year old, has been selected to be one of the witches of 
Endor in Shakespeare’s MacBeth, which he’ll be performing tomorrow. 
I’m hearing a lot of gravelly, evil-sounding renditions of bubble, bubble, 
toil and trouble. He’s internalizing the words, which is to say, he is finding 
a meeting place with those words and himself. 
  
He’s a natural . . . 
  
Maybe most of us can remember that experience of internalizing 
something so much so that at some level, we became one with part in the 
play, the music, or the poem, or the speech, or the character in a play. 
  

Shakespeare comes to mind again:  

“All the world's a stage, 

And all the men and women merely players” 
 
We learn our parts, as children, youth, young people, middle age, and so 
on. But maybe we can also remember a time where the lines we 
memorized, the poem, the persona we had adopted — maybe there came a 
day when that didn’t make sense to us anymore. It seemed like a thing 
outside of us, external, not real and authentic. To speak those lines resulted 
in a sharp disjunction between ourselves and our world.  
  
What are some of the scripts that we memorize, which obligate us to a 
particular kind of life? One of the scripts might be going to college; 
another getting married; or perhaps growing up, standing on our own two 
feet, making a living. We inherit scripts, too, from our parents. From the 
oldest to the youngest. My little brother, when he was four years old, had a 
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nickname for me: “Cindaguilla.” He recognized a script that was playing 
out in real-time — I’m here to testify it was true! 
  
Most of us, though, experience a time when those scripts don’t make sense 
to us anymore. Think life-crises. We’re diagnosed with a life-threatening 
disease. We go through a difficult divorce. Our professional career 
implodes or takes a dramatic unexpected turn.  
 
Some of the scripts we learned and internalized, turn out to be false scripts. 
We inherit the script of heterosexuality or concepts of whiteness in 
America.  We live as if they’re God’s truth until something happens that 
shakes that script out of our hearts, into our heads, and then out onto the 
desk of rational examination. Something happens, it could be personal or 
national, but it strikes you deeply. 
  
Jeremiah’s words come at a time when the covenant God had made with 
Israel seemed like it was in shambles. The covenant God had made with 
Israel was a covenant with a nation. When Jeremiah writes to Israel, it 
wasn’t a nation; it was scattered in the Babylonian occupation and 
deportation of 586/587BCE. He acknowledges as much when he speaks to 
the house of Israel — once you were a nation, now you’re not a nation. 
 
The old script of nationhood didn’t work anymore and everyone knew it. 
Maybe it was like a governing constitution — you could read it, maybe 
people could quote it, but for all intents and purposes it seemed 
meaningless. Israel, as a scattered people, as a people with no national 
future, the script of covenant seemed remote rather than personal. In the 
case of Israel, the covenant that God had made with Israel seemed pretty 
much shredded. The covenant existed in name only. 
  
Okay, but what does “covenant” mean? It’s an agreement or a promise. 
Some translate the Hebrew word, berit, as “treaty” — it suggests a divine 
obligation towards Israel. The script, which you heard in our reading this 
morning, went like this: I will be your God and you will be my people. It’s a 
formula and it appears elsewhere in scripture. It sounds a lot like a marriage 
vow. A script of fidelity, of obligation, of duty.  
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It goes back to Moses’ trek up Mount Sinai where, as the story goes, God 
cut Torah, or law, into two stone tablets. It didn’t take very long before 
those two stone tablets were broken, in the physical sense. And, in the real 
sense, as in the human party to the agreement disobeyed the terms of the 
agreement. 
  
Enter Jeremiah and his “new” covenant. Even though Jeremiah 
characterizes the covenant as new because it would be uniquely “interior” 
— that idea wasn’t new. That existed in Deuteronomy: according to the 
deuteronomist, God’s word would become internalized, on our lips and in 
our hearts. 
 
That idea was not new. 
  
Even the idea of the heart, that was not new. In the Hebrew imagination, 
the heart wasn’t the seat of the emotions but the seat of the will. The heart, 
they believed, gave you strength to do or not do. This is perhaps why 
Jeremiah chooses that organ, the heart, as the place where he says God will 
write the new covenant. It may be hidden from the eyes, but it is known 
internally.  
  
But even those scripts we say with our hearts, and we really mean them, we 
break those promises, too. 
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One person writes that Jeremiah speaks as he does in the face of the sheer 
cussedness of human nature. Give us a promise, and we’ll show you a 
hundred different ways to break it. The prophet almost seems as if he’s just 
fed up with the whole idea of covenant. Maybe we need something 
different or . . . new. 
  
Thus, Jeremiah speaks of the coming of a new covenant. This is the only 
place in the Hebrew Bible where the word “new” qualifies the word 
“covenant” – as Christians, we think habitually of an “old” and “new"; we 
think of Old Testament (“testament” is another translation for covenant) 
and New Testament; we think of the old covenant and the new covenant. 
 
But there’s a problem with this idea that this is new. First, it isn’t new in 
the sense of content. There’s not one shred of suggestion that Jeremiah is 
suggesting a big, massive rewrite of the covenant of God with Israel. 
Second, there are some practical problems. Even a new covenant will 
break. And is this the end of any need for teaching? If so, what am I doing 
here? Will future generations cease from sinning? How you doing with the 
whole sin thing? Got it licked yet? 
  
Not likely. What, then, is the point of the talk about new? 
  
Maybe what we’re seeing here is Jeremiah making space for us to recover a 
word, a metaphor from seeming oblivion. In other words, he is saying 
maybe right now you’re in a period of self-conscious reexamination of your 
God-script. Notice, this text says this new thing, whatever that is, will 
happen “in later days, in days to come” — it’s not now. The now 
presupposed by Jeremiah is a less comfortable place, where what we have 
received doesn’t make as much sense as it used to, where we’re biding our 
time, waiting (Robert P. Carroll, The Book of Jeremiah: A Commentary 
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1986), 610, 614). 
  
Maybe, right now, we don’t know what to will or to do as God’s people. 
That’s a scary place to be. We might call this liminal space, where you don’t 
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have a past to guide you and you’re not quite sure of the future either. At 
those moments, we may submit those scripts to external examination. 
  
That’s what got me thinking about this text from the perspective of those 
who are on a waiting list for an organ transplant. 
  
What I hear from their reports sounds like a liminal place. Scripts that were 
going along, plotting the future, past, and present, get interrupted. “We 
imagined that we’d be traveling at this time in our life,” said one retired 
couple. Now they were on a waiting list, her husband waiting for a lung and 
heart transplant. Waiting for the transplant is also something remote, in the 
future . . . or maybe not. Even if you’re the so-called “number one” on the 
waiting list, there are so many factors that go into a transplant that no one 
is number one. That script, of waiting your turn in line, is also turned on its 
head. 
  
Realistically, people know, at an existential level, that they are living on 
borrowed time. But borrowed time isn’t the same as wasted time. Scripts, 
some better than others, are scrutinized. 
  
Those who are fortunate enough to receive a transplant, where their hope 
is literally internalized, seem to live with an uncanny sense of gratitude. 
  

That could be said for Khalieghya Dandie-Evans, 17-years old, an organ 
recipient. But she’s somewhat different in the sense that for her, being a 
transplant recipient, seemed normal. She was born prematurely and needed 
a liver transplant. She received a liver of a 4-year old donor when she was 
just six-months of age: “Being a transplant recipient,” she says, “is all I 
have known. I thought that everybody got transplants. I am very happy to 
be alive today as I have lost friends due to transplant-related 
complications.” (see Richmond Standard (October 14, 2019, accessed on 
October 22, 2019 at 
https://richmondstandard.com/richmond/2019/10/14/richmond-teen-
chosen-to-promote-organ-donation-on-rose-parade-float/). 



 8 

 
  
One donor can save the lives of up to eight people. And a tissue donor can 
heal up to seventy-five people. 
  
I’m struck by that: this is how wonderfully life giving your dead body can be 
through organ donation. 
 
About your living body . . . well, according to Bill Bryson’s The Body, your 
cartilage is smoother than glass; you’re made up of seven billion, billion, 
billion atoms, which if you boiled them down to their elements, would be 
worth $124,509.64 on the open market. When a woman breast feeds, her 
nipples gauge the microbes present in her baby’s saliva and adjusts the 
antibodies in her milk. Over a lifetime, your heart lifts a ton of weight the 
equivalent of 150 miles into the air. If you laid out your strands of DNA in 
a line, it would stretch for 10 billion miles, beyond Pluto, the most distant 
planet in our solar system. You are literally, according to Bryson, out of this 
world. 
 
You have an amazing body. Turn to your neighbor: You have an amazing 
body. Turn to your other neighbor: You are out of this world! 
 
That’s just our physical body. I can’t help but think of the way our 
theological tradition speaks of God, almost as if God in Christ were a 
donor. As if, God, the creator of heaven and earth, has chosen to take up 
residence in this already amazing body. In the book of Revelation: “Behold, 
I stand at the door, knocking: if you hear my voice and open the door, I 
will come in to you and eat with you and you with me” (3:20). Did you hear 
that biological function, “I will eat with you and you with me”? 
Incarnation, indwelling, inspired breathing. Or this passage: “No one has 
ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is 
perfected in us. . . . God is love, and those who abide in love, abide in God, 
and God abides in them” (1 John 4:12, 26b). 
 
A member of this church, Jim Schneider, who is here today, and has given 
me permission to share his story with you – Jim has been told that he has 
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reached the end of what medical science can do for his heart. He says he 
wishes he could donate his spine, as that’s the only bit of him that seems 
like it’s still in good shape.  
 
We’ve talked in the hospital. I don’t know what it’s like for him when he’s 
in the hospital alone with his thoughts. Watching CNN. Thinking about his 
daughter, who is getting married, and how they have moved the date up so 
that he can witness it.  
 
But I ask, And what song, Jim, would you like the world to sing when you're no longer 
able to sing with us? 
 
Ah, he says, there are so many, so many . . . . 
  
Shifting scripts, expanding scripts, transforming scripts. . . . 
  
And, while I visited with him, out of the blue, he said, I love you. I really 
do. I love you. 
  
And what else can I say? But I love you too, Jim. 
  
When I first heard him say that, I was a bit taken back. It’s not every day 
that someone tells you that he loves you. 
  
Or that you feel you can say that back, in reply. Maybe Jim’s closer to that 
new place, that new covenant place than I am. He feels it in his heart, deep 
inside the failing heart, he responds to the strong beating heart of gratitude 
and love. And that old, weary, nearly exhausted heart is lifting a ton of 
weight, 150 miles into the sky and more, almost as if it were easy to love, 
natural to love, as if believing were as natural as breathing. 
 
We hear that same spirit in Psalm 119, which is a majestic testimony to the 
psalmist’s internalization of the wisdom of God's word so that it pours 
forth from every psalmic pore in song. 
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This isn’t blind obedience to an arbitrary law but a song that springs up, 
almost unconsciously, as a joyful obligation of praise. 
 
“In the days that are surely coming,” says Jeremiah. 
  
We’re not there yet. Still need teachers. Still breaking promises. Still not 
sure of the script. But I’m wondering, how many of us have been the 
beneficiaries of donors? People who somehow managed to write on 
exhausted, weary hearts that we were loved, that we were beautiful, that we 
were cherished. 
 
Call them to mind, if you can, call their voices near to your heart. Listen . . . 
 
Now, what do you hear, finding its way from your renewed heart to your 
encouraged lips? 
 
Organ transplant recipient, 17-year old Khali thought it was normal; 
everyone receives transplants.  
 
Maybe she’s right. 
  
           Amen. 
  

 
 

 


