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Reflection for 21 March 2021, Lent V: God’s Heartbeat 
Psalm 51:1-12; Jeremiah 31:31-34; John 12: 20-26  
Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 

The task of a preacher is to reflect on scripture, lifting up truths that we can live by 

today. Since my very first weeks with you here at EPUC in 2018, I frequently have 

invited you not to park your scientific thinking outside the door when we come to 

worship. Our faith has to be pertinent to our everyday life, resonating with what we 

know about our world and universe today, if it is to inform and strengthen us for living 

in today’s world. 

Some people leave the church, because so much of what they read in the Bible is not 

meaningful to them today. Or seems completely at odds with their scientific knowledge 

or even with their values. They think that to be Christian means to believe stuff that 

they simply cannot believe or to embrace values that are no longer relevant. 

In mainline denominations, such as The United Church of Canada, we don’t read the 

Bible literally. We approach scripture in a way that does not contradict our rational 

knowledge, holding room for paradox and mystery in our relationship with God. 

St. Gregory the Great, a 6th century (CE) pope, wrote:  
'Scripture is like a river, broad and deep, 

shallow enough here for the lamb to go wading, 

but deep enough there for the elephant to swim.'i 

I sometimes think of biblical study being like peeling an onion, with layers and layers 

on which we can reflect as we go deeper into it. Though scripture was written 

thousands of years ago by writers in contexts very different from ours, we can still find 

truth and guidance for daily living in it, because of our shared human condition, which 

was also part of ancient experience. 

It’s why the approach we have sometimes used for Bible study is so effective, looking 

at verbs rather than nouns.ii The nouns describe cultural contexts that likely do not 

apply to us and often require historical explanation for us to understand what is being 

said. But the verbs are alive and lively and offer us insight still today. 

Another concept that you have heard repeatedly from me over the past two and a half  

years is how theology, the understanding of God and our relationship with God, has 

changed since early biblical times. It is important to recognize that as we read 

scripture. We don’t throw scripture out because of it. We read it with that understanding 

and still look for take-aways, attitudes, truths that can shape how we live. 

There was an example of that in one of the Revised Common Lectionary readings for 
this week. In Psalm 51, David expressed a belief in what the early Christian theologian 
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St. Augustine called “original sin.” It is in vs. 5 in the Psalm, where David says, “I was 
born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me.” It's almost like he is using it as 
an excuse, suggesting it is not his fault that he sent his soldier Uriah into battle and 
made love to Uriah’s beautiful wife Bathsheba, getting her pregnant—because he was 
born sinful. That concept of "Original Sin," that we are conceived in sin and born 
sinners, is deeply ingrained in our theology from earliest times. 

But when we look at the opening chapters of Genesis, we read that the earliest biblical 
account is that we were created good. God saw all that had been made and declared it 
all “good.” Sin came from human action later.  

Theologian and writer Matthew Fox, now an Episcopal priest, was excommunicated in 
1993 as a Roman Catholic priest because of his beliefs. According to Wikipedia, 
“Among the issues …objected to were his feminist theology; calling God "Mother;" 
preferring the concept of Original Blessing over Original Sin; working too closely 
with Native Americans; not condemning homosexuality; and teaching the four paths of 
creation spirituality—the Via Positiva, Via Negativa, Via Creativa and Via 
Transformativa.”iii

  

Fox—by whom I was profoundly influenced when I heard him several times during my 
seminary years—embraces the goodness of our origins, not our innate depravity. 
Rather than being victimized by “Original Sin” that taints our whole lives, he proposes 
that we each begin in “Original Blessing.” Other contemporary theological thinkers refer 
to “Original Grace.” Both give an entirely different light on what informs and shapes our 
lives, so different from the Augustinian Doctrine of Original Sin deeply ingrained in my 
Lutheran roots. Luther himself was profoundly transformed by his discovery of God’s 
grace, but it was grace that released him from his supposedly “original sin.” 

In three of the four or so possibilities of scripture offered in the Revised Common 

Lectionary for this week, there is a common thread in them about God’s grace giving 

us new hearts. In spite of vestiges of primitive beliefs that we no longer hold, in these 

passages, there is also great truth for today in them. 

In the reading from Jeremiah, the prophet writes that God spoke of a “new covenant” 

with the people of Israel: “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. No longer shall they teach one 

another, or say to each other, ‘Know the LORD’, for they shall all know me, from the 

least of them to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and 

remember their sin no more.”  

What would it mean to have God’s new covenant “written” on our hearts, so that our 

hearts beat in rhythm with God’s own heart? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_peoples_of_the_Americas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homosexuality
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A concept with which we are familiar in Canada is that of a treaty. Treaties are similar 

to covenants in that they offer a way to “honour the highest and the best in each of us 

and all of us. [A treaty] is a triumph for all and a defeat for none. It is who we are when 

we live firm in a sense of abundance and have no need to diminish any other. …Such 

values are gifts of God written in our hearts.”iv  

Christians have traditionally claimed that Jesus introduced a “new covenant,” that the 

gospel of God’s radical love and grace is a New Testament concept. Yet we hear the 

ancient Psalmist asking God for mercy and for a clean heart, a new and right spirit. 

And Jeremiah writes of God’s law written on people’s hearts in a new covenant of 

relationship grounded in God’s grace and forgiveness.  

The “new” covenant of love that Jesus taught was from Hebrew scripture, identified in 

a new way. Jesus did not invent the commandment of loving God and neighbour as 

one’s self. As a good Jew, a teacher, he was quoting his own scripture.v  

The new way he described it was to talk about God’s kingdom, that we can live in 

God’s Kin-domvi NOW—as if we really believe God is in charge! Such a world would be 

a place of Shalom with peace, health, and enough for all. 

Jesus went to a cross basically for preaching that. It was threatening to both the 

religious and political leaders, whose systems were full of human-made practices that 

benefitted them. He knew the risks he was taking, that his preaching could lead him to 

a cross. The roadsides were full of crosses on which hung, not only common criminals, 

but people who protested and rebelled against the powers that be, that kept the world 

from being the way God originally intended it: a place of blessing and grace. He knew 

that and kept preaching his message anyway!  

For that he did, indeed, go to the cross on Good Friday. But God vindicated his life, his 

message, and his death by what happened afterward. We Christians call ourselves a 

Resurrection people, following the crucified one whom God raised on Easter.  

Those of us who attended the Horseshoe Falls Regional Council Celebration of 

Ministries Service last November were enamoured with the invitation from the 

preacher, Rev. Alexa Gilmour of Windermere United Church in Toronto, to be 

“Resurrection Specialists.” 

And how can we live as “Resurrection Specialists,” grateful for the grace of New Life 

every day? By living in the Kin-dom which Jesus said is within us, loving God with 

everything we have and loving each other as ourselves. Spin it out. Peel off the layers. 

Dying to the ways of the world, in order to live, as the gospel writer John described it. 

Being like a grain of wheat that falls into the earth, seeming like a death and burial, but 

growing to new life that bears much fruit. 
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United Church colleagues writing in Gathering magazine ask, “What life force is the 

seed that brings hope to our world? …Consider the many examples in the news of 

insufficient hope for the future. …[R]emember that God writes on our hearts a 

message of love that is transformative. Let’s live reckless love and radical hope! What 

can we do to show that there is hope and possibility in this world? Hearts and lives 

transformed by love is the power God gives us to shift the world. Every effort matters. 

Every human connection matters, whether to the earth itself, to plants, animals, or 

other human beings, or to the Divine.”vii 

Allowing God’s Original Blessing and Original Grace to give us new hearts. Aligning 

our hearts to beat in rhythm with the heart of God. Those are thoughts to live by during 

this second year of a pandemic that is tiring us out. We can find hope with hearts atune 

to God’s heart. 

A clergy colleague related this story several years ago: 

In the 1970s, World Vision International had an old freighter called Sea-Sweep that 

they used in the Indian Ocean and South Pacific to bring supplies and humanitarian aid 

to countries in the area. Near the end of that decade they began to encounter refugees 

in little boats out on the ocean—all of them fleeing Vietnam.  

As the ship Sea-Sweep encountered these people, they began picking them up, 

feeding and caring for them, and transporting them to Singapore in the hope that 

someone and some country would take care of them from there. 

It didn’t take long until the true magnitude of the crisis was visible. Tens and hundreds 

of thousands of people were fleeing Vietnam for their lives in little boats on the ocean, 

and there was no one to help them. There were no rules for this. No instruction 

book. No protocols. And no funds. But Bill Newell and Stan Mooneyham, the Canadian 

and American directors of World Vision International at the time, did what their hearts, 

as they beat in tune with the heart of God, told them to do. They took step by risky 

step, never knowing for sure—apart from faith, whether anything but disaster would 

come of what they were making up as they went along. Even whether their boards and 

their members would support them if the whole project just blew up in their faces. 

The result, though, was a world-wide response that saved about 700,000 refugees to 

go on and live productive lives elsewhere in the world. Maybe saved the soul of the 

world, too—at least in that generation. 

And isn’t this still—and always, how it happens? On a scale as big as the world, and as 

small as what we do here in church week after week? That when we follow our hearts 

beating in tune with the heartbeat of God, that the kingdom of God appears?viii 
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East Plains, too, through the leadership of Bill and Gail Lorimer, became part of that 

mission in its bold decision to sponsor a refugee family. Did it feel a little bit 

risky? There were no rules. Was it outside what EPUC at that time was used to doing? 

There were probably no funds for it when it started. Were there folks who were up in 

arms because of the financial risk? 

But it was what your hearts told you to do, and it’s through listening to our heart when it 

beats in tune with the heart of God, that the kin-dom comes. Our world was expanded 

as we learned from those new Canadians and were part of their lives. Some still are 

connected with them. Relationships that will continue. And today, we are so blessed by 

new friendships with other new Canadians among us! 

Embracing our Original Blessing, God’s original grace, opens our hearts to live in the 

relational Kin-dom that’s been God’s vision since the beginning. 

How are we doing that today, in this transition time? One of the ways is by being in the 

process to become an Affirming faith community.  

We read in Genesis 1:27— So God created humankind in [God’s] image, 

   in the image of God …; male and female [God] created them. (NRSV, inclusivized) 

Think about that very carefully. God created humankind in God’s image as male and 

female. Sounds like God’s image is non-binary, fluid, if it is both female and male. 

Doesn’t it? 

We now know that the scope of human gender identity and sexuality is very wide. 

What was once considered divergent, is no longer considered that way socially and 

scientifically. And with new eyes, we see it was there all along in the very first book of 

the Bible.  

And so, with hearts beating in tune with God’s heart, we open our hearts to a new 

covenant of radically inclusive love with God and all others. May it be so. 

i In the Introduction to his Commentary on Job, the Hebrew scripture book of Job. 
ii Presented by The Rev. Dr. Anna Carter Florence at The Lester Randall Preaching Fellowship in Toronto in the fall of 2017. 
iii https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matthew_Fox_(priest), accessed on 20 March 2021. 
iv “The Covenant of Hope,” in suggestions for planning worship written by Fern Gibbard, Sandra Stickney, and Laura Turnbull for 
March 21—Lent 5, Gathering: Resources for Worship Leaders, Lent-Easter 2021, Year B, pg. 11. 
v Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18 
vi A number of feminist biblical scholars, considering “kingdom” archaic, have transformed the word by removing the “g,” making it 
relational. Latin American theologian Ada María Isasi-Díaz heard it from a Franciscan nun named Georgene Wilson and embrace the 
term in her writing. “The Kin-dom of Christ” by Melissa Florer-Bixler in Sojourners, November 20, 2018, accessed on 20 March 2021 
at  https://sojo.net/articles/kin-dom-christ.  
vii Gathering, LE 2021, pg. 11. 
viii Brian Donst, posted on Midrash on 17 March 2018. The notion of hearts beating in tune with God’s heart is also his, or at least he 
used it in his 2018 sermon shared online. 
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