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“How is Your Heart?”

Lent is almost over!  Is it just me, or did it seem to go really fast this year?  Maybe it’s because it’s been pretty much one day after another with little change; or because those little touchstones that usually happen during Lent have been missing.  But whatever the reason: EASTER IS COMING!!!  How have you been doing on those changes you were going to do during Lent?  How has your “Give Up and Give” been going?  Still complaining to God about stuff?  How has that cross bearing been going?  Have you helped anyone carry their cross?  How has your preaching of the Gospel by how you live your life been going?  Discipleship?  Compassion and care for others?  Don’t worry, there’s still time before Easter.
“I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.” (Jer. 31:33).  Is not this the most beautiful thing?  It’s from the first lesson for the fifth Sunday of Lent.  “Create in me a clean heart, O God.” (Ps. 51:10) or” I treasure your promise in my heart.” (Ps. 119:11) are the Psalm responses.    This Sunday we are looking into the heart of those who listen and follow Christ.  Jesus echo’s this heart and love theme when he says, “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” (Jn. 12:32).  The image this calls to my mind is a parent (or a pet owner) gathering their children (or pets) into their arms when they are frightened or need protection.  It’s that parent willing to sacrifice for their child, even if it means their life.  Many times, Jesus is described as our Brother but in this instance, he is our parent.  Willing to sacrifice himself for the life of the world.  To be lifted up from the earth on the cross for all of us.  This is truly, the heart of the matter. When have you realized that God’s laws are written on your heart?  When have you needed to sacrifice for others?  When has someone sacrificed for you?


Then we come to the last Sunday of March and begin Holy Week with Palm Sunday.  The Gospels for Palm Sunday comes from two places in the Gospel of Mark.  The Processional Gospel is from Mark 11 and addresses the entrance into Jerusalem.  Jesus is welcomed as a king coming into the city.  There are many people there since it is the beginning of Passover for the Jewish people (High Holy Days).  This Sunday shows the fickleness of people.  Some of the people who welcomed him at the beginning of the week are the same people who called for his crucifixion at the end of the week.  We have a crowd coming to take Jesus in.  We have Peter’s denial.  We have friends and followers running away (even going naked rather than be found with Jesus).  We have friends watching from afar.  We have others that are closer.  We have a person pressed into helping and another claiming Jesus after he has died.  There is everyone in this story.  There is all of us, today, in this story.  Who are you in those different crowds we hear about on Palm Sunday?  Are you the ones crying to crucify him, or Simon helping to carry the cross, or the women weeping, or his friends abandoning him, or Peter denying him, or Joseph claiming him after he died?


April begins with Holy Week and Easter Sunday and the time of Easter going towards Pentecost Sunday (May 23rd).  This is the most holy time of year but also some of the most ritualistic celebrations.  Each year Christians of all faiths gather together in small communities throughout the world to celebrate the Three Days: the journey with Christ from darkness to light; from captivity to freedom; from death to life and in many of those communities we listen to the same lessons together and participate is similar rituals of Holy Communion, foot washing, reading of the Passion of Christ, the joy and confusion of the resurrection, and welcoming new members into the Body of Christ.  This year all of these celebrations may look different from watching on the internet, celebrating at home, watching on television, or (hopefully) gathered in small groups for short periods of time.  Each of the celebrations that we join in throughout April can be focused on one of the great words used to describe what it means to be a Christian, a follower of Christ.


The first word we are looking at is: Servant (Maundy Thursday).  Jesus washed the feet of his disciples.  This was something that the lowest slave in a household did and here was Jesus doing it.  He tells in both word and deed that we to must be that servant to others.


From Good Friday we have the word: Cross.  Some people look at the cross and stay there with the suffering Servant.  Others want to bypass the cross altogether and just go to the empty tomb.  We need to be willing to do both.  We need to be reminded of the walk to Calvary, the nailing to the cross, the two thieves, and the suffering of death especially as we take up our daily crosses.  Sometimes we need to help others with their crosses.  Each of us have that walk to Calvary we are doing and need to remember we are never doing it alone – Jesus is always walking with us.


Easter Sunday brings us the wonderful word Resurrection.  This is the gift we are given at baptism, resurrection with Christ; the gift that raises us to be co-heirs to the Kingdom of God.  Without the resurrection, we would be people of a cross only.  We would still be in death.  By traveling with Christ through his life and death, we get to also participate in his resurrection.  It is the completion of the cycle that brings us to faith.


The first Sunday after Easter brings us to Jesus appearing to his disciples and to Thomas specifically which bring us to the word trust.  We as Christians really depend on trust.  We trust that this whole idea of God, Jesus, the cross, the resurrection, the gospel stories, and the promises contained within are true.  We cannot prove all of it.  We were not witnesses to it.  We trust and consider ourselves blessed because of that trust because Jesus said, “…blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” (John 20:29).


Then we are called to witness.  The disciples were witnesses to the resurrection, were taught directly by Jesus, and were sent to witness to their experience.  We are also called to witness to our belief.  We do this by how we live our lives: what we say to others, what we spend our money on, and how we spend our time.  You witness when you share what excites and interests you about God or how you have experienced God working in your life.


And finally, we are called to be sheep.  Not in a mindless way but in a way that recognize Jesus as the shepherd – the kind that earns the trust of the sheep by keeping them safe and being willing to lay down his life for them.


As we journey again through the Three Days and into the time of Easter let us reflect on how we are Christians.  We are servants, carry crosses, and believe in the resurrection.  We trust and witness to God in our lives and are willing sheep to the shepherd that is Jesus.  The challenge: to continue in faith that God has a plan, Jesus is walking with you, and the Spirit is guiding you in spite of what the trials, tribulations, loneliness, and separation we have all experienced in this last year.  Have hope.
