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 I am a person who likes things the way they are.  I like what I like, I eat what I 

eat, I keep routines and expect them to stay- weekly schedules with everything in its 

perfect place.  If I try something new and I like it, I will always want that new thing 

to show up in the same form.  I enjoy consistency.  So, when I heard that your 

worship theme this month is transformation, I was a little bit weary.  Why do things 

have to change when I like them as they are?   

 I imagine that this is how some of the people who were involved in the 

Passover story felt as well.  It is a story of the transformation of the Hebrews from 

slaves in Egypt to becoming freed in the land of Canaan. Moses, a son of a Hebrew 

woman who was found by the Pharaoh’s daughter and raised by a Hebrew nurse, a 

woman who just happened to be his biological mother, had asked twice for the 

Hebrews to be freed from enslavement and the Pharaoh had continually denied him.  

As a punishment for this decision, God sent ten plagues to the Egyptian people.  The 

Hebrews smeared blood over their doors so that the plague would pass over their 

house, indicating that their house was safe.  In the story I have read, each time 
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Pharaoh almost let the Hebrews go, but would always “harden his heart” and decide 

to keep them enslaved.   

 Pharaoh would harden his heart to change, he would harden his heart to 

seeing these people for the human beings they were.   

 After these ten horrible plagues, the Hebrew people were asked to leave as 

soon as possible.  They had to leave so quickly, their bread didn’t even have time to 

rise overnight.  They traveled through the wilderness towards Canaan.  After they 

left, Pharaoh’s heart was hardened again and he sent armies after the Hebrews.  

They reached the edge of the Red Sea and were trapped between the sea and the 

armies.  In that moment, they were scared, saying “You should not have brought us 

this way.  It would have been better to stay enslaved in Egypt than to die this way.”  

But God spoke to Moses and Moses was able to part the sea, making it possible for 

the Hebrews to cross and when they got to the other side, Moses drew the sea back 

together and the armies of the Pharaoh drowned.  This is how the Hebrews were 

freed from enslavement in Egypt. 

 It was a risk to run and I am interested in the hardening of hearts on both 

sides of this old, old story.  I am interested in the Pharaoh hardening his heart to 

allowing the people he was enslaving to be free.  And I am also interested in the 
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hardening of hearts on the part of the Hebrews as they fled.  When the going got 

tough, they wished again for things to be the same, to be back in Egypt, back in 

bondage, delivering grueling labor in unsafe conditions.  It is hard to break free from 

what has always been.  Especially when obstacles get in the way, when things come 

up to make us question whether or not it was a good idea in the first place to leave 

the old ways we have always known. 

 In this morning’s reading, Alla Renee Bozarth highlights some of what had to 

be given up for the Hebrews to transform from human beings in bondage to people 

who were free.  She writes,  

“Some of you will be so changed by the weathers and wanderings that even 

your closest friends will have to learn your features as though for the first 

time.  Some of you will not change at all.  Some will be abandoned by your 

dearest loves and misunderstood by those who have known you since birth 

and feel abandoned by you.  Some will find new friendship in unlikely faces, 

and old friends as faithful and true as the pillar of God’s flame…” 

Not only do these people face leaving their homes and leaving their old ways of 

being, they also will be changed in the process.  Perhaps some of them weren’t, but I 

would find it hard to believe that in the change from being in bondage to opening 
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their hearts to the possibility of being free, that people did not change much.  This 

was a major transformation for the Hebrews, a story of liberation where people had 

to make room in their hearts to acknowledge themselves as people who could live 

outside of slavery, who could live as people outside of that institution in a new place 

with new relationships and friendships.  This is a story about a community’s change 

in identity.  A change they had to be open to in order to be freed. 

 Within this story and in our lives, transformation takes time.  This morning, I 

am here to share with you all some of the transformation I have undertaken in the 

past year and beyond.  I am here to share a practice with you of opening my heart in 

the hopes that you will find that in times when you open yours, it will be beneficial 

to your spiritual and emotional well-being, as it has been to mine.   

I have lived a good portion of my life in the past and the present guarded and 

cautious about when it is safe to open up to others, to form those new relationships 

and friendships or to deepen the ones I already have where I would be asking those 

I know “to learn [my] features as though for the first time.”  I have continually 

struggled with whether my story, my emotions will be met with acceptance or 

rejection.  These fears lead me to hold back, to keep things locked inside of me, to 

keep me from accessing a fuller and deeper connection with the people around me.   
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The idea of opening my heart brings to mind many images: of opening a 

heart-shaped valentine, of literally opening our chests, of breaking down walls or 

barriers built up, of probably many more than I can think of in this present moment.  

And I believe each of those images get at some of the tenderness, some of the 

softness, some of the risk involved in opening ourselves to another person or idea or 

community so that we may better connect in our own authenticity. 

 Opening our hearts means being vulnerable with one another and with 

ourselves.  This is both an inward journey of self-discovery and an outward journey 

of self-disclosure.  It means getting to better know who I am and where I am coming 

from.  The better I know who I am, the better able I am to connect with someone 

else.  The more I know of my own story, the better able I am to hear and value the 

stories of others.  The same goes for our community or congregation- the better we 

know who we are and what got us to where we are now, the better able we are to 

connect with new people who walk through our doors, the better able we are to 

reach out to other organizations and be of service in our community. 

 At the root of this practice on an individual level is engaging in self-care or 

sustaining disciplines that honor who we are and give us time for self-reflection, 

time to get to know ourselves better.  Like our story from this morning, we cannot 
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give of ourselves if we do not know what is there.  For some, this may look like 

meditation or journaling or prayer, or a physical activity that allows us time to think 

through our lives or any number of other disciplines.  These are ways we can better 

get to know and honor our stories as they are happening.  If you know who you are 

and care about who you are, you can offer that same care to a friend, to a spouse, to 

a stranger. 

 If you’re like me, you may be sitting there quite skeptical of this whole idea.  I 

certainly was and still am skeptical of the benefits of being more open about who I 

am.  The act of opening our hearts is risky business.  I can remember times when I 

have divulged a secret or shared with someone some of my deepest dreams, giving 

that person the power to listen to me and engage with me about what I am sharing 

or giving them the option to reject my story.  The walls I build up around my heart 

are there for a reason.  Walls keep me safe, they are created so nothing gets out, so 

nothing gets in.  They develop over time from lessons learned- stories of heartbreak, 

stories of betrayal, stories of times when I said, “No,” and my words were not 

respected.  Each one of us here shares these stories.  We all have them; we would 

not be human without them 
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 What is difficult with these barriers is that no one can get in.  If the walls 

become too high, we shut ourselves off from the possibility of someone coming 

along who can change those stories.  We shut ourselves off from the possibility that 

engaging with a community of people can save our lives. There is isolation behind 

that wall and there is little life in isolation.  We shut ourselves off from the 

interdependent web of which we are all a part, stuck in stories of, “I can do things 

better on my own.”  Or, “I don’t need others.”  In the act of being open and honest 

with another human being, we can experience healing around those stories.   

We can acknowledge the possibility that the stories of our past do not speak 

to the stories of today.  And this is a difficult piece of opening ourselves to growth 

and change because this is where we can let go of past experiences.  This is where 

we can take a step back from a given situation and say, “This is not then, this is 

now.”  It is where we can begin to get unstuck from our past behaviors, to break free 

from the old ways we knew and to acknowledge that now is a different time.  This is 

not easy to do.  Each one of us has built coping mechanisms around certain 

behaviors for our own survival.  This is where we learn to harden our hearts by 

shutting down, by acting out, by laughing something off, or by holding an experience 

in our hearts to nervously review over and over again.   
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To open our hearts is not an easy thing to do and I would assert it is not a 

part of our larger culture here in this country.  Being vulnerable with one another is 

often interpreted as a sign of weakness, rather than a sign of strength.  Showing who 

we really are is exchanged for wearing masks or roles in the different compartments 

of our lives.  We act differently when we are at work and when we are at home, 

when we are places that are public and places where we think no one is looking.  A 

part of the reward of sharing who we are openly and honestly, of opening our 

hearts, is to see the integration of who we are in all of those places. 

See, I believe there is great joy and difficulty in opening our hearts to one 

another.  There is difficulty in that it breaks old patterns, calling on us to become 

more fully honest about who we are.  This is easier said than done.  There is truth to 

the phrase, “Old patterns die hard.”  Those old patterns of hardening our hearts have 

served us in some ways.  They have ensured our survival.  And I don’t believe they 

can be altogether abandoned, since we need some of those behaviors to keep us 

safe. 

Alongside that thought, there is also the joy and reward that comes from 

opening our hearts to people we have known for years and to people we are 

meeting for the first time.  There is the possibility for deep connection, connection 
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with another human being that is a part of what saves us as Unitarian Universalists.  

Connection to our community and to another human being, where we are seen and 

heard for who we truly are.  We are able to love and be loved more fully when we 

are open to one another about who we are.  It is a risk to take, being open-hearted, 

and it calls us forth to new places, new possibilities that can only come from risking 

a little. 

The path towards living open-heartedly looks different for each one of us.  

May you find who you truly are and share it with those around you.  May you be 

transformed where you stand, knowing your vulnerabilities are your strength.  May 

you risk walking out into the wilderness, opening your heart, and finding freedom 

and joy in the places you least expected them. 

 

   


