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Some time almost 12,000 years ago, a prehistoric artist took his or her supplies into what is now know as the Pindal Cave in Spain and began to paint on the interior stone walls.  This person loving rendered the living essence of an elephant-like creature from trunk to tail and right in the spot where any biologist would expect it to be, the artist painted a red object.  It is the earliest known representation of a heart.  To me, even more remarkable than artist’s knowledge of anatomy was his or her sensitivity to the internal life we all have; to that part of every person and every creature that houses who we are beyond mere flesh and bones.

In the Judaic tradition, the heart is the crucible of a person’s true essence, whether the essence is noble or wicked or in transformation.  And, interestingly, although the Jews were the first people to arrive at an abstract notion of God and thus forbade images of God, the Holy One is represented from the very beginning as have a heart like ours: a central place in God’s own self that can be hurt and angered and softened – and changed.

In the Book of Genesis, Noah is said to be a righteous, or ‘whole-hearted’, man, unlike the rest of humankind whose “heart planning was evil all the day long.”  In Everett Fox’s translation of Genesis, it says, “Then YHWY was sorry that he had made humankind on earth and it pained his heart.”  Throughout the sweep of the Old Testament God seeks out ‘heart to heart’ relationships, which we have described throughout this season of Lent using the phrase ‘covenant relationship.’  Sometimes God finds it with particular people, such as Abraham and Moses and David, but often times is disappointed and rejected.  

To the people of the Exile who survived the fall of Jerusalem and were deported to Babylon, just when all seemed lost, just when it seemed that God had forsaken them not only externally, but also through a devastating silence in their interior lives, the prophet Ezekiel proclaimed an incredible word of hope:

Thus says the Lord,

“This is the new covenant I will make with the house 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.”

Ezekiel conceived of and believed in a God who could not be seen, but with whom you could walk and talk heart to heart.  We in the Christian tradition find this covenant established through the life of Jesus Christ and sealed in our hearts through the work of the Holy Spirit.

The ultimate goal of this heart-covenant is that we know God deeply and learn to manifestation of God’s life and love in human form.  This does not come about through instant transformation or some kind of dramatic infusion from beyond.  It is not a spiritual heart transplant, but rather opens us to what the Benedictines call “continual conversion.”  Like any human relationship, our heart to heart walk with God requires ongoing attention, change, and renewal to keep it vibrant and alive.  As we learn to offer more and more parts of ourselves to God’s heart, we are made more and more into a suitable companion for the single, central flame of God’s love.  

Throughout Lent, we have described this love as being a source of peace and security, faithfulness and blessing, guidance and direction, and healing.  This is what God offers to us.  What is our response?  Do you remember how C.S. Lewis said in everything we do either we are moving toward God or away from God?  More and more, moving away from God is not an act rooted in rejection, but indifference.  People seem to care less and less about God.  They don’t condemn God so much as ignore God.  They don’t reject God so much as avoid God.  T.S. Elliot, in his poem “Choruses from The Rock”, put it this way:

But it seems that something has happened that


has never happened before; though we know not


just when, or why, or how, or where.

Men have left God not for other gods, they say,


but for no god; and that has never happened before

That men both deny gods and worship gods, professing 

first Reason,

And then Money, and Power, and what they call Life,


or Race, or Dialectic.

The Church disowned, the tower overthrown, the


bells upturned, what have we to do

But stand with empty hands and palms turned upwards

in an age which advances progressively backwards?

If this typifies what it means in our time to move away from God, here is a prayer from the African tradition that typifies what it means to move toward God in a way in keeping with the Benedictine notion of continual conversion:

O God:

Enlarge my heart

that it may be big enough to receive


the greatness of your love.

Stretch my heart

that it may take into it all those who


with me around the world

believe in Jesus Christ.

Stretch it

that it may take into it all those who


do not know Him,

but who are my responsibility because


I know Him.

And stretch it

that it may take in all those who are not


lovely in my eyes,

and whose hands I do not want to touch;

Through Jesus Christ, my savior.  Amen.

Each Sunday during this season of Lent our scripture readings have invited us to reflect on the covenant relationship God offers to us.  What was established through Noah, Abraham, and Moses was external and formal.  What is anticipated by Ezekiel and offered through Jesus is internal and personal.  It is not static like something chiseled in stone, but is of the heart, dynamic, ever changing, ever emerging.   

We give ourselves to this heart covenant morally by living as we ought.  We give ourselves to it ethically by loving others as we love ourselves.  We give ourselves to it mystically by opening ourselves to God’s presence through silence, prayer, and meditation.  We give ourselves to it socially whenever we gather together in the Name of Christ.  And we give ourselves to it sacramentally every time we receive the Bread of Heaven and the Cup of Salvation.  
God invites you and God invites me to walk with God heart to heart.  And like the prehistoric artist so many centuries ago, God invites you and me to recognize the heart in each other and in every living creature so that God’s covenant relationship of peace, blessing, guidance, and healing might extend throughout the world, establishing (to the fullest degree possible) God’s Kingdom on earth.

