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I’ve always been taught that character is what you do when nobody is around.  If no one can see you or hear you or learn about what you are going to do, then who you are at the most basic level can emerge.  It is your character.

Now, the prophet Jeremiah might say, “character is what is written on your heart.”  

Jeremiah, as we heard last week, wrote to the Judean exiles in Babylon after the first invasion by Nebuchadnezzar, saying they would not be returning to Jerusalem and Judah.  So deal with it and make the best of where God has placed you--Babylon.  Work for its well being, for that will be your well being, said Jeremiah.

It was not a welcome letter to exiles who hoped their repatriation was close at hand.  But it was a realistic letter.
Jeremiah was not all doom and gloom in his writing.  Jeremiah also held out words of hope such as we heard today.  There is coming a new day when the destruction--the “plucking up”-- will give way to planting and restoration.  It will be a time of a new covenant.

The failures that marked the old covenant would be forgiven and forgotten.  The punishment of parents will not be carried to their children; rather each generation shall be responsible.  

This new covenant would not be written on stone tablets like the old, but will be written on the hearts of the faithful.   As such, we will know it as deeply as a husband and wife know each other, says Jeremiah.

As Christians, we believe that new covenant is fulfilled in Jesus Christ.  And we maintain marital imagery to this day.  Every wedding ceremony that we hold in the church contains a charge to the bride and groom to emulate the relationship between Christ and his church.  

The old covenant was written on stone.  The new covenant in Christ Jesus is written on our hearts.  It is important to remember that the old covenant was not abolished, but fulfilled in Christ Jesus.  While we are no longer slaves to the law, the law as fulfilled in Christ still has importance in our lives.

There are times when we must carefully consider the law and debate its consequences.  This is the process of Christian ethics, tackling the thorny issues of our day to determine what the proper course of action for Christians is.  These issues require time and hard work.  It requires patience for often there are diverging opinions on what is ethical.  Christians today do not agree on the ethics of abortion, capital punishment, or the war in Afghanistan—just to name three.

There are also areas of emerging interest that Christians are just beginning to consider ethically.  In preparation for the Donor Sabbath in November, I am reading a book entitled “This Mortal Flesh” that is bringing that most fundamental of Christian beliefs—the incarnation—to the rapidly developing field of medicine.  What is the proper response for Christians to these questions?  Frankly, the field is moving so quickly, that the church is behind in developing faith responses.  I’m hard pressed to tell you what a stem cell is, let alone determine what God would have us do.
But it is coming, and we need more than just vague feelings.  We need to allow God to speak to us, the church, as we apply the principles of our faith—the law—to these thorny problems.  We need the persistence of the widow in the gospel story if God’s justice is to prevail.  II Timothy proclaims that scriptural principles will be sufficient for every good work and every situation in which we are called to minister.  

But Jeremiah proclaims this new covenant will be written on our hearts and uses the imagery of marriage to illustrate it.  So let us think about marriage.  In marriage, each partner vows to the other to be faithful.  And at the outset, each has to work at it.  Whereas before the marriage they could meet another person and think, “I’d like to go out with her,” or “I’d like to date him.”  But now that they are married, when those thoughts arise they have to consciously put them aside.  I’m married now.  I am faithful.
But over time, as the marriage grows and strengthens, you don’t have to consciously make those types of decisions.  It is not because you don’t meet new people and it is not because the vow you made changed.  The principle remains the same, “I am faithful.”  But now it is simply part and parcel of your living and you don’t think about it.  It has been written on your heart.  You grew into it.

Likewise with children.  With the first child, parents are always calling the pediatrician and grandparents and neighbors.  But with second and third children those calls decrease because you now know what to do when the fever comes or the child teethes.   You grew into it.

Students, think about your classes.  At the beginning of the school year, you didn’t know what your teachers expected.  But by now, you have an understanding what they expect.  You know what level of proof you math teacher wants.  You just can’t write an answer down; you have to show on paper how you got it.  By now you know how much attention you must pay to grammar and punctuation to satisfy your English teacher.
So it is with faith.  At the outset, there are many issues that we must address deliberately.  The law of the old covenant was not abolished, it was fulfilled in Christ.  It still holds sway over our lives.  To work at these principles so that we can live them out is our character.  We live out these principles not because someone is watching us, but because Christ would have us live this way, no matter who is watching.

The more we do this, the more we are changed.  There are areas of life that become so prominent in our faith that we no longer try to be faithful, we simply are faithful.  It comes without our consciously thinking about it.  It has been written on our heart.

Our character is what we do as disciples of Christ—both deliberate actions and actions that we take without thinking.  There will always be challenges that require us to apply the principles of our faith in order to decide what the proper course of action is; but as we grown in faith, there will be more and more areas where we act without thinking simply because we are disciples of Christ.  These are the areas that are written on the heart.  
In those situations, we don’t have to try to be faithful followers of Christ, we simply are.  We have been transformed.  The laws of the old covenant, the principles of God, did not change, but we did.  It is written on our hearts.


