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At first glance, today’s scriptures seem oddly chosen for an Advent Sunday dedicated to peace.  
The fiery John the Baptizer calling people a brood of vipers; our old friend, pugnacious Paul, 
continuing to harp on the divide between Jews and Gentiles; none of this sounds very peaceful.  
But in fact, both of them were drawing on a good Scriptural foundation, following the word of 
the Lord given to the prophet Jeremiah.  Jeremiah twice warned that those who say, “Peace, 
peace,” when there is no peace are false prophets, an abomination in the eyes of God.  To truly 
bring about peace, the fullness of shalom promised by God, we must look open-eyed at our own 
faults and the troubles of the world around us.  We must be willing to call out the injustices of 
our time and the hatreds. 
 
The Baptizer called out the religious leaders of his time, both conservative and liberal, both those 
who stood for the status-quo and those who represented the “new wave,” those who were for 
reinterpretation of scriptures to fit the times and those who demanded a more exacting 
righteousness.  Neither party, he charged, was bearing the sort of fruit that God was looking for.  
Neither group was making the lives of ordinary people better.  They were focused on their own 
power, on their own image.  It was the ordinary people, grieving for their own culpability in their 
misery, who were flocking to John to be washed to show their repentance, hoping that in starting 
fresh, they would find the blessings of God.  It was they who said to him, as recorded in Luke’s 
Gospel, “What should we do?”  “In reply he said to them, “Whoever has two coats must share 
with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise…  Collect no more taxes 
than the amount prescribed for you… Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false 
accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.”” 
 
Paul, you may remember, was writing to the leaders of a church he hadn’t planted, to people he’d 
likely never met.  He could only hope that his words would resonate with them, that they’d share 
his words or at least the lessons behind them with their flock.  But he wasn’t letting these 
faraway leaders of the new faith off the hook.  Just as he had done, they needed to be ready to set 
aside any pride they had in being Jews or Gentiles and be Christians first and foremost.  Because 
Christ Jesus had lived, died, and been raised for both groups, so they must be ready to love one 
another, to work together, and to go about the hard work of changing Rome from the city of the 
Empire to the City of God. 
 
John the Baptizer stood in the penumbra of the first Advent.  The babe, his cousin as it happened, 
had been born and grown to manhood.  But the light of the world had not yet shone fully; he was 
seen and recognized only by a few.  John fit the definition we heard last week of an Advent 
Christian – knowing that the Kingdom had been inaugurated but not yet realized, working to help 
make the Kingdom a reality while he waited for God’s plan to be fulfilled.  The Bible records 
that John saw the next act in God’s great script, immersing his cousin Jesus as the heaven was 
rent open and the Holy Spirit descended like a dove and the voice of God the Father was heard 
declaring the presence of the Son.  But the Bible also records that John did not stop the work 
he’d been given to become a mute and passive witness to the one whose sandals he was not 
worthy to carry.  Instead, he continued to call people to repentance, to baptize them and start 
them upon their path afresh, to criticize the powers that were in that day without fear, until Herod 
killed him for it.  John stood in the shadows and declared the presence of the light. 
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Paul, we could say, also worked from the penumbra, when the death and disappearance of Jesus 
had apparently cast the world back into shadow.  But those with eyes to see could still see the 
light of his grace and, what’s more, faithfully proclaimed that the light would return, not just in 
glory in the last days but in and through them as they sought to be the beacons of light that Jesus 
had taught that they were.  Paul, too, was an Advent Christian, not allowing those within reach of 
his voice or pen to sink back into darkness or to huddle together to hoard their small lights but 
pushing, always pushing, those who had given themselves to Christ to live lives fully dedicated 
to God, a living sacrifice not conformed to the darkness around them but transformed by the 
renewing of their minds.  To achieve this transformation, he taught, they must learn to work 
together and to love each other. 
 
As I read these passages this week and considered the pathway to peace that they suggest, I was 
struck by some modern parallels.  In uniting a call to action and to reconciliation in order to 
reach a transformation toward shalom, the messages of John and Paul have a lot in common with 
the ongoing work toward peace and wholeness in South Africa.  As the world mourns Nelson 
Mandela, we think afresh of the work that he and Bishop Tutu and so many others did in that 
divided nation, work that continues to be needed although we have certainly seen some of its 
fruits here at Good Shepherd through the presence, now sadly missed, of Sharon Rapetswa and 
Berv’lee Mohale.  Those two fine young women are the products of Mandela and Tutu’s anti-
apartheid movement and now they are carrying on the work of dismantling systemic injustice, 
reconciling divided peoples and changing the very fabric of their society. 
 
This is, in essence, the same calling that is being issued by former President Jimmy Carter and 
others who are leading the New Baptist Covenant.  About 40 of us met in what was called the 
New Baptist Covenant Summit last month and we committed in various ways to follow a course 
of action, reconciliation and transformation all based on the verses in the Gospel according to 
Luke comprising what has often been called “Jesus’ Mission Statement”:  “The Spirit of the Lord 
is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to 
proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to 
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  In following this path, the transformation we seek is to 
move the world closer to the Kingdom Coming, the Beloved Community of God.  What we seek, 
in other words, is shalom. 
 
Before I give you more details on last month’s meeting in Atlanta and environs, I think it is 
appropriate for me to take a brief discursion into Baptist history and particularly the short history 
of the New Baptist Covenant for those who haven’t traveled that road with me for the last six 
years.  To begin with, you must remember that Baptists in America have always been good at 
dividing up.  We’re currently studying the history of the first Baptist missionaries from America, 
the Judsons, in “Soup, Salad & Soul” on Wednesday nights.  Until they came together to support 
Ann and Adoniram Judson in Burma, Baptist congregations in America were almost completely 
disconnected from one another.  That missionary movement began a slow coalescence that 
resulted in what was known as the “Triennial Convention”: an every-three-years gathering of 
Baptists that lasted from 1814 until just 1845.  It was then that Baptists from the South took 
umbrage at the idea that missionaries should not be slave-owners and split off to form what 
became the Southern Baptist Convention.  From then on, the history of Baptists in our country 
has been one of multiplication through division.  Groups in both the North and the South would 
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grow until there was a doctrinal or practical dispute, split into separate groups and grow some 
more. 
 
But in recent years, the growth among both “mainline” American Baptists and “evangelical” 
Southern Baptists and their offshoots has slowed, stopped and reversed.  It became clear to some 
that Baptists had squandered their unique ability to appeal to Americans outside the family of 
faith in part due to our unending and often nasty internal feuds.  In April 2006, former U.S. 
President Jimmy Carter, former SBC president Rev. Dr. Jimmy Allen, and Mercer University 
President Bill Underwood led a gathering of 18 Baptist leaders representing more than 20 million 
Baptists across North America in a meeting at the Carter Center.  They drew up a short document 
which they called the New Baptist Covenant.  It says: 
 
“We Baptists of North America covenant together to: 

• Create an authentic and prophetic Baptist voice for these complex times,  
• Emphasize traditional Baptist values, including sharing the gospel of Jesus Christ and its 

implications for public and private morality, and  
• Promote peace with justice, feed the hungry, clothe the naked, shelter the homeless, care 

for the sick and marginalized, welcome the strangers among us, and promote religious 
liberty and respect for religious diversity.” 

 
A follow-up meeting in January 2007 was attended by 80 representatives of more than 30 Baptist 
organizations.  At that gathering, plans began to be laid for a far more massive convocation of 
Baptists in Atlanta in January of 2008.  The four largest of the predominantly African-American 
Baptist conventions were scheduled to meet jointly there and representatives of other Baptist 
groups were invited to join them following their meeting.  The result was a gathering of some 
15,000 Baptists of all races and from all sections of the country.  The thirty organizations who 
participated in the planning and execution of the meeting again represented over 20 million 
Baptists in North America.  Rev. Dr. Charlie Scalise, Rev. Dr. Marcia Patton, and I were among 
those who gathered in Atlanta.  As I reported back at the time, “Those of us in attendance felt 
like the Israelites at the end of their forty years, that we had surely glimpsed the Promised Land.” 
 
The reality, of course, is that we still had and still have a long way to go and a lot of work to do 
this side Jordan.  The organizers of that massive and successful event have not again attempted 
such a gathering.  Instead, the strategy has been to devolve the work of continuing the movement 
to the cities and regions where Baptists have a presence.  Some of you will remember that New 
Baptist Covenant II took place with much smaller simultaneous meetings in eight cities, 
including Renton, where we combined local seminars on the Luke 4 theme with plenary worship 
sessions beamed live or on tape from Atlanta.  As planning coordinator for the Renton/Seattle 
event, I can truthfully claim that we provided high quality programming for a tiny audience.  
Other cities experienced smaller-than-anticipated crowds as well, even Atlanta, where not even 
Tony Campolo and Jimmy Carter could fill the sanctuary at Ponce de Leon Second Baptist 
Church.  Still, the vision of Baptists working together on justice issues across denominational, 
racial, and cultural lines continued to spur many on to find the right combination of gatherings 
and projects. 
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And so it was that I received news from those involved in the New Baptist Covenant movement 
this year with a glad, if cautious, heart.  No enterprise can appropriately depend for long on the 
leadership of two men now in their upper-80s and so “the two Jimmys,” Carter and Allen, have 
moved to the backseat of planning.  There is now a “Coordination Team,” consisting of Dr. 
David Key, Director of Baptist Studies at the Candler School of Theology, Rev. Dr. Tyrone Pitts, 
General Secretary Emeritus of the Progressive National Baptist Convention, and Hannah 
McMahan, staff coordinator for New Baptist Covenant and the first full-time employee for NBC, 
which is still determined to coordinate efforts among existing groups rather than becoming an 
organization in and of itself. 
 
These three, the “two Jimmys,” and other Baptist leaders determined that the next step for NBC 
was to promote covenant relationships among churches that would bridge the divides that had 
been the cause of initial concern.  Particularly, it was felt that churches that could work together 
in an interracial context could show the world how Christian unity was possible, much in the 
way that Paul exhorted Jewish and Gentile believers to recognize their oneness in Christ and to 
work together.  By acting on injustices, much in the way that John taught his followers and that 
Jesus preached at Nazareth and throughout his ministry, these churches could further reconcile 
broken relationships and begin to transform their corner of the world.  Leaders from four cities 
where Baptists have a strong presence, Atlanta, Birmingham, Dallas and St. Louis were 
recruited.  Apparently, upon hearing of this pilot program, Rev. Dr. A. Wayne Johnson, president 
of the General Baptist Convention of the Northwest, a group of Black Baptist churches, asked 
that the Pacific Northwest be included.  As a result, Dr. Patton and I were invited to what became 
known as the New Baptist Covenant Summit in Decatur and Atlanta, Georgia. 
 
I am so glad that you all allowed me to attend in Marcia’s place, as she was not able to fit the 
meeting into her overloaded schedule.  The preaching, the worship, the seminars and the 
conversation were all outstanding.  I had the opportunity to talk with leaders of our own ABC-
USA as well as with those from Progressive National Baptists and the Cooperative Baptist 
Fellowship, Baptist Women in Ministry, the Baptist Joint Committee for Religious Liberty, and 
distinguished pastors.  I returned invigorated as I was by the gathering of the 15,000 in Atlanta 
nearly six years ago by the very real idea that Baptists can and will work together in action, 
reconciliation and transformation.  Rev. Dr. Johnson fell ill shortly before the meeting and was 
not able to attend but there is a continuing commitment from him and from Dr. Pitts of the 
Progressive National Baptists to help us find churches in our area with whom we can join forces 
to work for justice.  Meanwhile, the groups from Atlanta, Birmingham, and Dallas were able to 
announce covenants of cooperation among churches, while the group from St. Louis, also 
hampered by illness, will shortly have their own announcement.  I’m proud to say that my home 
church of my teen years, Kirkwood Baptist, where I preached this summer, is leading the way 
there. 
 
Listen to these proclamations from the three cities: 
 
“The spirit of the Lord is upon us! We covenant before God and with each other to ‘preach good 
news to the poor’ in Dallas, Texas, by deepening the bonds of fellowship between Friendship-
West Baptist Church and Wilshire Baptist Church and by acting jointly to confront predatory 
lending practices that disproportionately harm the vulnerable. We will do so by educating our 
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churches, advocating for more just laws, and creating alternative credit sources that promote the 
welfare of the lenders and borrowers alike.” 
 
“The spirit of the Lord is upon us! We covenant before God and with each other to ‘preach good 
news to the poor’ in Birmingham, Alabama, by partnering with the Weekend Backpack Program 
to provide nutritious food to school children. These children are provided free breakfast and 
lunch Monday through Friday, but are not guaranteed food over the weekend. Furthermore, we 
covenant to address the systemic issues related to food justice through an ongoing educational 
dialogue designed to explore our participation in finding solutions to end hunger in our 
community.” 
 
“The spirit of the Lord is upon us! We covenant before God and with each other to ‘set at liberty 
those who are oppressed’ in Atlanta, Georgia, by strengthening the support system for young 
people. Our covenant is to work with youth in 8th grade and younger to dramatically increase 
their literacy skills through adopting reading initiatives, increasing the number of public 
computer labs in churches, and by sponsoring workshops and training for parents on 21st century 
parenting.” 
 
In each case, these covenants were entered into by what we would call in Evergreen one Euro 
church and one Black church. 
 
Now that you have heard these covenants that bring together Baptists to build the very roots of 
shalom, aren’t you ready to be one of the congregations that leads Baptists across our nation in 
this process?  Because I don’t know yet who our covenant partners might be, I don’t know what 
work we will find to do together.  But I can promise you that it will grow organically from the 
DNA of Good Shepherd as well as the traditions of our partners.  Together, we will find the 
calling that stirs us to our very cores.  All of us will be a part of this process.  We will need some 
of you to join in the planning process and all of us will need to affirm the resulting project.  We 
will need to be ready to make an investment of time, each one of us, to our covenant relationship.  
Some will feel the call to be active volunteers in whatever our project may be.  Some will spend 
an hour a month, some an hour a week, some, perhaps, more.  We will need letter writers and 
makers of phone calls.  We will need prayer support each and every step of the way.  We know 
that our numbers are few and our resources small but we also know what we can do together 
with God’s help.  We know the success of Shepherd’s Garden.  Some of us have worked together 
with our sisters and brothers in Mountlake Terrace to grow “Wings to Reading” and “Stepping 
Stones.”  If we follow God’s call on our hearts, we can help form a team for action, 
reconciliation and transformation. 
 
I very rarely issue a call to commitment here at Good Shepherd Baptist.  It’s just not the practice 
of this congregation.  But today, I have a call for you.  Instead of standing for our last song, 
begin by staying seated.  But as you sing, if you believe that God is calling us to enter into this 
covenant process with brothers and sisters yet unknown, if you are willing to say, “Yes, I will be 
a part of this thing in planning or execution,” however you feel led, I invite you to stand or to 
raise your hand.  You don’t even have to walk the aisle!  I’ll stand here at the front so that I can 
see if we have sufficient consensus to proceed, which means I’ll be the first one standing.  If you 
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would join me, if you would covenant with me to covenant with others for action, reconciliation 
and transformation, then raise your hand or stand.  And let’s pray together in our singing. 
 


