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Sermons 
from Northwood United Church 

 

“Living the resurrection: Knowing by Heart”  

Psalm 23, John 10:22-30 

Will Sparks               April 17, 2016 

 

 May the words of my mouth, the meditations of our hearts and the actions of our lives be 

acceptable in your sight O God, our strength and our redeemer. Amen 

 So, I have a box of greeting cards that I have had for a very long time. It is the card 

version of the junk drawer in your kitchen- the box where all the left over cards go for a time 

when I might just use one. There is one card in there though that has been there for a while 

because I love it and it really needs a perfect moment to be used. It has this picture on it, Winnie 

the Pooh and Piglet walking along a dirt road in the Three Acre Wood. And in the card it says, 

"Piglet sidled up to Pooh from behind. 'Pooh,' he whispered. 'Yes Piglet?' 'Oh nothing,' said 

Piglet taking Pooh's paw. 'I just wanted to be sure of you.'" 

 Do you know that feeling? That feeling of just being with someone very familiar, not 

needing to have to talk or to catch up on the news. Just the need to be in the close proximity of a 

familiar soul- to know that they are still there- to be sure of them. "What do you want?" "Oh, 

nothing. Just to know that you are still there." 

 Jesus is in conversation with the religious authorities and they are wondering why he so 

steadfastly refuses to claim power like a "real Messiah" would. "We are not sure what to do with 

you, and whether to risk backing you. So just tell us. If you are the messiah, just say so, and we 

will throw the considerable weight of our power and authority behind you." And he refuses. He 

doesn't want their fly-by-night, back an easy winner kind of support. He is not interested in their 

change of politics. He is looking for a change of heart. Those who are really attuned to God's 

voice, to the ways of God, will just know what he is about. You don't recognize the Messiah by 

seeing it on the news. No, you feel it in your heart and your mind and it resonates in your bones. 

If you don't feel it in your heart, then either you are not dealing with the Messiah, or you are not 

in tune with God. And Jesus says, "You decide." My followers will know my voice, like sheep 

know the voice of the shepherd. If you are really in tune with love, you'll recognize it when it 

comes along. If you are really in tune with God's Spirit, then you will know it when you 

experience it. The voice will be as familiar to you as the voice of a shepherd is to the sheep. As 

familiar as Pooh to Piglet. Known by heart. 

 Music, for me, is such an important and vivid metaphor for the spiritual life and certainly 

for this way of knowing that Jesus is talking about. I spent the week this past week leading music 

and worship with a group of 40 ministers and their partners, and I can tell you there is something 

very profound about putting forth a piece of familiar music and having the group step into it. 

Especially if it is something everyone knows. There were many moments in which I believe 

there was far more going on in the making of the music than the sum of us. We know the song. 

We have practiced the song. We love the song. And when we sing it together something bigger 

happens that unlocks the soul, loosens the spirit, heals and re-creates us. 

 Well I believe that the spiritual life involves a similar process. We may have heard the 

biblical stories many times, we have come to worship together each week. So much of what we 

do in life is very familiar. We are part of a tradition. When we gather and involve ourselves once 

again in worship and in prayer, we are tuning ourselves to a familiar voice of the holy that is both 

within and beyond our collective voice. 
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 I grew up in the church. Gathering for worship is just part of what I do- what I have 

always done- it is who I am. But there was a time in my late teens and early 20s when I realized 

that I didn't know how to pray. I didn't have any prayer habits at all. I found prayer difficult 

because much of what I imagined prayer to be  about seemed awkward to me, and kind of 

contrived- like striking a pose of prayer, but not really being in prayer. At the same time, I 

longed for connection with God, with the holy, with what is truly real in life. 

 So I went to the people who seemed to not just be posing but seemed to at least know 

what they were doing, even if it might not be something that fit for me. I went to the Catholics, 

St. Mark's College at UBC, where I met Sister Kathleen, and I simply asked her to teach me how 

to pray. Now this is a far longer story than we have time for here, but for the following year I 

met with her once in a while to talk about my prayer life. What she began and ended that year 

emphasizing to me is that prayer is all about awareness- attentiveness- being tuned in to the 

sacred holy heart of things. And that requires both practice and an attitude of the heart which is 

open. I have used many different methods of prayer and meditation in my life but I have found 

that no matter what I do, this attitude of attentiveness and open state of the heart is what matters. 

 Do you say grace at meals in your home? It is a practice that I grew up with, but since 

becoming the designated prayer in so many situations, I have felt like grace around my home 

table needs fewer words from me. So one habit that certainly Treena and I have when it is just 

the two of us is to simply hold hands in silence for a minute or so. And that practice is actually 

an important thing in my life, because it helps me tune in to what is at the heart of things, tune in 

to a voice deeper than mine, within and beyond us. It helps the prayer that we know only by 

heart, which does not require words, well up. 

 We in the United Church are not big on memorizing scripture, but there are a few things 

that we tend to commit to our memory, and the psalm that we sang a few minutes ago is one of 

them, the 23rd psalm. Often when it is read, at a funeral, or in worship, in a hospital room, there 

comes a murmuring as people say it along. You see, people know it by heart. 

 And when I say know it by heart, I am partly talking about having committed it to 

memory, but I am also talking about knowing it in a different place in ourselves. Yes, it is mostly 

memorized, but is also has taken a place within the heart in which a familiar voice is recognized 

as we speak it together. There is recognition of the truth of God walking with us through all of 

life including the shadowy frightening bits. It is true for us because we know it by the knowing 

of the heart. 

 I am going to close by reading Psalm 23 in the King James Version. I know, it is archaic 

and limited in its imagery of God, but at the same time, there is no other version that I am aware 

of that is more poetic. I invite you to join me in all or part of it, any part you may know by heart. 

Saying it together is like sidling up to the Holy One and saying, "God?" And God responding, 

"Yes, my people." And we reply, "Nothing. I just wanted to be sure of you." 

 


