
Sermon- Consistent Life Conference, March 11, 2012 – Rob Arner
Readings: Ex. Exodus 20:1-17, Ps 19: 7-10, 1 Cor. 1:22-25, John 2:13-25

Greetings this Lenten Lord’s Day, my brothers and sisters. [Remarks about my experience at the
conference and the work that we are doing]

My aim this morning is to get us to think theologically about the consistent ethic of life which we
are celebrating at this conference. As an organization, Consistent Life is nonsectarian and even
nonreligious, even though the consistent ethic, at least in its modern articulation, has deeply
religious roots in the personalism of 20th century Catholicism. But we are Christians, gathered
together as a temporary worshiping community, representatives of our respective branches of the
body of Christ. Our thinking therefore, about our politics, ethics, and worldview, is most
properly theological, with the God revealed to us in Jesus Christ at its center. So this morning, I
want to bring the consistent ethic into dialogue with the Christian tradition, in the hopes that we
will discover a more properly God-centered way of articulating our convictions about justice,
peace, and life. To do that, I will draw upon the Scripture texts from today’s lectionary which we
have just heard, the life-giving words of which are now resonating in our minds and transforming
our souls, as well as the writings of three great Christian pro-life/pro-peace saints from the 20th

century whom I have been studying recently: Dorothy Day, Martin Luther King, Jr., and
Cardinal Joseph Bernardin.

Today’s Scripture readings invite us to meditate on the law of God. I do not mean only the Ten
Commandments, or the broader Law of Moses of which they are a part, but the entire will of God
for God’s human creation, particularly as it is reveled to us in Jesus Christ. God’s law is not a
giant list of “Thou shalt nots” handed down to us from heaven to spoil our fun, to stop us from
living as we wish. Rather, we should think of it in two principal ways: 1. as a response to what
God has already done for us and has promised to do for us in the future, and 2. As a guide to
living a complete, holistic, and healthy life by the One who knows better than we do what is
good for us. God has already entered into our world and saved us by his own initiative; the
proper response of a grateful people therefore is thanksgiving and faithful living.

First, we should think about God’s law as a response of gratitude for what God has already done
and continues to do in the world today. The reading from Exodus, in which we find the famous
“Thou shalts” and “Thou shalt nots,” of the Ten Commandments, is prefaced by a very important
statement that makes all the difference for how we understand the Big Ten. Verse 2 says “I am
the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.” Right before the
commandments begin, God is reminding the people of who he is, and what he has done for them.
In the context of the Exodus, YHWH the God of Israel has listened to the cries of his oppressed
and enslaved people and rescued them “with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm” as the
Scriptures say. In spectacular fashion, he parted the seas so they could escape from their
enemies, and allowed the sea to swallow up Israel’s enemies who had oppressed them with such
brutality for so long. Later, he provided water, quail, and manna to sustain his people in the
middle of the desert, and guided them in the strange land by leading them with a pillar of cloud
in the daytime and fire at night. In other words, that short preface to the Ten Commandments is a
way of bringing to Israel’s mind all the things that God had already done for them through his



steadfast love, even though they were often upset and complaining. Being God, you see, can be a
very thankless job.

For Christians, in addition to the history of Exodus, we have perhaps the supreme example of
God’s loving action in history to look back upon- the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ. This
momentous event, in which God himself entered the history of the world as a person just like us,
marked the beginning of the overthrow of the present evil age by the kingdom of God, an
overthrow which will one day be made complete. On that day, in the words of John the
Revelator, “there will be no more mourning, death, crying or pain” for the old order will have
passed away. And that, my dear brothers and sisters, is something to celebrate indeed! So we
have all the more reason to obey God, all the more reason to live a life of radical gratitude; and
the best way to express that gratitude is through a life lived according to the way God has shown
us.

But what is that way? How should a thankful people live? Jesus is that way. He taught and
showed us how to live by faith in the reign of God’s grace, and by his death and resurrection, he
cut the bonds of sin that held us captive, enabling us to live in the perfect freedom of God’s love.
The aspect of Jesus’ life that I want to lift up for your benefit this morning, and the way that is
most in keeping with the theme of our conference, is the way that Jesus treated people- to him,
all people, regardless of economic class, social status, age, ability or disability, gender or
nationality are valuable. He taught and showed that all persons are made in God’s image, and are
of sacred worth and dignity in God’s sight.

One woman who took this message to heart, and who followed Jesus Christ more faithfully and
single-mindedly in her life than anyone else I’ve ever encountered, was Dorothy Day, cofounder
of the Catholic Worker movement. Her entire life was Christ-centered, but nowhere more so than
in her very high regard for the value of the human person whom she loved and served through
her dedication to practicing the works of mercy and her advocacy for justice, peace, and life.

A central theme of Day’s worldview was what I call her “incarnational spirituality.” Day took
the parable of the sheep and the goats, Christ’s depiction of the Last Judgment in Matthew 25 as
a major interpretive grid in her life, not only its summons to do the works of mercy- feeding the
hungry, clothing the naked, visiting the imprisoned, etc., but also Christ’s statement that
“whatever you do to the least of these, my brothers and sisters, you do to me.” Day understood
this to mean that, in some mysterious way she did not and could not fully comprehend, the
persons who she saw before her were Christ, a conviction which compelled her to love them as
she would love Christ himself in whatever ways she could. In spite of all appearances, even (or
perhaps, especially) the lowliest and least attractive persons are Christ, a fact that, she
acknowledged, sometimes takes tremendous faith to see.

In On Pilgrimage, Day expresses her belief that to love someone is to allow the glimpses of
Christ we see in that person to overshadow or outweigh the ugly parts we may see. “When you
love people,” she explained, “you see all the good in them, all the Christ in them. God sees
Christ, His Son, in us and loves us. And so we should see Christ in others, and nothing else, and
love them.” When you practice the discipline of seeing Christ, the object of your love and
devotion, in every person you encounter without distinction, it revolutionizes the way you treat



them. You no longer ignore, write off, or abuse anyone, because everyone is sacred. In some
mysterious way, Day believed, Christ is present in that person you just cut off in traffic, in the
panhandler you ignored while walking here, in the cafeteria worker who served you food this
morning. I’ll let you sit with this concept for a minute. How would you treat even the most
insignificant person (by worldly standards, anyway), if you knew that Christ lived within her or
him?

Day followed Jesus faithfully in her insistence that all people matter and are of infinite worth. In
the January 1941 edition of the Catholic Worker, Day juxtaposed a report in the New York Times
that the 1942 budget for war and military expenditures was to be $17,485,528,049, with the
announcement of the birth of a baby boy named William to a homeless woman at the Catholic
Worker house of hospitality on Mott Street. In characteristic fashion, she highlights the intrinsic
value of the small things, St. Therese of Lisieux’s “little way,” over against the massiveness of
the military budget reported in the Times. William, she says, is worth far more than that or any
sum.

William, our new baby down here at Mott Street, is hereby headlined on our front
page, as the biggest news of the month, the gayest news, the most beautiful news,
the most tragic news, and indeed more worthy of a place in a headline than the
seventeen billion, four hundred and eighty-five million, five hundred and twenty-
eight thousand and forty-nine dollars headlined in The New York Times this
morning. William himself is worth more than that sum, more indeed than all the
money in the world. He is indeed but dust, the Lord knoweth it, but he is also little
less than the angels. He is a creature of body and soul, a son of God and (by his
baptism down at Transfiguration Church last Sunday at 2 P.M.) a temple of the
Holy Ghost. For his sake our Lord God came down from Heaven, was begotten
by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary, was made man, lived with us for
thirty-three years, and suffered and laid down His life. For William's sake as well
as for the sake of each one of us.
And this tiny creature who little realizes his dignity as a member of the Mystical
Body of Christ lies upstairs from me now as I write, swaddled in a blanket and
reposing in a laundry basket. He is rosy and calm and satisfied, a look of infinite
peace and complacency upon that tiny countenance. He little knows what is in the
world, what horrors beset us on every side.1

So a thankful people, I want to suggest to you this morning, lives by faithfully following the law
of God, especially as revealed to us by Jesus. Jesus counted every person as of supreme dignity
and worth, regarded the poor, the deformed, the outcasts, the dying, and the prisoners as his
brothers and sisters, and taught that when we meet the physical or spiritual needs of a person, we
are also taking care of the Lord himself, mystically present in them, a fact which is discernible
only to the eyes of faith.

The second way our scripture readings today implore us to regard God’s law is as the path that
leads to life. God is the author of life, the creator of each one of us and the one who numbers our
days. God’s instructions for our lives are life-giving, because he wants only the best for us.
Following God’s way is therefore in our best interest, because as I’m sure we can all testify

1 Cited in By Little and By Little, 157.



through our own experiences, when we reject God’s way and go our own way, we suffer as a
result. The consequences of our actions catch up to us. Think of the words the psalmist uses to
describe God’s law- perfect, trustworthy, radiant, precious, enduring, sweet, etc. When was the
last time you thought of (say) US criminal code in those terms? But God’s way is sweet, because
God has our best interests at heart. God’s law, therefore, is lifegiving because following it leads
to peace, joy, contentment, and the fullness of life, even though it may well lead us to the cross
in this life.

One important aspect of God’s way that Jesus exhibited powerfully in his life is the fact that God
does not want his people to kill or oppress others, but to work steadfastly for the benefit,
prosperity, and flourishing of our neighbor. Jesus always treated the person as an end in him-or-
herself, never as a means to an end. The person, he showed us, is of infinite worth because of
God’s overwhelming love for us all. In the last century, following Jesus’ way, Martin Luther
King, Jr. led the fight for social and economic justice for the oppressed peoples of this country.
Every person was sacred, King believed, equally worthy and equally deserving of dignity,
respect and protection. The key to King’s activism for economic justice and racial equality, as
well as his peace witness and other social stances, was the conviction of, as he often put it, “the
sacredness of all human personality” a conviction he inherited from his upbringing in the black
church as well as from his immersion in the philosophy of personalism. Among other things, the
sacredness of human personality meant for him one very specific thing- it means we can’t kill.
Allow these words from his 1967 “Christmas Sermon on Peace” to sink in:

“Now let me say that the next thing we must be concerned about if we are to have
peace on earth and good will toward men is the nonviolent affirmation of the
sacredness of all human life. Every man is somebody because he is a child of
God. And so when we say “Thou shalt not kill,” we’re really saying that human
life is too sacred to be taken on the battlefields of the world. Man is more than a
tiny vagary of whirling electrons or a wisp of smoke from a limitless smoldering.
Man is a child of God, made in His image, and therefore must be respected as
such. Until men see this everywhere, until nations see this everywhere, we will be
fighting wars. One day somebody should remind us that, even though there may
be political and ideological differences between us, the Vietnamese are our
brothers, the Russians are our brothers, the Chinese are our brothers; and one day
we’ve got to sit down together at the table of brotherhood. But in Christ there is
neither Jew nor Gentile. In Christ there is neither male nor female. In Christ there
is neither Communist nor capitalist. In Christ, somehow, there is neither bound
nor free. We are all one in Christ Jesus. And when we truly believe in the
sacredness of human personality, we won’t exploit people, we won’t trample over
people with the iron feet of oppression, we won’t kill anybody.”2

So like King, and Jesus whom King was following, we choose God’s way when we regard all
human persons as sacred creatures, especially beloved of God, and treat them accordingly. And
one of the most basic, fundamental ways to do so is through a steadfast refusal to kill or abuse
another person, for any reason. No matter who they are, no matter what they’ve done, the
destruction of the person is not God’s will for us. If as I maintain, the consistent ethic of life is

2 “A Christmas Sermon on Peace” 1967 in A Testament of Hope, 255.



God’s will for us, as revealed by Jesus and the apostles, then we must follow it for our own
welfare as well as the well-being of the whole world.

Thus far we’ve considered the consistent ethic of life in the context of an ethic of thankfulness to
God for what God has done for us, and as God’s revealed will to promote the full flourishing of
our whole lives. Today’s reading from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians adds still another vital
theological dimension to our consideration of the CEL. The centerpiece of his preaching, he
reminds the Corinthians, is Christ crucified, which he notes is a scandal and foolishness to the
world of his day. Paul, you should keep in mind, is proclaiming that a rabble-rousing Jewish
peasant in a backwater province of the Roman Empire, who was executed for sedition and
treason, was God’s anointed one and the Savior of the world. Sounds a little far-fetched even
today, when you stop and think about it. But as Christians, this is our central confession of faith,
assured as we are that God has indeed begun the process of reconciling all things to himself
through this most unlikely of events.

Just as the world of Paul’s day found the cross of Christ a scandal, so too the world of our day
finds the consistent ethic a scandal. It defies conventional moral and political categories with its
seamless melding of justice and life concerns. Yet because we as followers of Christ and the
consistent ethic of life oppose violence against the human person, we are looked upon with
suspicion by those whose interests are vested in the perpetuation of the violent social order. In
this, we may sometimes feel alone, but we are in good company with the crucified Savior, who
knows rejection more than anyone.

As Christ is the power and wisdom of God, the consistent ethic, I believe, is God’s way, wiser
than human wisdom and stronger than human strength, as Paul says. And the essence, the root of
the consistent ethic, is a high regard for the human person. As the crucified Jesus is God’s fullest
revelation to us and the embodiment of the kingdom come in the most unlikely of forms, one
vital lesson of the cross is that even the crucified criminal is of sacred worth. And we who follow
this crucified criminal who is also God incarnate must be ever vigilant about protecting each
person, who as a bearer of God’s image, is also of sacred worth. Christ suffers for and with the
wretched and despised outcasts of the world, his dearest brothers and sisters.

Cardinal Joseph Bernardin, who is widely credited with coining the phrase “consistent ethic of
life” in the 1980’s, often pointed out that a high evaluation of personhood entails solidarity with,
and actions on behalf of, those whose personhood is diminished in any way. With a touch of
incarnational spirituality, he reminded a pro-life pilgrimage that though Jesus’ passion occurred
2,000 years ago, “the Lord's agony continues. Wherever life suffers, Jesus suffers. And the
gospel narrative summons us to stand with Jesus- wherever and whenever he suffers. ‘Where I
am, there my servant will be.’”3 And Bernardin often reminded his listeners that the consistent
ethic of life is grounded precisely in the inestimable dignity and worth of the person.
Its foundation, therefore is in its high esteem of the value of the person, and the danger that
“where human life is considered ‘cheap’ and easily ‘wasted,’ eventually nothing is held as sacred
and all lives are in jeopardy.”4

3 “Pro-Life Pilgrimage,” St. Augustine FL, March 20 1988, Selected Works, 1:350.
4 “The Death Penalty in Our Time,” address to Criminal Law Committee, Chicago, May 14 1985, in Seamless
Garment, 89.



“The person, “Bernardin wrote in another context, “is the clearest reflection of the presence of
God among us. To lay violent hands on a person... is to come as close as we can to laying violent
hands on God. Each social system- east to west, north or south, communist or capitalist- should
be judged by the way in which it reverences, or fails to reverence, the unique and equal dignity
of every person.”5

Recognizing the sacred worth and dignity of the person is the gift of faith and one of the vital
lessons that the cross teaches us. We follow God’s way when we do this. Empowered by and
conformed to the cross of Christ, we too can be resurrection people, bringing hope to all those
who are threatened by violence, by dehumanization, by poverty, or by indifference. The Lord,
who experienced all those agonies himself, calls us to stand with, defend, and embrace as our
brothers and sisters each sacred person we encounter, and to seek out and show love to those
who have been victimized by our evil social order.

For Christians then, the consistent ethic must first and foremost be grounded in faith in the living
God, the God who showed once and for all that he is on the side of life when he raised Jesus
Christ from the dead. For us as devotees of the consistent ethic of life and as Christians, we
should base our activism and our lives on the notion that the human person is sacred and
inviolable, and must be respected, esteemed, and defended, regardless of age, nationality, gender,
etc. This is the way our God has shown us to live. Our way, the CL way that honors and respects
the value of each person, is the way of the cross, the road that may be marked with suffering, but
the way that will ultimately redeem the world through the power and grace of God and the
faithfulness of God’s servants.

5 “The Death Penalty: An International Human Rights Issue,” speech to Amnesty International, Chicago, June 23
1984, in Seamless Garment, 27.


