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God Is Greater Than Our Hearts
John 10:11-18; I John 3:16-24

Like many of you, I suppose, I was anxious all day last Tuesday,
wondering what verdict the jury would hand down in the George Floyd murder
trial.  I wanted the jury to get it right, to decide the case based on the facts as
presented during the trial.  I, like everyone, I hope, wanted justice to be done.

I have to admit that I feared for what might happen if the verdict came
back “Not Guilty.”  We all knew that protests would resume and some of them
would devolve into riots with both people and property suffering as a result. 
The past few years have made us see what we have long ignored which is
that some law enforcement officers and some law enforcement agencies have
acted unfairly and harmfully toward our fellow citizens.  Most of us hearing my
voice today do not fall into that endangered category, however.

Fred Rogers often reminded the children who watched his program of
the advice his mother gave him about handling frightening situations.  “When
I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news,” he said, “my mother
would say to me, ‘Look for the helpers.  You will always find people who are
helping.’”  That advice was obviously good for Mr. Rogers and for the rest of
us.  As a child, I remember such helpers being plentiful because you
expected that you could trust teachers, ministers, police, firefighters, doctors,
nurses, and elected officials.  In short, anyone who wore a uniform, badge,
name tag, or title was expected to be someone who helped, but not harmed,
other people.

Sadly, the past few years in particular and recent decades in general,
have rubbed the shine off that ideal because we know that there are some
people who wear a uniform, badge, name tag, or title who are not trustworthy
and who sometimes do more harm than good.  They are not the helpers Mr.
Rogers–or the rest of us–expected and needed them to be.

I could go over the recent list of helpers who became harmers, but you
know who they are.  You watch the news.  You read the papers.  You listen
to the radio.  You follow social media.  You cringe every time you hear
another story about a police officer or a public official or someone responsible



for the public good treating another human being with less than dignity and
causing harm.  We begin to wonder what happened to the real helpers.  What
does it take to be a true helper?

It occurred to me that Jesus was getting at this very question as he tried
to explain to his followers who he was and what he was about.  As he often
did, he used a familiar image to make his point.  This time he compared
himself to a shepherd to convey the care, concern, and trust he offered to
them in contrast to a hired hand who might abandon the sheep at the first sign
of danger.  He pointed out that sheep trust their shepherd because they know
his voice and listen to it.  They follow that voice because they know it will help
them.  The shepherd is a trusted helper.

John tells this story in his gospel immediately following the healing of a
man born blind.  There is much debate from the Pharisees–religious leaders
who would generally be regarded as helpers–about whether Jesus is good or
evil and whether this healing is a miracle or a hoax.  Jesus takes the
opportunity to point out that some people are spiritually blind when they refuse
to see the reality of God in the world.  He uses the illustration of the shepherd
and switches the metaphor to hearing instead of seeing.  If you cannot see
God in the world, perhaps you can hear the trusted voice of God in the world,
he suggests.  Remember, John is the one who initially referred to Jesus as
“the Word.”

What I find so interesting in Jesus’ use of this and similar illustrations
is that it demonstrates even more that while the sheep listen to their
shepherd, this shepherd listens to his sheep.

We have always assumed that Jesus was a carpenter because scripture
indicates that his earthly father, Joseph, was a carpenter.  In that time and
place, sons typically took up the vocation of their father, so it makes sense
that Jesus himself was likely a carpenter.  Yet, I find it intriguing that he rarely
told any carpentry-related parables.  There is the parable of the two houses,
one built on rock and the other built on sand (Matthew 7:24-27).  Jesus also
mentioned a current event in which the tower of Siloam fell and killed eighteen
men, perhaps an issue of faulty construction (Luke 13:4).  Most of his
parables, however, were about shepherding or fishing or farming.  Jesus paid
attention to what people did day by day and conveyed his truth in ways that
related to them.  He let people know that he understood their lives, so they
listened to him, trusted him, and followed him.  Not only was Jesus the Good
Shepherd, but, as Mr. Rogers might say, he was also the Good Helper.

2



Why is it that some helpers cannot be trusted?  Why is it that some
helpers do more harm than good.  We know that the vast majority of police
are good people who risk their lives every day and night to protect and help
us.  We know that most of the people who wear a uniform, badge, name tag,
or title do so because they want to serve and help us.  We know that by virtue
of being a follower of Christ each and every one of us is called to be a helper. 
What, then, is the problem?  How can we help more than we harm?  What
made Jesus unique in this regard and what can we do to be helpers as well?

First, Jesus did listen to the people around him in order to learn about
them and, on occasion, to learn something from them.  In other words, Jesus
valued other people and conveyed that respect in a variety of ways.  If we
take the time to listen to other people instead of focusing only on getting our
message out into the world, we can better understand what other people think
and feel.  When we listen and pay attention, we let other people know that we
value who they are and what they think.

Jesus also had the best interests of other people at heart.  If they were
hungry, he fed them.  If they were sick, he healed them.  If they were holding
onto some sin or regretting the effects thereof, Jesus would show them the
path of repentance and forgive them.  He offered what people really needed:
a gentle touch, a kind and hopeful word, a demand for justice, a chance at
new life.  Like a good shepherd, Jesus led his sheep through the valleys of
deepest darkness to cool, refreshing water and green pastures.  As the Good
Shepherd, Jesus helped restore lost or broken souls.  We can do the same
thing for one another.  Every day offers opportunities to meet the real needs
of other people.

We need Jesus to be our Good Shepherd, our Good Helper, but we
also need other people to shepherd and help us. We need people we can
trust–even with our very lives.  And we need to be those helpers ourselves,
not only for children, but for one another and for the world as a whole.  Yet,
we are often not the helpers we should be.  We are not always the helpers
other people are looking to find.  Why not?

Our questions are not new.  Decades after Jesus died and rose again
to life, his earliest followers asked the same questions.  What does it mean
to follow the Good Shepherd?  What is it like to be a disciple of Jesus?  The
community of believers that probably lived in Ephesus, in what is now Turkey,
closely followed the teachings of the Apostle John.  The letters of First,
Second, and Third John were written to this community to help them answer
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the same questions we struggle with today.  Listen to a portion of the First
Letter of John from the third chapter:

We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and
we ought to lay down our lives for one another.  How does God’s
love abide in anyone who has the world’s goods and sees a
brother or sister in need and yet refuses help?  Little children, let
us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action.  And by
this we will know that we are from the truth and will reassure our
hearts before him whenever our hearts condemn us; for God is
greater than our hearts, and he knows everything.  Beloved, if our
hearts do not condemn us, we have boldness before God; and we
receive from him whatever we ask, because we obey his
commandments and do what pleases him.

And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the
name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he
has commanded us.  All who obey his commandments abide in
him, and he abides in them.  And by this we know that he abides
in us, by the Spirit that he has given us. John 3:16-24

The answer to what does it mean to be a follower of Christ is simple to
this believer: you don’t rely on words alone; instead, your actions and the
ways you live out the truth speak of your faith in Jesus Christ.  As St. Francis
of Assisi said, “Preach the gospel at all times and, if necessary, use words.” 
Our faith is seen and heard in the ways we live day by day.

There is a phrase in that letter of First John that had never before
caught my eye.  The writer is emphasizing that what we do in life reflects what
we believe, which makes great sense.  Then he tosses in a statement that is
the key to it all.  He says, “for God is greater than our hearts.”

Passion is a great thing–not only romantic passion, but that energized
conviction that propels you to do what you believe in your heart is the right
thing.  Passion can drive our relationships, fuel our careers, stimulate our
avocations, and ignite our engagement in important causes.  Passion for an
idea can enable someone to build a great company.  Passion for sport can
lead to championships.  Passion for art can lead to the concert stage, the
gallery, the big screen, or venues where truth is evoked in ways that touch the
soul.  Passion for helping others can lead to sweeping changes in
communities or individual lives.  Passion for ideals can lead to major changes
in the world.
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Sometimes, however, what we believe in our hearts to be right and
good, may not be so.  Sometimes our passions lead us in directions that can
cause great harm instead of tremendous good.  Sometimes our passions are
more about what is good for us regardless of the harm it might bring to other
people.  Passion for power can easily run roughshod over the rights of other
people.  Passion for wealth can lead to the exploitation of the poor.  Passion
for fame can lead to the loss of self-esteem and integrity.  Passion for self-
preservation can destroy the people whom we do not think should be
preserved.  Our hearts may be fully committed to the cause, but the cause
may be all wrong.

God is greater than our hearts.  Simply put, if what we are doing, if the
great cause we seek to champion, is not in some manner or form an
expression of love, then God is not in it.  “Let us love, not in word or speech,
but in truth and action,” our fellow believer counseled long ago.  While we
might be convinced that what we are doing is inspired by God, God might
have different thoughts.  Our hearts do not dictate who God is or what God
is about.  Instead, our hearts should be listening and looking to discover who
God is and what God is about.  If we let God change our hearts, we would no
doubt be kinder, more empathetic, more compassionate, and more intent on
seeing justice and mercy at work in the world.

Sadly, Derek Chauvin has become the poster boy for helpers gone bad. 
We may never know what was in his head and, more important, in his heart
as he kneeled on George Floyd’s neck.  Maybe one day we will.  Perhaps Mr.
Chauvin will have a change of heart and realize that whatever beliefs and
understandings he had about Mr. Floyd that day were wrong.  Perhaps he will
some day understand that George Floyd, like Derek Chauvin, is a child of
God.

Passion is wonderful and committing wholeheartedly to something is
essential to success, but being certain that our heart is in the right place is of
ultimate consequence.  God is greater than our hearts which is good because
we can look and listen and follow God to the places that are safe and trusted
and full of life.  We can let God teach us how to be good helpers as we follow
the Good Shepherd who has our best interests at heart.  We can also follow
Jesus to help those people whose best interests are being ignored or, worse,
destroyed.

We are not always right in what we believe to be best for ourselves or
other people, but God is never wrong.  May we see and hear and follow the
Good Shepherd so that each of us can be a good and trusted helper.  Amen.
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April 25, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

While we have little experience with sheep or shepherds, we
understand, O God, the comparison to your love and care for us.  When we
think of you as our Good Shepherd, we think of peaceful, dreamlike days of
comfort and ease.  We also know that the shepherd protects and defends the
sheep from danger and harm.  We understand that kind of care as well. 
Thank you for watching over us.

As independent and self-sufficient as we like to think we are, we know
how dependent and needy we can be.  When we are honest, we admit that
all that we have and are come from your generous hand.  When we are
insightful and clear-thinking, we know that when others do not have sufficient
means for whole and healthy living, it is not because you have withheld your
kindness.  Rather, it is that we have not extended ours.  Help us to be more
generous with all that you have given to us, O God.

We are in such a time of tension and uncertainty that we hardly know
how to find a path to green pastures and still waters.  National and global
issues overwhelm us.  Local concerns frustrate and perplex us.  Personal
needs weigh heavy upon us.  Help us to pause long enough to gain
perspective and then energize us to first keep our own house in order and
then to help move our community in a good direction.  Inspire us to seek the
greater good for all and then find ways to do that together.

Knowing that you are already taking care of our needs and supporting
our sometimes fearful hearts, we do ask for help with our illnesses and
diseases.  Guide physicians and healthcare teams to chart the best courses
of treatment.  Bless the outcomes of surgery and other healing processes. 
Calm the fears that gnaw at us day and night and grant us peace, we pray.

Bless our families, our church, our community, our state, our nation, our
world.  We are weary, O God, from this pandemic, from political strife, from
discrimination, and from the endless bickering that does nothing more than
heighten all of the other tensions we feel.  Lead us through this dark valley
into a place of light and love.  Lift up our hearts and grant us peace.  In
gratitude, we offer our total praise to you.  Amen.


