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Consider for a moment the current condition of your heart - heart of stone - or heart of flesh?  Dry bones, or bones on the move, serving, loving, celebrating? 

In the Old Testament God spoke to Ezekiel saying that He would replace hearts of stone, with hearts of flesh.  The heart of flesh is sensitive to God’s own heart, open to the nudges and prompting of the Holy Spirit.  A little later there is reference to the valley of dry bones that are brought to life by the Spirit.


Hearts of flesh or hearts of stone, dry bones or bones on the move ?   Like the spiritual disciplines, it requires choice.  We live in a choice driven society.  Think about some of the choices you make every day.  Have you been to the grocery store lately? 20 different kinds of Kleenex, 30 different brands of coffee, 40 different varieties of Tylenol.  We spend a great deal of our time choosing between endless options! It can be  paralyzing.  In the church, people make choices which church they attend now, and it no longer needs to be the choice of their parents or grandparents.  Christians are called to make good choices.  Choices that reflect the things of God.  It is well proven in the scientific community that what we choose to allow into our thoughts and beings literally changes us from the inside out.  When we choose to allow Christ access to our hearts, our eyes are opened and we begin the long process of transformation.  Choosing what we allow into our thoughts and our lives makes a difference.  


Do you remember the horrific trial in England in 1993 when 2 10 year old boys  lead a 3 year old boy out of a shopping mall to a rail road track where they beat him to death with rocks and then tied him to the track for an oncoming train to run over.  It was discovered that the father of one of the boys had rented Child’s Play 3, a  horror movie featuring a demonic doll named Chucky who came to life.    Garbage in….garbage out.  Goodness in….goodness out.


2 Corinthians 5:17  says,  “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation;  old things have passed away, behold, all things have become new.”    Philippians 4:8 says, “whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.”  Garbage in – garbage out….Goodness in – Goodness out.  Think about those things for a moment which fill your life – positivity?  Optimism?  Encouraging, loving, appreciative thoughts of others.  What are you listening to, reading,  watching,  talking about?  The things of God?  The way of Christ?  -or garbage?  It makes a difference.  
Making good choices changes hearts of stone to hearts of flesh.  Dry bones receive new life!  Good choices!

Leonard Sweet claims that we are obsessed with success and security and most of the choices we make are to attain these 2 things.


Little children with little plastic hammers, and little wagons, and little ovens can’t wait to graduate to full size hammers and wagons and ovens.   It does not take us long to buy into the mentality  that bigger is better.  We all admire faster, higher, stronger.  Whoever gets to the end of their life with the most toys wins right?  In our self-righteous moments we look down on that attitude  - how shallow!  I hope that at least in the church we are not like that!  I have a friend in Toronto who is minister of a church that welcomes 800 people to worship every Sunday morning.  I don’t, but when you heard that, were you not in awe?  Bigger is better right?  Churches everywhere bemoan the fact that their congregation is not big enough, their members do not give enough, there are never enough volunteers. There are all sorts of markers in the church which we, foolishly  look to as signs of success.


We say we want to follow Jesus.  We say that we want Him to be our example.  


Remember when Jesus established a Center for Religious Teachings which drew students and wisdom seekers from all over the world?  No, he wandered about the countryside, into little towns and villages, hardly spending the night in the same place twice.  But there were always crowds trying to keep up with him.


Instead of organizing a hierarchy and a bureaucracy, he chose 12 uneducated, average Joes to work with him and get on the job instruction.  


Instead of lots of advertising promoting his miraculous deeds and knowledge, Jesus  wanted them kept secret.  All very counter-intuitive.  For Jesus success was not about numbers, and wealth, and power.  It was about hearts of stone becoming hearts of flesh.  It was about dry bones on the move!  But aren’t the signs of success being served and  indulged – maids and butlers and nannies – getting your own way?  Yet  Jesus wanted to serve, and to take care of…


Jesus identifies the mustard seed….the smallest of seeds becomes the largest of shrubs –offering food and shelter for thousands of birds.  Something so small with such a huge impact.  And so it is with our mustard seed of faith - little acts of kindness.  Little offers of generosity.  Little moments of grace.  Making differences beyond our imagining.    

You know the term ‘upwardly mobile” - people who are intent on climbing to the top-financially, corporately, socially.  The pursuit of more power, more money, more notoriety.  We must admit, there is some obvious  attraction  to these things.  But time and time again we  hear from those who have made it to the top of the ladder….it does not lead to more happiness, or  more joy, or a more meaningful life.  These rewards come from “downward mobility”.  Commitment to a life of service.    Sacrificing for the good of others.  The mission of Jesus.   

Have you been to a child’s room lately?  How many toys does one child need?  Clothes closets  filled to overflowing.  Children who have more and more grow up to be adults who  seek more and more.  Too often, they learn that it adds up to less and less.  Less satisfaction, less joy, less enthusiasm, less happiness.  Many have learned that devotion to the  ‘god of more’ is empty.

David Meyers wrote a book called  “The Pursuit of Happiness:  Who is happy and why”.  His research indicated that how much money you make,  how many possessions you own, whether you are highly educated, or have high social status does not determine or affect your happiness.    He says   -never has a culture experienced such comfort and opportunity or such massive genocide and environmental devastation

-never has a technology given us so many conveniences, or such terrible instruments of degradation and destruction

-never have we been so self-reliant, or so lonely

-never have we seemed so free, or our prisons so overstuffed

-never have we had so much education, or such high rates of teen delinquency, despair and suicide

-never have we been so sophisticated about pleasure or so likely to suffer broken or miserable marriages.  

Myers concluded his study of happiness with these words:

“Well-being is found in the renewal of disciplined lifestyles, committed relationships and the receiving and giving of acceptance.  To experience deep well-being is to be self-confident yet unself- conscious, self-giving yet self-respecting, realistic yet hope-filled.” 

We Christians are called to make choices. 


Jesus told a rich young man who had everything materially anyone could wish for that to achieve eternal life he must give everything away and follow Him.  The dominant moral of the story is that riches cannot buy a person’s way into heaven.  But the subtle subtext is that Jesus knew the man’s riches could not ultimately satisfy the craving in his soul, the gnawing at his spirit, which are what drew the man to Jesus in the first place.  


Disgusted by those who invest so much time and energy on things so trivial, one of my favorite humorists, Garrison Keillor has written this-

“My generation strikes me as self-absorbed.  You hear them at the grocery store deliberating the balsamic vinegar and the olive oils.  They are people with too much money and very little character, the people my Aunt Eleanor used to call ‘ a $10 haircut on a 59 cent head”.  -  people I would call yuppie swine.”

A friend of mine uses the term “mutton dressed as lamb”.  This is other people I am talking about of course….never us.

Cruel to say the day after Valentine’s Day, but social scientists claim that the number one peak experience of our time is no longer falling in love it is…..guess…..winning the lottery.  Since the beginning of the lottery program, in the US  3 out of 4 Americans have bought lottery tickets.  (Canada  ?)


The Biblical message of success and security for the Christian is clear –“count the cost of discipleship”, then throw away the calculator.  Remember the woman who poured out her expensive ointment without counting the cost?  God calls you and me to pour our precious love on the vulnerable and the invaluable.  God calls us to be disciples of  love and forgiveness and compassion and to minister these gifts to one another with a generous spirit.  Goodness in – goodness out….making good choices -following the example of service and compassion of Jesus.

I want  to close with this poem by Edward Sanford Martin- (also printed in today’s bulletin)

Within my earthly temple, there’s a crowd;

There’s one of us that’s humble, one that’s proud;

There’s one that’s broken- hearted for his sins;

There’s one that, unrepentant, sits and grins;

There’s one that loves his neighbor as himself

And one that cares for naught but fame and self.

From much corroding care I should be free

If I could once determine which is me.    

Edward Sanford Martin

God bless you on your journey.

Amen
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