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Well today is the final installment of our preaching series on the 5 baptismal Covenant 
commitments and today we tackle perhaps the most dangerous of all the commitments. 
This one has power to fracture relationships, tear apart churches, unseat rectors or 
even pull down a bishop. Therefore, it must be handled with the utmost care and 
discretion.

Now to be honest we avoid this covenant commitment like the plague because it does 
have the potential to cause division and conflict. And as good Episcopalians we would 
rather be struck blind than offend or be impolite. So lets name this potential incendiary 
covenant commitment. “Will you strive for justice and peace among all people, and 
respect the dignity of every human being?”

So, why is this covenant commitment so potentially divisive? Because, we all see the 
current reality of our modern life and it’s injustices from different perspectives. Certainly 
there is consensus on certain injustices. I don’t think anyone in here who would stand 
to defend, slavery which is still prevalent in the world, or human sex trafficking, or ethnic 
cleansing. I don’t mean to be presumptuous though, is there anyone who wants to 
defend them? Please stand up, I will relinquish the pulpit and you may plead your case. 
The truth is there are an equal number of justice issues in our complex modern life on 
which we do not agree, let me just touch on a few, illegal immigration, gun control, gay 
marriage, the unborn, capital punishment, euthanasia, just name a few.

I suspect these issues of justice, if they were to take a front and center position in the 
life of this church, many of you would be running for the door. We are not as 
monochrome on justice issues or theology as you may think. I include theology because 
as believers we use our understanding of God, informed by the scripture, the teaching 
of the church and the inspiration of the Holy Spirit to forge our opinions of what we 
understand is just. Even so, I suspect we, as Christians may have differing opinions.

And we, as a church, have not addressed these justice issues, because we are afraid to 
offend or cause conflict, afraid someone would yell, “The church is not for politics, it’s 
about Jesus and faith, don’t mix the two or else”. Well, there is a lot of truth to that and 
we haven’t mixed the two because we know, we would be playing with dynamite. 

I am a member of the standing committee for the diocese, which is like the vestry for the 
Diocese. One of our responsibilities is to interview those who are in the process for 
ordination. At our last meeting a woman came before our committee to be approved for 
ordination. I asked her quite pointedly about her decision to leave the Roman Catholic 
Church many years ago. She gave a couple of reasons regarding theology and the role 
of woman in the church but she said the incident which pushed her right out the door 
was when during an election year, the priest of the church, from the pulpit, told the 
whole congregation that if they voted of a particular candidate, who was named, then 



they were not true Catholics. For this woman who was debating her place and role in 
the Roman Catholic Church the incident was very clarifying. She said “Right then I 
knew, I guess I am not a true Catholic”.

I suspect if I got in the pulpit here at Christ Church and said, “those who are not pro-
choice are not real Christians, or, those who support the freedom to bear arms are not 
real Christians or those who support the deportation of all illegal immigrants are not real 
Christians or those who do not recognize homosexuality as a valid and God ordained 
sexual orientation are not real Christians”, there would be a bit of a stampede out of this 
church or perhaps some unsightly business involving vats of bubbling tar and denuded 
chickens and me on a rail. 

The truth is, all of these are issues of justice and peace. And all are lightening rods in 
our society. All have the potential and power to divide and alienate the people of this 
church. So the prudent thing, is to keep your eye on Jesus and be polite and just not 
bring it up which we have successfully been doing for a long time. And to be honest 
there is a part of me that certainly would like to maintain that status quo. 

I have been a priest for 24 years and let me assure you I am not very excited about 
tackling this covenant commitment but, if, I am to lead this church, with you all and we 
are going to try to live our baptismal covenant with integrity and in ways that glorify God, 
then we have to have the courage to wade into these treacherous waters. 

So first, let me say, in regard to certain issues of Justice we will never have consensus. 
And certainly the scriptures, morality, human rights, social justice can all be invoked to 
support either side of an issue.

Therefore, on some issues we will never reach consensus. And I would question 
whether, consensus is the goal. Perhaps the goal is not consensus but rather 
community. A community in which the people of God who share the same faith can 
trust one another and give each other the grace to live out our faith in alignment with the 
5 baptismal commitments as we understand God is calling us to do and maintain the 
integrity and unity of Christian community. 

What does it mean for us to live in the unity and the tension of our diverse 
perspectives? Can we trust that each of us, is working out our salvation, as Paul said 
with fear and trembling? Do we have what it takes, a groundedness in Christ, a 
rootedness in our Anglican tradition to hold us steady and in unity with those we may 
disagree with? 

Jesus prays for his disciples in John 17:23, “May they be brought to complete unity
to let the world know you sent me and you have loved them, even as you have loved 
me”.

Jesus doesn’t pray for agreement or concensus but rather a higher virtue: unity.



Paul expresses the same idea in Ephesians 4:3 “be completely humble and gentle, be 
patient, bearing one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit 
through the bond of peace.” And then he goes on to explain what this unity is grounded 
in. “There is one body and one spirit, just as you were called to one hope when you 
were called, one Lord, one faith, one Baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all 
and through all and in all”.

Let us work to be the family of God, we are called to be, unified by the grace of 
God and empowered to love by the Holy Spirit. And in our unity as one body, could 
we risk stepping forward to have respectful conversations among this community, not to 
persuade but to listen, not to divide but rather to respect one another as followers of the 
same Jesus? Could we exercise the spiritual fruits of humility, gentleness, patience, 
bearing each other in love, making every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the 
bond of peace?

What would it look like if we were not afraid to open pandora’s box to have  
conversations and dialog around human sexuality, to hear the stories of parents coming 
to peace about a child who is gay, or lesbian or transgendered? Or conversation around 
immigration or end of life issues? What would this place look like if we could have 
those conversations without drawing lines in the sand, or becoming ridged and 
dogmatic but rather to support one another in our lives in Christ, seeing that we are all 
trying to be faithful to Jesus and the only way to do that, be faithful to Jesus, is 
together, in the tension of our messy, complex and confusing humanity?

What would it look like for someone to say “I am going to march for what I understand to 
be justice for the illegal immigrants of our country”? And for another person in this 
community who sees the issue differently to say, “I do not agree with your position but I 
will pray for you. I will pray that justice and peace will become more clear, for all of us 
around this issue. Go my blessing and prayer.”

 What sort of witness would we have to the world if we could, as fully committed faithful 
Christians live in authentic community with the tensions of different perspectives with 
out demonizing each other, or alienating one another, saying “I have no need of you, 
because you don’t see it, as I see it.”

Can we trust each other that we are actually being faithful together? Can we support 
one another in our striving for justice and peace? Can we respect each other’s dignity
as faithful Christians doing our best to live out our faith with integrity and honesty.
Because if we can’t then we certainly cannot be a complete and unified witness to the 
world of God’s power, grace, mercy and love and these attributes of God are most 
profoundly demonstrated through his people living in unity and community.

Will you join me and the vestry, in these difficult but necessary conversations? Will you 
be a full part of this community sharing fully and deeply who you are and what you 
believe? Could we together possibly hope to be the unified body of Christ in the world?



Baptismal Covenant Discussion Questions

Covenant 5 

Will you strive for justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of 
every human being?

1. What is the standard by which Christians measure justice?

2. How do you distinguish that which is just from that which is unjust?

3. Discuss the difference between justice and fairness?

4. Peace requires active pursuit both in our personal lives and also in the corporate life 
of the church and society. What is your experience as you have sought peace?

5. What is your Christian understanding of human dignity?

6. How exactly can one individual “strive” for justice and peace?


