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 “Covenant” is a word that gets plenty of use in the church.  It gets use in other 
settings, too.  I’ve run into it most frequently in Homeowners Associations.  These uses of 
“covenant” outside of faith communities bother me.  If you have a secular agreement, 
there’s a word for that:  contract.  For me, the word ‘covenant’ has a different meaning than 
‘contract.’ 

 I hear a dimension of the sacred in the world ‘covenant,’ a dimension that is absent 
in the word ‘contract.’  I expect God to be one of the parties in a covenant, while I don’t in a 
contract.  Another aspect of a covenant, at least as the term is used in church, is that the 
future isn’t described.  When a couple makes a marriage covenant with each other and God, 
they are making it without any knowledge of what the future will hold.  A contract 
describes the future:  you build the house and I pay you money.  A covenant only describes 
the relationship that moves into the unknown future. 

 In our second scripture lesson, the Prophet Jeremiah uses the term ‘covenant.’  The 
prophet refers to the covenant God made with the Hebrews who were escaping slavery in 
Egypt, wandering in the wilderness.  That covenant is the law that God gave them through 
Moses at Mount Sinai.  That covenant was the guidelines on how to be I relationship, how to 
be a community in their new-found freedom. 

 Jeremiah goes on to say that God has a plan to rewrite the covenant.  Instead of it 
being a covenant written on the scrolls of the Torah, it will be written within God’s people.  
It will be inscribed on their hearts.  It will be a covenant based on intimate relationship.  It 
will be a covenant of unconditional love.  Some people look to the Jeremiah passage and see 
a preview of the baptismal covenant. 

 One of the things that’s happening in baptism is that people and God are making a 
covenant.  The covenant is one of acceptance, of welcome, of belonging, of community, of 
love.  Whether the person is being baptized at their parents’ request (is an infant) or is 
being baptized at their own request, the church is saying that the person is a part of Christ’s 
family and that we believe that person is fully accepted by God.  We might even say that 
God’s covenant of relationship is written in their heart. 

 Just as the sacrament of communion looks back the all the times Jesus shared a meal 
with his disciples (especially that meal we call “the last supper”), the sacrament of baptism 
looks back to Jesus being baptized by John at the Jordan River.  In our first lesson, we 
skipped the part in the Gospel of Matthew where Matthew explains what John was up to.  
With a bit of an angry tone of voice, John was calling people to repent.  The Greek is 
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metanoia, which literally means “a change of mind.”1  We might say, “a change of heart” or 
“a change of life.”  He was calling people to a shift, a reorientation.  He asked people to 
symbolize this change by being baptized, by being immersed in the river’s water and rising 
again to this new life. 

 This act of being immersed wasn’t foreign to Jews.  I suspect John was invoking the 
image of immersions that is part of the Jewish ritual of conversion.  When a Gentile became 
a Jew, one of the ritual acts was an immersive baptism.  “It’s as if he’s saying, It’s not just the 
Gentiles that require conversion – we all do, for a new day, a new era is at hand!  Change your 
minds and hearts and lives!  Come and be baptized for the sake of forgiveness of sins – for God 
is coming near!”2 

 And then along comes Jesus.  Why does Jesus need to be baptized?  Especially if we 
see baptism as an act that symbolizes a reorientation of life?  Of what did Jesus need to 
repent?  Matthew even tells us that John didn’t want to baptize Jesus.  “He protests, Wait a 
minute, shouldn’t this be the other way around?”3 

 Lots of ink has been spilled over the question of why Jesus felt the need to be 
baptized.  I’ll just throw this out there.  He does, in his baptism, have a change of heart, a 
reorientation of his life.  He is baptized.  He hears the voice from heaven claiming him as 
“child” and telling him that God is pleased to do so, and then he heads off into the 
wilderness to figure out how to live out this call.  Jesus’ life does change in baptism. 

 It is a profound thing to realize that God looks at us a “child” and is pleased to do so.  
We proclaim this when we baptize someone – that they are a child of God and God is 
pleased with them.  We want our children to believe this as they grow.  We want our 
adolescents and young adults to feel this as they start testing out their independence.  We 
want to know it ourselves, not just in our heads, but in our hearts and our bones – that we, 
too are children of God and that God is pleased with us. 

 It was in this desire, in this belief that the Open and Affirming movements of the 
United Church of Christ and the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) were born. 

 It can be hard to think back to the 1970s – especially if you weren’t born yet.  In 
1970, the American Psychiatric Association still considered being homosexual a psychiatric 
disorder.  It wasn’t until 1973 that the APA officially considered it to be a “sexual 
orientation disturbance.”  And this definition meant that being homosexual was not seen by 
most psychiatric professionals as being a normal sexual variant, the way lefthandedness or 
ambidextrousness are seen as normal handedness variants.4 

 In November of 1970, a student at Pacific School of Religion in Berkeley named Bill 
Johnson came out as a gay man in a meeting of about 400 people – seminary students, 
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faculty, church leaders from around the Bay Area, and LGBT community members.  In 
1971, he was called to serve a house church, which meant he could be ordained in the 
United Church of Christ (one needs to have a ministry call to be ordained in the UCC) – if 
the Association would ordain him.  It took over a year to schedule an Ecclesiastical Council 
to vote on whether or not to ordain him.  The Council was held on April 30, 1972, and after 
four hours of debate, the delegates voted to approve his ordination by a vote of 62 to 34.  
He was ordained on June 25, 1972.5  He was the first openly gay mainline Christian person 
to be ordained in the United States. 

 Needless to say, this ordination made the news – not just in the United Church of 
Christ, but across denominations.  The big question was whether or not gay men and 
lesbian women were, by virtue of their sexual orientations, disqualified for ordination.  The 
decision made in northern California, in the United Church of Christ, was no.  But that didn’t 
mean that the rest of the church agreed. 

 It wasn’t until 1981 that the first openly gay or lesbian person was ordained in the 
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).  In May of that year, Christine Leslie was ordained by 
University Christian Church, in Berkeley, and in June, Debra Peevey was ordained by 
Lafayette Christian Church in Lafayette.6  Northern California led the way for inclusion in 
the Disciples of Christ, too. 

 In the 1970s and 80s, the mental health community was trying to decide if 
homosexuality was a psychiatric disorder or not.  The culture in general was blaming 
homosexuality for everything from the fall of the Roman Empire to the problem of child 
sexual abuse.  And most of the Christian church was a big vat of condemnation. 

 Gay and lesbian folk needed a safe places to be themselves, and in the United Church 
of Christ and the Disciples of Christ, special interest groups were formed.  At first, these 
groups served simply as places where gay and lesbian people could be their whole selves 
openly.  They turned into advocacy organizations within the denominations. 

 That advocacy work included work within themselves.  In the DOC, the group 
eventually adopted the name GLAD, for Gay and Lesbian Affirming Disciples.  Now they are 
the Glad Alliance, realizing that they work is about much more than lesbian and gay 
concerns.  What started out in the United Church of Christ as the UCC Gay Caucus, became 
the United Church Coalition for Lesbian and Gay Concern, and then the United Church 
Coalition for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Concerns.  It is now known as the 
Open and Affirming Coalition. 

 One of the advocacy activities of these organizations in each denomination was 
establishing and coordinating the Open and Affirming movement.  Given the church’s 
history of being a vat of condemnation of LGBTQ+ people, the assumption LGBTQ+ people 
have is that the church is not a welcoming, affirming place, and so it becomes important, 
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perhaps even vital that congregations that are welcoming and affirming publicly declare 
that welcome. 

 Pretty much simultaneously, in both the UCC and the DOC, a movement developed to 
get congregations to adopt a covenant of inclusion of people regardless of their sexual 
orientation or gender identity and expression.  As has been so common in this movement 
for inclusion, things started out binary – let’s include homosexuals as we do heterosexuals.  
Then there was the awareness that there are more sexual orientations than those two, so 
the movement sought to include bisexuals as well.  Unfortunately, the term bisexual 
assumes there are only two genders, and we now understand gender isn’t so binary.  (More 
on gender not being binary next week.)  It wasn’t until 1987 that the first Open and 
Affirming churches were recognized in the United Church of Christ, and the first Disciples 
churches to adopt Open and Affirming Covenants did so by 1988. 

 Our two predecessor congregations had Open and Affirming Covenants.  Niles 
Congregational Church adopted theirs in the early 1990s.  I’m not sure when First Christian 
Church of Fremont adopted theirs.  When these two congregation’s merged, one of the few 
things that was clear from the beginning was that we were going to be an Open and 
Affirming church, welcoming and affirming all people regardless of sexual orientation and 
gender identity and expression. 

 I’m glad we were so clear about this because it seems to me to be the appropriate 
thing to do.  After all, it’s what we claim we do when we offer the sacrament of baptism.  We 
tell the person being baptized that they are a beloved child of God.  And no sexual 
orientation or gender identity can change that. 

 Yes, when we are baptized we are called to a metanoia, to a change of heart and 
mind.  We are called to a reorientation, but that reorientation has nothing to do with our 
sexual orientation.  It has to do with our ethical orientation.  It has to do with whether or 
not we see each person and every person as a full sibling in the family of God.  Like Jesus 
coming up out of the water and hearing his call, we who are baptized must wrestle with 
what it means to follow our call, even though that will often mean going against the 
conventional wisdom of the day. 

Amen. 


