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1. Human beings, individually and collectively, become human by making 
commitment, by making promise. The human being as such, as Martin Buber says, 
is the promise-making, promise-keeping, promise-breaking, promise-renewing 
creature. The human being is the promise maker, the commitment maker.  
 
2. The covenant is a covenant of being. It is a covenant with the creative, 
sustaining, commanding judging transforming powers which may be interpreted 
theistically or non-theistically, humanistically. In a religious covenant the 
orientation is to something we cannot control but something upon which we 
depend – even for our freedom. Jonathan Edwards called it, “the covenant of 
being.”  
 
3. The covenant is for the individual as well as the collective. The individual is 
brought out of separateness into covenant. We are responsible for individual 
behavior but also for the character of society.  
 
4. The covenant responsibility is especially directed toward the deprived, 
whether these be people suffering from neglect and injustice or those who are 
caught in the system that suppresses them – that suppresses their own self-
determination. It is the gap between covenant and system, between ideal and 
behavior, that creates deprivation and makes it difficult for a top flight 
executive, for example, to speak out in public regarding his or her dissident 
convictions.  
 
5. The covenant includes a rule of law, but it is not fundamentally a legal covenant. 
It depends upon faithfulness, and faithfulness is nerved by loyalty, by love. 
Violation of the covenant is a violation of trust. What holds the world together, 
according to this dual covenant then, is trustworthiness, eros, love. Ultimately the 
ground of faithfulness is the divine or human love that will not let us go. Here we 
see the theological basis for accountability, by persons and by the church. This 
may be the fundamental intellectual agenda for today: a doctrine of the covenant 
whether it be given that name or not.  
 
 
Excerpted from: Redeeming Time: Endowing Your Church with the Power of Covenant, edited 
by Walter P. Herz, Skinner House Books, 1999.  


