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The Practice of Promising
If you’re shopping for cleaning agents, nutritional items, or food, 
you’ll find products with names like Pledge, Ensure, and Promise. 
Our moral vocabulary related to fidelity and promising has been 
trivialized in popular culture—despite the importance of these 
concepts in most theological and philosophical traditions. Partly 
because of advertising, our culture is jaded about promises. 

We don’t ordinarily think about the connections between the 
practices of God and our faithfulness to certain promises and 
people. But the God we worship and serve has made promises to 
us and is faithful even when we are unfaithful. Promise making 
and promise keeping are central to how we relate to God and to 
how God relates to us.

Promises provide the internal framework for every relationship 
and every community; they function like the hidden supports in 
a well-built house. We don’t notice or call attention to them when 
they are providing structure to our relationships, but we certainly 
notice them when they collapse. For that reason, promise keeping 
is a pillar of a healthy community of faith. In fact, it is one of four 
helpful conceptual hooks that Christian ethicist Christine Pohl 
uses to help outline a healthy community of faith; the others are 
hospitality, gratitude, and truth telling (2011). In the previous issue 
of Christian School Comment I shared with you some thoughts on 
hospitality; in this issue I’d like to tackle promise keeping.

The capacity to make and keep promises is central to a community 
of faith, but promising is connected to living truthfully in 
particularly important ways. Truthfulness and fidelity form the 
structure of community and constitute trust, which is at the heart 
of our relationships. The Gospel of Matthew ends with Jesus’ 
promise: “I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (28:20, 
NIV). The substance of that promise is repeated in Hebrews 
13:5: “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” For 2,000 
years these promises and a faithful response have allowed many 
Christians to face difficulty and death without wavering. If we 
do not grasp God’s faithfulness and the importance of our own 
fidelity, it is impossible to make sense of great sacrifices for the 
kingdom.

Keeping our promises is closely tied to personal integrity. We lose 
part of ourselves when we don’t keep our word. Promising is a 
powerful expression of the self, yet it is also a relational activity. 
Contemporary culture places a premium on individual freedom 

and the ability to choose. We cherish the nearly unlimited choices 
we have, and we like to keep our options open. When we make 
promises and commitments, we forgo some opportunities. We 
hesitate to make final decisions because something better might be 
just around the corner.

There are several core principles that can help children make and 
keep promises to strengthen the fabric of a community of faith. 
When we emphasize the importance of making and keeping 
promises, we also need to help our children learn to assess the kinds 
of commitments they should make. In our efforts to strengthen 
the practice of promising, it is also important to be careful about 
the commitments we ask for. Because it is often taken for granted, 
promise keeping is usually overlooked when it is functioning well. 
Recognizing our children’s acts of fidelity, and occasionally naming 
ordinary ones as important, can strengthen the practice for them. 
For example, recognize your child when she consistently does well 
on her chores. Honor him when he consistently follows through 
on your expectations, such as shaking the hand of a guest and 
making eye contact, or saying thank you and please.

If your children attend a Christian school, they have an advantage 
over their public-school peers in the area of promise keeping. 
A Christian school that is an authentic community of faith has 
promise keeping as one of its pillars, so you can be confident that 
the staff are reinforcing the messages you’re sending your children 
about keeping promises. Your child’s teachers do their best to keep 
promises, even in day-to-day classroom activities and interactions. 
They also integrate teaching about personal fidelity and God’s 
faithfulness into every subject, so students learn to apply them in 
the rest of life.

In spite of what our culture may tell us, keeping promises is no 
trivial matter. It’s essential to a healthy community of faith and 
to relating well to God and others. May our families and our 
Christian schools exemplify this principle.
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