 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Cleanse my Heart, O Lord - Lent 3B,3/14/09 - by the Rev. Wylie Miller

“We pray, O Lord, not that our path may be smooth, but that thou wouldst give us faith to tread it without fear; not that we may always behold the heights and measure the depths on either side, but that thy lamp may light up the way before our feet, so that we falter not.
”  Amen

Allow me to share a story of a duck hunter enjoying a wilderness experience.  A certain duck hunter was with a friend in the wide-open land of southeastern Georgia.  Far away on the horizon he noticed a cloud of smoke.  Soon he could hear crackling as the wind shifted.  He realized the terrible truth: a brushfire was advancing, so fast the hunter and his friend couldn’t outrun the fire.  As he muttered a prayer to God, he began rifling through his pockets.  He soon found what he was looking for a book of matches.  He lit a small fire around the two of them.  Soon they were standing in a circle of blackened earth, waiting for the fire to come.  They didn’t have to wait long.  They covered their mouths with handkerchiefs and braced themselves.  The fire came near and swept over them.  But they were completely unhurt, untouched.  Fire would not pass where fire had already passed.


The law of God, God’s just punishment of rebellion and sin, is like a brushfire.  We cannot escape it.  But if I stand in the burned-over place, not a hair of my head will be singed.  Christ’s death is the burned-over place.  There we may huddle, hardly believing what is happening around us, yet relieved that we are not consumed by the righteousness of God.  The law is powerful, – and yet powerless to destroy. Christ’s own sacrificial death has wiped out human sinfulness, and fulfilled all just punishment for wrong doing.   For those who will ignite even a small fire in their heart, they will find a haven from the final judgment.


In today’s gospel, we are standing in the busy temple court of Jerusalem.  The courtyard is crowded with people moving back and forth all around us.  As we move toward the busy market, someone bumps our elbow as they rush on past us.  You can hear the sheep bleating in their pens.  The din of conversation is like a wild carnival scene.  To exchange our foreign currency, the money changers call to us like carnival barkers at a sideshow.  Along the side of this busy action, Jesus goes unnoticed as he ties cords into a whip.  Suddenly without notice, the sheep and the bulls have been released from the pens.  Jesus himself is throwing the tables to the ground, while people scurry away in every direction.  Some of the business leaders say.”Hey, what do you think you are doing Jesus?”  “You are destroying my father’s house,” Jesus replied.  “But go ahead, destroy this Temple, and I will rebuild it in three days.”  Those listening to him said, “Are you mad, it took forty-six years to build this temple, and you think you can do this in three days!”  John the evangelist tells us that after Christ’s death and resurrection, his disciples remembered this traumatic scene, and believed Jesus could and had made a new temple in their hearts, designed for prayer and worship.


Our lives are just like the temple court of Jerusalem.  We are filled with mixed motives for the good we do.  We go busily about church, about our lives, and busily around our community.  We make our financial pledges to church, or our excuses why we cannot.  We stand for the presentation of the offerings before the LORD.  We busy our lives with many things, including religious activities.  It is far easier to be busy, than it is to be quiet in one’s own spirit.  God designed no building or temple greater than you, yourself.  God calls on us to make our lives a house of prayer.  In the way we treat others, and in the actions we take for good, we demonstrate how much we allow our own heart to be cleansed by God.  It can be a frightening experience to submit to cleansing.  It is not a natural experience; rather it is a spiritual experience.  


Lent is somewhat like a yearly checkup.  Like a once-a-year trip to the doctor, Lent gives us an opportunity to look deep inside.  In a spiritual checkup we must do the poking and prodding, and take a stethoscope to our own heart.  Reading the Ten Commandments is like a blood pressure check to see whether the pressure of our own sinfulness is rising.  The lessons of Lent and the prayers we read are like the X-rays probing deep within, examining every fiber of our spiritual life.  The examination process, produces what the psalmist has written, perfecting and reviving the soul.  The spiritual examination gives wisdom to the innocent.  After a doctor’s annual physical they often tell us how we need to change our diet, or encourage us to get more exercise.  Lent functions the same way. It points us in the right direction, directing us to a long and happy spiritual life.  I don’t know about you, but I don’t always follow the doctor’s good advice.  I find it easier to go about the motions of the visit to the doctor’s office, than to apply the wisdom I pay so dearly to hear.

In today’s collect, we pray knowing that . . . “we have no power in ourselves to help ourselves: [God,] keep us both outwardly in our bodies and inwardly in our souls, that we may be defended from all adversities which may happen to the body, and from all evil thoughts which may assault and hurt the soul.”


The cleansing of our hearts can only begin when we acknowledge that we are powerless to live without sin.  This is the reason that in today’s reading from the letter to the Romans Paul says, “For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.”  How many times as a parent I find myself saying something to my children, the very things I hated to hear from my parents.  Perhaps in a tone, or in a mannerism, I see my own parent in me, behaving in a way I know I never appreciated.  How many times I catch myself saying a biting word to my spouse, or a friend, and wish I could take the words back.  How many times I make a New Year’s resolution, or promise to fulfill some Lenten discipline, only to fail at my own self-made contract.  To be righteous we can only maintain the constant vigil, “Lord, I will with your help.  Lord, I will try again.”


The Law of Moses stands to condemn us.  Under the Ten Commandments all of us are found guilty and wanting in righteousness.  Like a mighty brushfire, judgment rushes against us.  The cloud of smoke is on the horizon.  A just God could do nothing less than call all his people into judgment for their unrighteousness.  The good news is that we do not need to fear this judgment.  All we need to do is to start a small fire in our own heart.  God has provided the matches.  The book of matches is right here in our observance of the Church calendar year.  Lent is simply another opportunity.  As we stand in the circle of the blackened earth like the hunters in my story, prepared by Jesus’ own sacrifice, God’s just judgment will pass over us.  Fire would not pass where fire had already passed.  Judgment will not pass through where judgment has already been given.  At every Eucharistic service we are invited to join together in the one thing we all have in common, the need of that sacrifice.  We are not called to a life of guilt. Rather, we are called to an opportunity for abundant life.


Cleanse the Temple of my Heart, Oh LORD, put a right spirit within me.  AMEN

End Notes
�.prayer attributed to G.W. Briggs.





