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What’s in your heart matters, because what’s in your heart is what inevitably will come out from your heart, in words and behaviors which will effect, for better or for worse, the world you live in:  these days there’s a debate going on among biblical scholars about that ancient teaching.  Some say it originated in words spoken by Jesus of Nazareth himself, as he responded to the hypocrisy of the Pharisees.  Others says no, the words come from the gospel writer Mark, who placed these words in Jesus’ mouth as Mark’s own response to something he saw developing in the early church, perhaps Christianity’s own version of hypocrisy.  Others argue that the teaching didn’t originate either with Jesus or with Mark, but in the preaching of the ancient prophets, their teaching about heart attitudes and the behaviors which come from those attitudes.  This debate circling around the origins of the teaching that what’s in your heart matters, who first said it and why:  it’s an interesting debate for those of us who are intrigued by sacred wisdom, with its threads rooted into the shadows of antiquity, strong threads which have stood the test of time, now reaching through the Bible to us, connecting us to our very, very ancient ancestors.


But whether it was Jesus or Mark or the Hebrew prophets or someone else whose life is obscured in the shadows of the far distant past, one thing is beyond debate.  We know that the ancient teaching is wise and true, that what’s in your heart does matter because what’s in your heart is what inevitably will come out from your heart, consciously or unconsciously, overtly or covertly, to effect for better or for worse the world you live in.  We know it’s true, for example, that if what’s in your heart is prejudice toward certain people, what will come from your heart are behaviors which will reveal that evil.  And it’s true that if what’s in your heart is respect and compassion, that’s what will come out.  We know that this ancient wisdom is true.


But something has happened, I think, as this truth has been passed along the generations to us.  This passage from Mark and other passages like it, as these passages have been preached, discussed in Sunday School classes and sung in hymns, all too often I think the emphasis has been placed on what’s dirty and bad in our hearts, leaving us to concentrate an awful lot of our spiritual energy in shame, an awful lot of our spiritual energy focused on trying to clean up the garbage that’s in our hearts.

Now, don’t hear me wrong:  there certainly are times when we need to focus our spiritual energy on the darkness that’s in our heart and on getting rid of it.  We followers of Jesus, surely we don’t want some garbage that’s in our hearts to come from our hearts to effect the world for worse instead of for better.  It’s just that if we focus overmuch on that shameful stuff in our hearts, we may well neglect what else is there, may well fail to tend and then let come from our hearts what also is there:  goodness.


Goodness in our hearts?  O course!  Remember, we are created in the image of God, and God is good, and God is patient and kind, and God is compassionate and understanding, and God is self-giving, and God is ever ready to help.  That’s God’s heart:  good, patient, kind, compassionate, understanding, self-giving, extending help.  So, if that’s God’s heart, and we are made in God’s image, then of course it must be in our hearts, too:  goodness, patience, kindness, compassion, understanding, the love which gives of itself to help others.


Granted, in some people that part of their hearts seems much under-utilized.  And, granted, some people are afraid to let that self-giving love and goodness come out from their hearts; they tried it and somehow got hurt and now they keep it hidden for self-protection.

But no matter how hidden or how under-utilized it may be, there’s goodness in our hearts, God’s own goodness; our hearts are not just garbage cans.  That goodness in human hearts:  didn’t we see clear evidence of it last year about this time, in the wake of two devastating hurricanes?  Goodness, patience, kindness, compassion, understanding, self-giving, the profound love which reaches beyond its own needs to help others, that’s what came from human hearts.  And while it may be more obvious in times of crisis, that good stuff is in our hearts all the time.  But sometimes we neglect to tend and develop that goodness, so it can be what comes from our hearts even on ordinary days.  We need to spend time tending that goodness and learning how to let it come from our hearts, need to spend at least as much time doing that as we spend trying to ferret out of our hearts what’s shameful.

It seems to me that as often as we hear it taught that what’s in our hearts matters, as often as we hear a warning message about what’s dirty in our hearts and needs cleansing, every bit as often as we hear that warning message we need to hear the opposite side, the parallel message written between the lines of these Bible passages about the human heart.  Maybe, if we heard the parallel message more often, we’d shift a bit of our spiritual energy toward tending and utilizing the goodness that’s in us.

And we can hear that message, I think, simply by listening underneath some of the very words in the passage from Mark.  What can come from our hearts because of what’s in our hearts:  it’s the opposite of fornication, not fornication, but the sacred expression of sexuality, which communicates love beyond love’s words; it’s not theft, but the desire to give and to give more, respecting and seeking to enhance the life spaces of others; it’s not murder, but an urgency to protect and tend the lives of others.  What can come from our hearts because of the goodness that’s in our hearts, it’s not adultery, but commitment to relationships and to relationship promises; it’s not avarice, that extreme desire for wealth, but contentment and gratitude for what you have, the wealth beyond material treasures; it’s not wickedness, but the excellence of goodness, not deceit, but the honesty which engenders trust, not licentiousness, but the moral discipline which honors rules and boundaries for the sake of the whole community; it’s not envy, but joyful celebration when good things happen in the lives of others; it’s not slander, but saying good things about other people, only things which honor a person’s name; it’s not pride, but the kind of self-respect which respects also the selves of others.

And what can come from your heart because of what’s in your heart, it’s not folly, not the foolish worship of humanly created doctrines, but the worship of God, the wisdom of listening for the still small voice, the blowing breath of Holy Spirit.  All of these things can come from your heart because of what’s in your heart, and these are the things which are clean and bring cleansing to make the world a better place.

Sure we have some garbage in our hearts, and if we don’t get rid of it, it’ll come out from our hearts in behaviors which are inconsistent with Christian discipleship.  But also, there’s goodness in our hearts, and it can come out from our hearts to make such a difference in the world.  So today, as we prepare to gather around the Lord’s Table, be aware of the goodness that’s in your heart.  Be aware that what can come forth from your heart is patience, kindness, compassion, understanding, the love which gives of itself to help others.  Be aware that as this comes from your heart, the world will be a better place.  So, come to the Table; be fed and encouraged and strengthened, that the world may be better fed and better encouraged and better loved by what comes from your heart.
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