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With Former President Clinton having his heart worked on… for a few days the country was partially obsessed with questions like “what is the condition of my heart?”  and “I think it is working –but is it really functioning to maximum capacity.”  

And so the question comes – “what is the condition of your heart?”   “What kind of work needs to be done on it, check ups, scans etc. to prevent sudden collapse, even death?”  It turns out that our physical hearts can be pictured pretty well –by a very expensive scan.  However doctors could not possibly do one on everyone who might request it.  If they did it would stop all other work with a back log of patients waiting for this one test- and others who truly needed it would die waiting.  

The good news this morning is that we don’t have to wait to have a scan taken of our spiritual hearts.  And the results of the scan are very clear, unambiguous, ready for precise action to be taken.  

Our passages today talk about the work of God’s heart and its vulnerability to our pain.  This is a good thing.  God is tuned into our needs, our wants, our experiences in life.  But further, God says –through the prophet Jeremiah and through the apostle Paul- we too must become vulnerable.  We need to see the effects of our actions and our non-actions on others.  We need to mediate and intercede.  No matter what rank, status, position of power in the world, we have the heart work of presenting others before God.  

“Is there no balm in Gilead?  Is there no physician there?”  Gilead was a place known for healing- yet so many were crying out.  They were crying out for deliverance-yet none would step forward to change their ways.    

Paul, was given a heart sensitive to the Gentiles.  He heard their cry and stepped forward to proclaim the good news of salvation –even to them.  And he is encouraging Timothy to pray for the leaders, those who seem to need no help from anyone.   

What is the condition of our hearts?   There are times when we know-we are like the women- God’s ear is hearing- asking for help, healing, hungering for positive examples –leaders who are worthy of being followed.  We know this, yet some of us remain silent.  Making do with whatever circumstances surround us.  In pain, yet not willing to admit we are vulnerable.  We need others, yet often we deny that need.  

And There are times we know we hear the cries of those around us.  That we hear- is a step in the right direction.  It means we are vulnerable.  But then we have a choice.  We either do the heart work of seeing our own guiltiness regarding the cry.  We do the heart work of becoming vulnerable and stepping toward the cry for help.  Or we go to a place where those cries –those demands for our heart work are not felt.   God weeps when we do this.  Paul pleads for us to step closer and face our brokenness, to know how we are needed to intercede for those who have no intercessor- even the rulers of this world.  

In Luke Chapter 16: 1-13  Jesus tells the story of a man who finds out he is being fired for mismanagement of funds.  So he goes to all the creditors and encourages them to pay their debt minus the amount –he most likely had inflated their loans for his own profit (a well documented practice in that day too).  He gave up his commission.  He made a choice.  He decided-and very wisely, that he needed the people in his life- more than he would benefit from the little extra money he could mooch off of them.  ‘I am not a laborer.  I am not a beggar.’ he said to himself,  ‘I will need their loving kindness.’  Here again – is emphasized…we need others.   He did the heart work of realizing his vulnerability and need for others.  And if he had a need –there were also others willing to pay off their debt-before they anticipated doing so. And others need to be there to step up to help, even as they have been helped. 

So you see- we have great value in God’s eyes.  WE are needed.  Which conversely means we have needs.  Human life had such value that God chose to become human, to show us –how life as a human can look.  Jesus’ life echoed for us, the human need for other people.  He very quickly chose 12 men to follow him and care for him and he committed to that sorry lot for the rest of his life.  He loved them. 

 And his whole life was a life of service to others.  He did not separate himself off from the crowds, as dangerous as they were.  He did the heart work of being vulnerable even vulnerable to an ultimate misunderstanding of his person that led to his death.  Jesus life showed us the heart work we are to do, the heart work that God wants us to do- and that we are able to do- the more tuned into God’s heart we are.  

When asked –what is your life worth, most people will respond quickly respond in terms of their financial assets.   Mark Twain commented that ‘in Boston they ask, how much does he know?,  In New York, how much does he make?,  in Philadelphia , ‘Who were his parents?’  Some years ago a man was kidnapped in the Bronx, (true story!) and the kidnappers demanded $100,000 in ransom.  His wife managed to talk them down to $30,000.  She paid it and the husband arrived home unharmed.  Can you imagine how the man felt when he found out he had become a discount special?!  Perhaps he imagined his wife bartering with the kidnappers –like she might at the farmers market over a cantaloupe- ‘A hundred grand for that?!  The way he is going soft around the edges, I’ll give you thirty.  No more!’   Well at least she offered 30.  He had some value to her.  WE have ultimate value to God.     

In our tradition of baptism,  the sacrament rightfully belongs during worship-and the significance of this –today must not be lost.  In baptism –the community is asked for their word –that they will do all in their ability to nurture the individual who has come forward or has been brought forward to be baptized.  It is a fundamental recognition that we need others in our lives beyond our families – to encourage the growth of our faith.  It is also a fundamental definition of the congregation.  We are here because we have value to one another. - Because we are the eyes and ears, hands- mouth of God in one another’s lives.  We are here not just because we need to be here.  We are here because we are needed.  We are needed to teach Sunday school, to lead in the enthusiastic singing and praising of God, the exposition of the meaning of the scriptures, the listening to the heart beats of the lives around us, the hug of encouragement, the tear of sympathy, the laughter of children, the wisdom of age.  Particularly in this community – in our world which so lacks a center of community life- and as members of the Navy, whose duty shifts from year to year, we need the stability that comes from the visible body of God.  We need one another.   Which means we are needed.   

This all is heart work.  It is intimate.  It is vulnerable, messy and risky.   It takes sacrifice.

Today, I believe God has challenged us to hear the cries around us- and do the heart work.

What is the condition of your heart today?  Do you realize not only your needs but that you are needed?  Do you realize not only that you are needed- but that you have needs.  Let us come together here-  in this place  - in this time and do the heart work.  

God add your blessing and life to the words I have spoken and to the meditations of our hearts.  That our hearts may be tuned to yours-to give you honor and glory for you are our rock, our mighty fortress and the one who has acted to redeem our lives from meaninglessness.  Amen.

