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Lent 5 Year B, Jeremiah 31:31-34
The Rev. Hugh Donnelly
We all need second chances. 

Ernest Hemingway once told a story about second chances. 

A Spanish father decided it was finally time for him 

to reconcile with his son, Paco, who had run away to Madrid. 

The father boarded a train and travelled to the big city, 

having no clue where his son actually was. 

So, he placed an ad in the city newspaper. 
The ad read: 

“Paco, meet me at Hotel Montana, noon Tuesday. 

  All is forgiven. Papa.” 

Paco happens to be a common name in Spain. 

When the father went out into the square at noon on Tuesday, 

he found 800 young men named Paco waiting for their fathers. 

So many of us need—deep down—a second chance. 

A second chance is what the Israelites so desperately needed. 

Today’s reading is from the Prophet, Jeremiah. 

Jeremiah wrote these words while the Israelites were 

in the painful time of their history we call the Exile,


the many decade-long era during which the Israelites


lived as prisoners in a foreign land, 




torn from their homes and from their temple. 

How did they end up there? 

Let’s climb aboard our time machine and find out. 

We let it whisk us back hundreds of years through time,


dropping us off under the cover of darkness



at a small house in the middle of nowhere. 

This is the home of Abram. 

Abram is an old man; he and Sarai are far too old to have kids. 

But one night, God appears to Abram and says, 

“Abram, you and I are going to have a 

special kind of relationship with each other. 

We’re going to enter into a covenant with other: 

I’ll promise to do something for you 

and you promise to do something for me. 

What I’ll do for you is make you a great nation

—give you lots of descendants. 

What you need to do is make sure that those descendants 

are dedicated to me. 

They will be my people and I will be their God.” 

Abram does as the Lord asks.

With this image in our minds, 

we climb back into our time machine, 

and let it bring us next to a point centuries later, 

to a mountain far out in the wilderness. 

Around this mountain the Israelites are gathered, thousands in number. 

They have just escaped from Egypt and are wandering in the desert, 

trying to find a place to call home. 

“How will we ever survive this wilderness?” they ask themselves. 
Somewhere near the mountain peak, 

God and a man named Moses are having a conversation. 

God says: “Moses, all of you and I are going to have a 

special kind of relationship with each other. 

We’re going to enter into a covenant with each other: 

I’ll promise to do something for you 

and you promise to do something for me. 

  
What I’ll do for you is protect you while you’re out here in the desert, 

I’ll bring you to a land you can call home, 

and provide you with everything you need to live. 

What you need to do is remember that you’re my people. 

Here are some laws to help you remember. 
These laws will show you the best ways to live;
follow them so you remember my good intentions for you.  

You will be my people and I will be your God.”  

And Moses carries the commandments down the mountain. 

Once again our time machine whirrs and we move through the centuries,

landing in the city of Jerusalem just before the exile. 

At this point in the history of the Israelite people, things were in pretty bad shape. 

Jeremiah was the prophet who had been given the ugly responsibility of 

letting Israel know just how royally they had messed up. 

The word jeremiad means a doleful and thunderous denunciation. 

     There was nothing in need of denunciation that Jeremiah didn’t denounce. 

He denounced the king and the clergy. 

He denounced the rich for exploiting the poor 

and he denounced the poor for deserving no better. 

He denounced the way every new, fashionable god that appeared

got everybody so excited. 

What lay at the root of Jeremiah’s denunciations was the sad truth 

that Israel had forgotten what it meant to live as God’s people. 

They enjoyed all the good things God had to offer 

(the earth, food, shelter, community, love…)
but neglected to live as God wanted them to live. 

The people forgot that the primary way of understanding 

their relationship with God was in covenant relationship.
They forgot their part of this sacred agreement;
they forgot God’s hopes for their good world;
they forgot the spirit which lay behind and under the law,
things like respecting and loving each other, 

working for the good of all people, 

seeking justice in the land, 

loving God with all their heart and mind and strength. 

They forgot all of these things. 
According to Jeremiah, this broke God’s heart. 

That’s why—they believed—God got so upset. 

And that’s why Jeremiah spent so much of his time denouncing 
the way the Israelites had chosen to live. 
Even when the enemy armies of the Babylonians came knocking, 

God (through Jeremiah) tried to convince the people not to fight. 

“You’ll never win,” God said. 
It was no use. 

The Israelites tried to put up a fight anyway, 
and the result was utter destruction:

a city in ruins, 

a country in ruins, 

a people in ruins.

The people came to the conclusion that God had washed his 
hands of a disobedient people 

and let them sleep in the bed of a broken covenant.
We know what happens when covenants are broken:
Litigation happens when a covenant of law is broken. 

Hearts break when the covenant of marriage is broken. 

Relationships crumble when the covenant of friendship is broken. 

Things get ugly, painful, and sad. 

As the Babylonians carted them off into exile, 

the Israelites asked themselves: “Is it all over?”
“Has our covenant with God come to an end? 
  Have we ruined any chance of reconciliation?”

It was then that an amazing—a truly amazing—thing happened. 

After the destruction of the city, 

after most of the Israelite leadership had been exiled to Babylon, 

Jeremiah suddenly ceased his denunciations, 
and began to proclaim a message 
which seemed quite out of character for him. 

He stood in the midst of the burned rubble of Jerusalem, 

raised his arms and said: 

“Hear the words of God: the days are surely coming 

when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel. 

I will put my law within them; 

I will write it on their hearts; 

and I will be their God and they will be my people.” 

What was this? Jeremiah proclaiming good news? 

Good news indeed!

Judgement is not God’s final word.
God is always full of surprises.
God was prepared—yet again—to enter into covenant with her people. 

God’s love for them was so intense that God would stop at nothing 

to bring them back into relationship. 

By the grace of God alone they were getting a second chance. 

Surely this promise of continued relationship gave hope

—not only to the exiles during their 50 year stay in Babylon—

but also to those Israelites who had been left behind to live in a ruined city. 

God still loved them. 

God still wanted to be with them. 

God still had their best interests at heart. 

But what was so new about this new covenant? 

That fact that God initiates the covenant, 

that God forgives sins, 

and that Israel will “know” the Lord intimately—
these had been features of the older covenants. 

What was so different about this one? 
Some within the Christian church would point to the New Testament 

(particularly to the book of Hebrews where this passage from Jeremiah is quoted) 

and say that the new covenant Jeremiah is talking about 

is really the covenant we know in Jesus Christ, 

that the new covenant is complete freedom from 

   
the law which bound the Israelites in former covenants. 
It’s true that we can’t help but look at this text through the lens of Jesus Christ. 
But I don’t think that Jeremiah had a future Christ in mind when he spoke those words. 

It’s clear from the text that God was giving the people another chance 

to uphold the covenant by obeying the law, the laws of Israel. 

God didn’t say there would be no law; 
rather that everyone would know the law and would want to live the law. 

In the Israelite context, 

what is without precedent (in this new covenant) 

is that the law would be written on the heart, 

the covenant would dwell at the core of one’s being. 

The commandments would still exist; 

but instead of being seen as some external rule or authority,

those laws would be embraced, loved, lived.
The law of God would be an internal birthmark, 

so that following God’s way—living out God’s intentions—

would be as normal as breathing and eating. 

God’s people would follow God because it would be in their nature to follow. 
God promises to change the people from the inside out, 

to give them a centre. 

What a gift of grace.

I’m not sure how many of you speak about your 
relationship with God in terms of covenant. 

It’s not a word we use regularly in worship.
But it can be a powerful way of understanding our relationship with the divine, 

a useful metaphor which can help us get a handle on this 

“two-way-street” dimension of our walk with the Spirit:



we accept God’s wholehearted love,




and we love wholeheartedly in return. 
We hear the word covenant most often when we celebrate the sacraments.
In baptism, we claim to “recognize God’s covenant of grace.” 

And in communion, 

when I lift the cup I remind you of one way Jesus understood his ministry: 

“This cup is the new covenant.” 

Unlike the covenant Jeremiah spoke of, 

the covenant we have with God through Christ 

is not a covenant which includes external laws and stipulations.

Now some churches are good at convincing people that laws are extremely important; 

but I believe, ultimately, the foundation of the covenant is grace:

we are bathed in divine grace no matter what we do or do not do. 
How we decide to live in the world has nothing to do with obeying laws; 

it has everything to do with living in thanksgiving for God’s love! 


God loves; therefore we live in constant, prayerful response to this love. 
What Jeremiah does today—for us as Christians—

is remind us that we are God’s people, 

and that our desire to follow God

—to love God and love neighbour—

and our desire to live as God intends us to live,
is rooted somewhere inside us. 

There is something planted deep within us which 

keeps bringing us back to the sacred. 




We are all thirsty for the sacred.
When we recognize this reality,


when we have a true desire to live as disciples


(not because it’s connected with some rule, 

  but rather because it’s something we want to do),

when we remember the vows of our baptism and continue 

to mature as people of faith,


when our worship and prayer and meditation comes as naturally
as eating and breathing, 


then we are deeply in touch with this sacred.

We are truly living with an understanding of our life 

in the covenant we have with God through Jesus Christ. 

Christ offers us life, but we need to take hold of it, 
making the decision (every day!)

to live as the new creations God envisions us become. 

So many of us need a second chance. 

Paco and his Spanish father did. 

I do.

You do.

Today we are invited to 

stand in grateful awe before the miracle of new life,
receive the miracle of forgiveness,
to enjoy the miracle of the gifts we have, 

and to become a miracle, 
to become someone new! 




Amen.

