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Cardio Workout 
Preached by Rev. Dr. Linda Even 

United Church of Fayetteville 
February 25, 2018  

Second Sunday in Lent 
 
For reflection: There are no friends more inseparable than pride and hardness of heart, humility and love, 
falsehood and impudence.  Johann Kaspar Lavater  
 
Hebrew Scripture:  Deuteronomy 15:4-14                                   
There will, however, be no one in need among you, because the Lord is sure to bless you in the land that the 
Lord your God is giving you as a possession to occupy, if only you will obey the Lord your God by diligently 
observing this entire commandment that I command you today. When the Lord your God has blessed you, as 
he promised you, you will lend to many nations, but you will not borrow; you will rule over many nations, but 
they will not rule over you. If there is among you anyone in need, a member of your community in any of your 
towns within the land that the Lord your God is giving you, do not be hard-hearted or tight-fisted toward your 
needy neighbor. You should rather open your hand, willingly lending enough to meet the need, whatever it 
may be.  Be careful that you do not entertain a mean thought, thinking, “The seventh year, the year of 
remission, is near,” and therefore view your needy neighbor with hostility and give nothing; your neighbor 
might cry to the Lord against you, and you would incur guilt.  Give liberally and be ungrudging when you do so, 
for on this account the Lord your God will bless you in all your work and in all that you undertake. Since there 
will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I therefore command you, “Open your hand to the poor and 
needy neighbor in your land.”  
 
If a member of your community, whether a Hebrew man or a Hebrew woman, is sold to you and works for you 
six years, in the seventh year you shall set that person free. And when you send a male slave out from you a 
free person, you shall not send him out empty-handed. Provide liberally out of your flock, your threshing floor, 
and your wine press, thus giving to him some of the bounty with which the Lord your God has blessed you.  

 
Reading from the Book of Acts:  Acts 28: 23-29 
After they had set a day to meet with him, they came to him at his lodgings in great numbers. From morning 
until evening he explained the matter to them, testifying to the kingdom of God and trying to convince them 
about Jesus both from the law of Moses and from the prophets. Some were convinced by what he had said, 
while others refused to believe.  So they disagreed with each other; and as they were leaving, Paul made one 
further statement: “The Holy Spirit was right in saying to your ancestors through the prophet Isaiah, ‘Go to this 
people and say, you will indeed listen, but never understand, and you will indeed look, but never perceive. For 
this people’s heart has grown dull, and their ears are hard of hearing, and they have shut their eyes; so that 
they might not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and understand with their heart and turn— and 
I would heal them.’ Let it be known to you then that this salvation of God has been sent to the Gentiles; they 
will listen.”  
 
Sermon: Cardio Workout 
 A few months ago I was sitting in a meeting listening to a presentation about investment policy 
shaped by social justice and climate concerns.  I stopped listening when the presenter said in a highly 
disparaging tone, "Some people have financial concerns."  Had that been a preface to addressing those 
concerns, I would have felt differently.   However, the statement was a dismissal of the concerns and the 
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people holding them.  Color me silly, but not only is it prudent to consider financial implications of investment 
policy, given that we were discussing the investment policy of a pension fund that provides for at least 50,000 
pensioners and their survivors, it was also compassionate.   
 In today's world, we make a lot of judgements about the state of someone else's heart – particularly if 
we disagree with them or how they prioritize concerns in complex situations.    There have historically been, 
and to a great degree still are, gender specific charges of hard-heartedness.  Men are often presumed to be 
hard-hearted if they take business, organizational or financial concerns into account.  Women are often likely 
to be referred to as hard-hearted if they resist multiple times the enticing blandishments of romantic 
partnership or if they are seen to be functioning effectively in what was traditionally men's sphere of 
operation.     

Hardness of heart is not the only heart-related accusation we make—and almost all of our statements 
about the state of someone else's heart are accusations.   There is also often reference to hearts of gold – 
usually possessed by women – affirmations  curiously assigned to those who violate every moral or social 
standard of society, yet we are surprised to find some redeeming worth or kindness in them – as though that 
were up to us to judge.  There are also bleeding hearts referring to people we deem to function with so much 
compassion that their lifeblood leaks out.  

Yet all these heart-related terms have next to nothing to do with what Scripture means when it refers 
to the nature of the human heart and particularly what it says about the implications of hard-heartedness. 

First, it is necessary to understand a bit about the Hebrew thought world.   The heart was understood 
to be the determiner of all that it was to be human.  It was the seat of awareness, of reason, of faithfulness, of 
spirit and—of compassion, yes, but, as compassion is part of the whole gamut of human experience and 
response.    We can have different understandings of physiology and the role of the brain in some of these 
functions and still need to understand and respect how earlier scripture writers understood the heart, if we 
are to understand the implications of hard-heartedness.    

THE single most important feature of the human heart was that it is on the heart that the Word of God 
is written.    To say that someone or some people suffered from hardness of heart was to say that there was 
strong resistance to, if not impossibility in their receiving, understanding and living the Word of God.  
Hardness of heart can defeat the purposes of God.   This is far more encompassing, far more critical than to 
merely limit the definition of hardness of heart to some soft and vulnerable feeling toward others or even 
financial generosity to those in need.  Quite frankly, that would be the least of our problems.     

Let's hold that understanding of the role of the human heart in comprehending (that is, grasping in all 
its fullness) the Word of God with a little New Testament Greek.  When the New Testament refers to 
"hardness of heart,” the word for "hardness" is the one from which we get the word "sclerotic" –as in 
"arteriosclerosis.”  That word suggests that hearts are hardened by inflexibility, by damage, by lack of exercise, 
by scar tissue, etc.    
 Now, one other piece of Scriptural underpinning:  In both the Hebrew and Greek scriptures there are 
times when we are told God hardens hearts.   It is important to note that with one exception, the heart of 
Pharaoh prior to the Exodus, God does not harden the hearts of individuals.  On all the other occasions I was 
able to identify, God's hardening of hearts involves groups, not individuals – nations, the Israelites as a whole 
or, in the gospels, the disciples or people who don’t become followers of Jesus.  While God has God's own 
purposes, it is never wise to assume one is discharged from responsibility for being receptive and responsive 
to the Word of God, or blaming one's lack of response to that Word on God.  It didn't work for Adam and 
hasn't worked since.     
 Look at what this morning's few words from Scripture invite us to consider the fullness of the spiritual 
role of the heart ask us to do, as we consider how we might fit ourselves for more faithful living: 
 * it is the source and ground of what it means to be human; 

* that it can be damaged or scarred in some way so that it becomes hard,  
 inflexible and so unreceptive to the Word of God; 
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* God can and does harden hearts, but we are still responsible for our own  
 heart health;   
* and last, but not least, while our hearts are in our individual chests and we have individual 

responsibilities, MOST OFTEN hardness of heart is ascribed to entire peoples – be they disciples or nations. 
So –what are we to do?  Lent is a season when we intentionally work on our faithful fitness, when we 

examine ourselves against the requirements of the Word of God and the call to discipleship.  In particular, we 
examine the health of our hearts, consider whether they have become hard or inflexible due to circumstance, 
wounds and hurt, the passage of time, the development of a protective shell or lack of exercise.  It is a season 
for a cardio workout that improves our heart-health.  How do we do that? 

* We improve our heart's fitness to receive the Word of God, by reading 
 and studying that Word, and so increasing our heart's exposure to it 
 and its implications for living;   

 * We actively seek to move beyond old hurts and grievances by considering  
 how holding on to them prevents us from living the fullness of life  
 Christ came to bring. 
* We stop exempting ourselves from the faithful obligation to improve our  
 heart health, by blaming its disease or failures on the action or  
 decisions of others; 
* We stop exempting ourselves from the faithful obligation to improve our  
 heart health with the self-assurances that we already did this, that we  
 already know scripture or have faith, as though we have nothing left  

to learn and God has nothing left to say.   
*We pray for the healing of our ennui, our self-satisfaction, and our   
 wounded and scarred hearts –and all of ours  
 are to one degree or another. 

That prayer will remind us of the hopes and promises and possibilities not only of this season, but of all our 
lives with God.  As early as the writings of Ezekiel, Scripture offers God's promise that "I will give them one 
heart, and put a new spirit within them; I will remove the heart of stone from their flesh and give them a heart 
of flesh.” The preacher of Acts reminds us of the promise of God – that God will heal our hearts, God will open 
our ears and eyes and that God will write the word of God on our hearts that we might write it large in the 
world.   May it be so for us in this season and in this year.  
   
Prayers for Others and Ourselves                   
 Most holy and compassionate God:  Each day and each week, we are changed by the lives we live.  We 
bear the marks of our hurts and joys, rejoicing and grieving, illness and health, successes and failures, 
disappointments and satisfactions. Things we never dared hope for and things we dread in the night, they 
happen so quickly.  We look in the mirror and find ourselves marked and scarred by events out of our control. 
 As we gather together in prayer, let us remember that you have marked us as yours, and through your 
Spirit we have the power to change the lives we live.  We may not be able to control events, but with your 
help we can choose how we respond to them.  Each day, whether the events of the day bring us joy or sorrow 
or both, help us to know that you are with us, caring for us, holding us, calling us to new life in Christ.  Remind 
us that your will for us is wholeness, not brokenness.  Give us the strength and endurance to move toward you 
and to give thanks for your care in all things. 
All this we ask as members of the body of your Son, who taught us when together to pray...     
 
The Lord’s Prayer 

                

 


