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The oldest covenant

Margaret Barker

T

he first covenant mentioned in the
Bible is called the everlasting cov
enant. The storyteller says that
God remembered the covenant, which
implies that it was not established in the
time of Noah. The prophet Hosea knew
of an earlier covenant with Adam, even
though this is not mentioned in the
biblical story of Adam.
The prophet Hosea lived in the 8th
century BCE, at the same time as Isaiah.
He condemned the faithless lifestyle of

his contemporaries and compared them
to Adam who had transgressed the
covenant and lost his glorious status in
Eden:
‘I desire steadfast love and not
sacrifice, The knowledge of God rather
than burnt offerings. But like Adam they
transgressed the covenant. There they
dealt faithlessly with me (Hosea 6.6-7).
So there had been a covenant with
Adam which applied to all human
beings, and presumably this was the
covenant that was renewed with Noah.
Hosea introduces two important

words for understanding the original
cove
nant: ‘steadfast love’, in Hebrew
hesedh, and ‘knowledge’ of God, Hebrew
da’ath.
The word hesedh is not easy to trans
late accurately into English. It has a
range of meanings such as loving kind
ness and compassion.
‘Knowledge of God’ has two meanings,
as often happens with the words of the
prophets. It means knowing God, but
also knowing as God knows, i.e. having
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God’s way of seeing things.
When a disciple of Isaiah was com

forting his people during the difficult
years of the exile, he assured them that
this ancient covenant would stand firm.
It was the everlasting covenant, but he
used another name for it, and linked it
to the hesedh of the Adam covenant. He
called it the covenant of peace.
The Hebrew word ‘peace’, šālôm,
means more than simply peace as the
absence of strife. It means wholeness,

integrity, everything as they believed God
intended it to be. These are Isaiah’s words
of comfort to his people:
For this is like the days of Noah to me:
As I swore that the waters of Noah should
no more go over the earth,
So I have sworn that I will not be angry
with you and will not rebuke you.
For the mountains may depart and the
hills be removed,
But my steadfast love, hesedh, shall not
depart from you,
And my covenant of peace shall not be

Seasons of newness
Lucy Hannah
A birth changes everything. It makes life
different by default: whether the extra
ordinary, fleshy reality of a baby coming
into the world, or something more meta
phorical taking shape in our lives. It may
even be a rebirth of our very selves, a
tipping point where reality shifts and, for
us, will never be the same again.
The seasons of the year mark the
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natural cycles of birth and death: of
emergence, decay, and dormancy. Each
season holds its own characteristics but
also surprises us: with an increasingly
unpredictable climate, we are never
quite sure what will happen next. I can
re
member a rose in my garden that
bloomed through a mild winter, alongside
a daffodil that was equally confused and
flowered at the end of November!
What will happen next? Perhaps this is
a good question to ask during the seasons
of Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany. We
think, of course, of the coming of Christ —
past, present and future. But Jesus never
really fitted the mould of what was
expected of him. He is the marker we use
for the seasons of the church year, but he
was not about to conform to expec
tations as to what his arrival — or indeed,
return — would look like.
Perhaps this can reassure us when
things draw to a close. An ending of how
things were can inspire us to find new
ways of doing and being, to reimagine
our methods of doing things, and even
our lives.
Don’t lose heart. In every ending there
are seeds of a beginning. Life often re
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removed,
Says the Lord who has compassion on
you
Isaiah 54.9-10
The basis of the older covenant, therefore,
was loving kindness. The oldest form of
the Hebrew religion was based on hesedh.
It was this original covenant that included
all human beings and became the basis
for the teaching of Jesus.
Margaret Barker is a theologian and retired
Methodist preacher.
quires a reshaping. Just as every season is
different, so, too, is every human life;
each personality and set of circumstances
is unique. There is overlap, yes, and com
mon threads, but no one else can be me,
just as no one else can be you. A birth
brings in another reality, another set of
threads, woven and rewoven throughout
a lifetime.
A birth changes everything. This can
feel destabilising, even frightening. But a
birth is reason to celebrate, too. As we
approach seasons of newness in our lives,
as we reflect on birth and arrival, on
waiting and expectancy, let us open our
hearts and minds to possibilities that we
could not have otherwise conceived.
Loving God
you do not change like shifting shadows,
but you enable us to live in an everchanging world.
Change does not disturb you:
you are a God of transformation.
As we look to the future and live in the
present,
may we learn from the past and cherish
our memories —
but not get landlocked by nostalgia or
false expectation.
You are always doing new things!
May we journey with you
towards horizons still faint,
but full of possibility.
In Jesus’s name,
Amen.

Brother Walfrid’s example
Geoff Lowson
This year’s holiday involved a ‘stay
cation’. Perhaps it was the same for you.
We had two mini-breaks, one trip to visit
family and friends in the south but the
other was a long weekend in Glasgow.
Glasgow? Edinburgh seems a more
likely destination but, in truth, Glasgow
is a fine city with a rich history, beautiful
open spaces, excellent museums and art
galleries, and wonderfully architecture.
But it is one particular aspect of the
Church’s part in the city’s history that I
want to focus upon.
Our accommodation was just east of
the city centre, in a district called Calton.
The Roman Catholic Church here is
St Mary’s. The very weekend we stayed
there, a monument was unveiled and
dedicated in the church grounds.
The monument is a memorial to those
who died in the Irish Famine of 1845-52,
the first such memorial in Scotland.
But why in Calton?
St Mary’s was completed in 1842, and
served a very deprived area. A few years
later there was a huge influx of Irish
immigrants escaping the famine. Many

went to America, some to Canada and
England, but about 100,000 ended up in
Scotland — many of them in Calton.
St Mary’s played a huge part in helping
to meet the needs of these poor people.
One name stands out in the history of
the church, and that is a Brother Walfrid.
He was born Andrew Kerins in the west of
Ireland in 1840, and arrived in the east end
of Glasgow in 1855. Little is known of the
next years, but he joined a religious order
in France known as the Marist Brothers.
In 1868 he returned to Calton, and for
the next quarter of a century he was to
have a profound effect on the lives of
three generations of Catholics living in
Glasgow’s east end. He was a teacher
then a headmaster; he established boys’
clubs and literary societies to promote
reading and writing; and he also set up
a structure to provide food: the ‘penny
dinner’ scheme.
In terms of popular culture, however, he
is best remembered for his contribution
to sport. In November 1887 he started a
football club at St Mary’s. It evolved into
the now famous Glasgow Celtic.
Sad to say, as we all know, 170 or so
years later, people are still fleeing poverty

Incarcerated for
the incarnation
David Kirk Beedon
ONE of the highlights during my six years
ministering as a prison chaplain was
the annual carol service in the chapel.
It was an ecumenical affair, shared with
my Roman Catholic and Free Church
colleagues, and with prison residents
from various Christian traditions (and
none), as well as community guests from
churches near by.
The format resembled many found in
churches during the festive season: the
customary collection of readings from
the nativity accounts of St Luke’s Gospel,
and carols that would be familiar from
primary school. Slightly self-indulgently,
we would always have John 1.1-14 as the
fourth and final reading.
I was aware that, for many residents,
the nativity may have been little more
than a vague memory from school festive

events in childhood. So, throughout
Advent each year, a weekly study group
would look in turn at each of the four
readings, by way of preparation for
Christmas.
It was always a privilege to accompany
the men I served on this Advent journey.
The way in which they brought the
incarnation to life was both humbling and
inspiring. In the service, as we concluded
the reflections, the reader would declare,
‘Emmanuel!’, and the worshippers would
respond, with gusto, ‘God is with us!’
(with a pronounced emphasis on the ‘is’).
LAST year, after a colleague expressed
reluctance to use the fourth reading, I
began to question whether John’s Pro
logue might be theologically too ‘highbrow’ for this context, and came to
the conclusion that it was for the men
themselves to decide.
At the penultimate Advent meeting,
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and hunger in other countries and end up
crossing the sea to seek help in the UK.
Happily, many of them are discovering
that the church is a place where they can
find help and support — that the spirit of
Brother Walfrid lives on.
the group spent their time looking at the
reading, and I asked them, ‘Do we want
this in the carol service?’ I suggested that
it might be thought too ‘philosophical’ or
‘theological’.
After reading the passage, I let them
think about the task in hand, but, im
mediately, one of the group declared,
‘No, we’ve definitely got to have this,’ and
others nodded vigorously. I gave some
background to the reading, and pointed
out its deliberate scriptural resonances
with the opening of Genesis.
When I asked them which parts of the
reading appealed to them, they identified
‘the power to become children of God’;
‘in the flesh’; and ‘the light shines in the
darkness.’ One participant said: ‘I just love
‘the Word’ bit.’ I explained that the Greek
word logos — translated in our Bibles as
‘Word’ — also meant ‘logic, meaning, or
purpose’, and described how the reading
posits that everything (including us) that
has being, and has come into existence,
has done so through what we see
embodied in Jesus.
At this, one participant from the
south of England smiled, nodded his
head, and declared — in appreciation, if
Continued overleaf
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with conflicted understanding — ‘That’s
proper mad, that is!’
The Service of Nine Lessons and Carols
introduces the Prologue to St John’s
Gospel in terms of the unfolding of the
great ‘mystery’ of the incarnation.
In his poem ‘Christmas’, John Betjeman
twice asks of ‘this most tremendous
tale of all’, ‘And is it true?’; and I am
sure that many of us can relate to the
notion — so eloquently expressed by my
group member — that the doctrine of the
incarnation is ‘proper mad’.
Yet he, with others on that Advent
journey and in the subsequent carol
service, experienced something profound:
a belief that they are ‘children of God’.
This band of seekers after something to
hope in — a group made up of the aban
doned, dysfunctional, neglected, abused,
marginalised, dangerous, and unloved
— had a faith stirred in them: that the
one who became the human face of
God provides them with a light to shine
in their darkness: a light that cannot be
overcome.
Prisons, and those who are held in
them (83,000 at the time of writing), are
going through challenging times. This
Christmastide, I invite you to hold close
these places and people in your prayers.
Although there were many harrowing
encounters during my time as a priest
behind bars, I also frequently experienced
the best of days. For it is in such dark
places that it is, paradoxically, often
easiest to witness the light of God’s love
transforming lives, and to rediscover that
incarnational truth that ‘God is with us.’
Far from turkeys, trees, and tinsel,
God is at work in the unlikeliest of
places (unlikely, that is, if we take as
our reference traditional Christmas card
scenes). To recognise this is to realise — of
the incarnation, and in the best of ways
— ‘That’s proper mad that is!’ Thank God.
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God? Or merely godlike?
John Saxbee
A Shepherd peers into the crib in which
Jesus Christ, Son of God, lies sleeping.
‘He’s the spitting image of his father,’
the shepherd observes.
‘No,’ says one of the Magi, just arrived
from the East, ‘he’s a chip off the old
block.’
‘Aren’t they just two ways of saying the
same thing?’ asks a bystander.
‘By no means,’ retorts the theologian
in residence, ‘they are totally different …
‘ — and so begins one of the most fiercely
contested debates in the history of the
Christian Church.
In what sense is Jesus the Son of God?
Is he the Son of God because he is, as it
were, genetically the same as God — one
substance with the Father, as we say in
our creeds. Is he, in that sense, ‘a chip off
the old block’?
Or is he the Son of God in the sense
that he is the closest any human being
can or ever will get to being like God —
‘the spitting image of his father’?
Who cares? Does it matter? Why
trouble ourselves with such apparently
trivial theological debating points? In the
fourth century, it boiled down to whether
the word homoousion (of one substance)
or homoiousion (of like substance) best
described the relationship between divine
and human nature in Jesus. Do battle over
an iota? Ridiculous!
Well, it does matter. It matters to
such an extent that making sense of
a tsunami, a devastating cyclone, or a
terrorist atrocity depends upon how we
answer.
If Jesus is ‘the spitting image of his
father’, there is a likeness between him
and God which is as close a likeness as
any human being has ever revealed before
or since. And that is good news, because,
on the one hand, he becomes the means
whereby we can glimpse something of
what God is like: in the words of Bishop
David Jenkins, ‘God is as he is in Jesus, and
therefore there is hope’.
On the other hand, we can glimpse
something of our own capacity to grow in
the likeness of God in so far as we fashion
our lives after the example of Christ. Day
by day like us he grew, so that day by day
we might grow like him.
Yet a likeness is not a sameness. If Jesus
is no more than ‘the spitting image of his
father’, then human beings are left still
dependent on our own human resources
to make sense of life’s joys and sorrows,
tragedies and triumphs.

There is nothing here to help us com
prehend what all this might mean. If this
baby born in Bethlehem is going to make
not only a difference to the way we live
in the world, but a difference to how
we make sense of the world in which we
live, then he has to be ‘a chip off the old
block’.
What we see in the crib at Christmas is
none other than God born into the world.
As Mary carried God in her womb, so the
world now carries God in its history, its
lifeblood, its corporate DNA. This means
that making sense of our life on earth
does not depend only on our own finite
resources for making things add up.
If we have only human resources
available to come to terms with evil
and suffering, then the best we can do
is project on to God our human under
5

standing of love and power — and then
realise that, in the face of such disaster,
God may be all-loving or all-powerful,
but he clearly cannot be both.
But what if our resources for making
sense of such things now include the
very being of one in whom ‘God in all
his fullness chose to dwell, through him
to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the shedding of his
blood on the cross — all things, whether
on earth or in heaven’ (Colossians 1.1920)?
Left to ourselves, we are so constrained
by the limited horizons of our fragile
humanity that the questions that
matter most are the ones we are least
able to answer. That is why atheism and
Continued overleaf

poetry place
Descent
They sought to soar into the skies,
Those classic gods of high renown,
For lofty pride aspires to rise,
But you came down.
You dropped down from the mountains sheer,
Forsook the eagle for the dove,
The other Gods demanded fear,
But you gave love.
Where chiseled marble seemed to freeze
Their abstract and perfected form,
Compassion brought you to your knees,
Your blood was warm.
They called for blood in sacrifice,
Their victims on an altar bled,
When no one else could pay the price,
You died instead.
They towered above our mortal plain,
Dismissed this restless flesh with scorn,
Aloof from birth and death and pain,
But you were born.
Born to these burdens, borne by all
Born with us all ‘astride the grave,’
Weak, to be with us when we fall,
And strong to save.
Malcolm Guite
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humanism struggle to make headway in
our so-called secular society.
When, however, we see in the face
of the Christ-child, lit by the light of a
shepherd’s lantern and a distant star, the
very reality of God beckoning us beyond
the horizons of our own humanity to a
place where the Light of the World shines
full of grace and truth — ah! then, we
have a glimpse of eternity overarching
the tragedies and traumas of life on
earth; then we see sense in what seems
senseless, meaning in what defies human
understanding. God’s sense makes
sense of non-sense, and all because (as
Betjeman wrote):
God was man in Palestine
And lives today in Bread and Wine.
Whatever we mean by God as a
human being, we cannot rely on our
human categories of power, prestige, and
prosperity to reassure us that the divine
order mirrors our ordering of society and
its priorities. At least, that is St Luke’s
take on it all, because for him the Holy
Family clearly lived in Nazareth but
travelled to Bethlehem for a royal birth
thoroughly counter-cultural in its pathos
and banality.
For St Matthew, however, it is Beth
lehem that appears to be home to
the Holy Family, who then journey to
Nazareth via Egypt to escape the perils
of Herod’s persecution. It is Magi bearing
gifts, rather than lowly shepherds, who
visit the infant Jesus, so that Matthew’s
account sits far more easily with our
sense of what the arrival of a royal prince
should be like in a well ordered society.
Yet, wherever we position ourselves
in relation to the fourth-century con
troversies centred on the Person of
Christ, and determined by the Council
of Nicaea, we cannot ignore the extent
to which our human relationships, and
the power struggles that characterise
them, have a bearing on how we see
the relationship between humanity and
divinity incarnated in Christ.
Both Luke and Matthew have their
own agendas in this respect, and so we
need both Luke and Matthew if we are to
keep our balance and our nerve.
So is this Christ-child the ‘spitting
image of his father’ or ‘a chip off the
old block’? Cyril Connolly professed a
belief in
God the Either
God the Or
And God the Wholly Both.
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We wait expectantly —

but for whom?
Ronald Blythe
ADVENT. Season of name-giving — and
such names! Who giveth these names?
Heaven only knows. Poets, saints,
youths, ancient folk. What shall we
call him? Adonaï — a name for God?
Dayspring bright? Desire of nations? Key
which opens what cannot be closed?
Emmanuel, of course.
In the congregation, a baby is long
overdue, spinning out womb-days in
order to have an Advent birth. What shall
we call him or her? Something beautiful.
No flowers in church, but all this namecalling. Outside, murk and final sunshine,
slippery leaves, and noisy rooks. Inside, I
say the sublime Advent collect, the one
about putting away works of darkness
and putting on the armour of light. Shall
we sing Eleanor Farjeon’s carol of the
Advent?
Furrows, be glad. Though earth is bare,
One more seed is planted there:
Give up your strength the seed to nourish,
That in course the flower may flourish.
People, look east, and sing today:
Love, the Rose, is on the way.

Quite a lot of charlock is being grown,
and brassy yellow alternates with rich
browns in the landscape. Trees and
hedges are semi-bare, but the air has
a sultriness tinged with frost. Norfolk
friends are held up by fogs. The white cat
takes up winter quarters, this time on my
garden-tools table in the boiler room, her
tail wound around a hot pipe. She sleeps
deeply 23 hours a day, and, apart from six
square meals, will not come to until late
March. Who would? I would, for one.
I would not mind missing Christmas,
but to miss Advent! Ages ago, Advent
was as strict a fast as Lent, the Second
Coming in mind. Now, a confusion of
natural and supernatural birth, plus
this intense welcoming of the gloriously
named Child, plus, it has to be said,
an absence of judgemental terror and
awe, makes the severity of a flowerless
sanctuary a liturgical pointer to winter.
Little more.
Richard Mabey arrives, and we talk
shop. The years of our friendship are quite
amazing. We go back a bit, as they say.
We sit by the stove, and the ash logs spit
at us. A chicken sizzles in the oven. He
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and Polly have brought champagne and
apple tart. Thus we slummock in the old
room as the light fails, careful not to bore
one another with current toil, the flames
illuminating our three faces.
Polly has returned from Zambia, and
from an encouraging account of her son’s
refrigerator, its hairy contents, and its
almost archaeological sell-by dates. Her
son runs a wild-animal reserve, and an
elephant can, literally, be in the room.
But pythons, tigers — what are these
to her son’s fearful groceries, mouldering
away in the icy darkness? When they have
gone, I find some pâté right at the back
of my fridge; quite good, but dated 2009.
Oh, the waste, the strength of character
needed to cast it forth! The fridge stands
in a brick-floored dairy, so cold in itself as
to compete with this new-fangled gadget
for keeping food edible for ages. Though
not for ever.
Apart from Adonaï-Dayspring-Desire
of Nations, what else will Advent bring
us? There will be Gaudete Sunday, when,
as in mid-Lent, a rose-coloured vestment
may be worn. For me, the pulsating
season itself will always be enough.

