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Yesterday, I got a call from an old friend. Actually, he and I were more than 
friends for a long while, although our relationship might eventually have been 
summed up as one of missed expectations. 
 
It’s been a couple of years since I’ve heard from him. I couldn’t help thinking 
afterwards how crazy he could make me in some of the things he did. I would 
allow him to take me and my mind into overdrive, trying to resolve some of our 
“issues.” There were so many imbalances during these attempts to get to the 
deep personal caring that existed for each of us toward one another – that we 
never quite made it there. Instead, during much of the late 70’s into the early 
90’s, we lived a thousand miles apart, with dozens of attempts to capture the 
heart we shared, with absolutely no success – always ending up dissatisfied with 
each other for one reason or another. 
 
It was a different time. 
 
Yet, even with the passage of time, it was clear from yesterday’s call that the 
best thing was to continue with the advice I had gotten from so many during the 
times of our greatest turmoil: “Stay away!” 
 
Stay away and pray for him that he is given all that I have been given in whatever 
way he is supposed to receive it. The good times of our past needed to be left 
behind, or neither one of us would have been able to move ahead. I couldn’t see 
that then. I can see that now. 
 
In Isaiah’s words of this morning’s first reading, he could have been one of those 
old friends of mine during the difficult period of letting go. “Do not remember the 
former things, or consider the things of old.” Time to move on, Israel.  
 
The prophet continues, “I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you 
not perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.” 
 

1 



The rising hopefulness of Isaiah’s exhortations on behalf of God is especially 
startling when we take into consideration that some of the “former things” Isaiah 
refers to include not only their recent escape from captivity, but the amazing 
events that unfolded in the process, not the least of which was the parting of the 
sea. 
Even the greatness of these events will be eclipsed by what is ahead, he tells us. 
In fact, not only does he tell us this, but then he seems to announce his surprise 
that miss it, when he says, “Do you not see it?” 
 
It’s as if he were talking to the people of Israel in their freneticism and craziness, 
as a friend might to another going through the end of one time to the beginning of 
the next.  
 
I don’t know about you, but I can tell you that when I am in that transition place, 
there is often a fair amount of inherent dysfunction in the process. Everything 
seems to be tossed about in the upheavals and the presence of friends and the 
warmth of faith – has provided me, more than once with what my dysfunction, of 
itself – could never produce: hopefulness. 
 
In a way, it is hopefulness that Isaiah is promising: there are better, so much 
better times ahead that even your most difficult of moments will fade. Trust me, 
says the prophet. I see it! 
 
Isaiah is pastoring, mentoring, and cajoling a nation. A stiff-necked, oppressed, 
disenfranchised nation that has lived in servitude and under torturous conditions 
for so long -- that at times they seemed more willing to endure their terrible 
conditions than to take the risk and sacrifice that ultimately brought them their 
freedom. 
 
In a recent book of his, A New Earth, Eckhart Tolle explores the tide of religions’ 
attempts to calm such inherent discontent in its flocks, the ever-present 
dysfunction of the human condition. An excerpt: 
 

If we look more deeply into humanity’s ancient religions and spiritual 
traditions, we will find that underneath the many surface differences there 
are two core insights that most of them agree on. The words they use to 
describe those insights differ, yet they all point to a twofold fundamental 
truth. The first part of this “truth” is that the “normal” state of mind of most 
human beings contains a strong element of what we might call dysfunction 
or even madness. Certain teachings at the heart of Hinduism perhaps 
come closest to seeing this dysfunction as a form of collective mental 
illness. They call it maya, the veil of delusion. Ramana Maharshi, one of 
the greatest Indian sages, bluntly states: “The mind is maya.” 
 
Buddhism uses different terms. According to the Buddha, the human mind 
in its normal state generates dukkha, which can be translated as suffering, 
insatisfactoriness, or just plain misery. [The Buddhist] sees it as a 
characteristic of the human condition. Wherever you go, whatever you do, 
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says the Buddha, you will encounter dukkha, and it will manifest in every 
situation sooner or later. 
 
According to Christian teachings [Tolle continues], the normal collective 
state of humanity is one of ‘original sin.’ Sin is a word that has been 
greatly misunderstood and misinterpreted. Literally translated from the 
ancient Greek in which the New Testament was written, to sin means to 
miss the mark, as an archer who misses the target, so to sin means to 
miss the point of human existence. It means to live unskillfully, blindly, and 
thus to suffer and cause suffering. Again, the term, stripped of its cultural 
baggage and misinterpretations, points to the dysfunction inherent in the 
human conditions. 
 
[Tolle goes on to say] The achievements of humanity are impressive and 
undeniable. We have created sublime works of music, literature, painting, 
architecture, and sculpture. More recently, science and technology have 
brought about radical changes in the way we live and have enabled us to 
do and create things that would have been considered miraculous even 
two hundred years ago. No doubt: The human mind is highly intelligent. 
Yet its very intelligence is tainted by madness. Science and technology 
have magnified the destructive impact that the dysfunction of the human 
mind has upon the planet, other life-forms, and upon humans themselves. 
That is why the history of the twentieth century is where that dysfunction, 
that collective insanity, can be most clearly recognized.  
 
 

Today, aren’t we in so many ways in our religious and spiritual upheavals 
attempting to heal this “mental disease,” to help people forget the former things 
that hold them back, with promise of an ever new presence to guide us? Aren’t 
we in so many ways trying to dispel the phenomenology of René Descartes “I 
think therefore I am,” Revealing it as only part of the story? 
 
Surely, my efforts to think that I could somehow wrangle a relationship into order 
and harmony through intellect points to the impotence of the mind by itself – to 
think OR to attempt such a thing. 
 
Clearly, the Exodus of Isaiah underscores that it is not what the tribes of Israel 
knew – or even what their history held that was important – but something more 
and more powerful than had been seen to date, but present all along. 
 
Surely, the broken world as we know it will never be healed into harmony with 
intellect alone. In many cases, it is our intellect that has gotten us here, because 
we have missed the mark of when to let intellect go, as a diver does the 
springboard, and leap into the realm of what all the preparation is about. To stay 
upon the springboard is to go nowhere. 
 
Isaiah might have agreed with theologian Paul Tillich who I think talked about 
“letting go” using the phrase “Courage to Be.” In his book by the same title, Tillich 
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states that “Primitive collectivism was undermined by the experience of personal 
guilt and individual question-asking. Both were effective at the end of the ancient 
world and led to the radical noncomformism of the cynics and skeptics, to the 
moderate noncomformism of the Stoics, and to the attempt to reach a 
transcendent foundation for the courage to be in Stoicism, mysticism, and 
Christianity.” 
 
Tillich’s links courage and harmony, tracing its roots back to the period of the 
Enlightenment and the Protestant Reformation, in which he says that “harmony” 
was a law of the universe, adopted by Protestantism in which the belief of the 
Reformers stated that the free encounter of everyone with the Bible could create 
ecclesiastical conformity – in spite of individual and even denominational 
differences.1 Holding on to springboards or ancient anchors were not the 
answers or part of our original design, according to Tillich. 
 
Later on he states that “The courage to be as oneself is the courage to follow 
reason and defy irrational authority.”2

 
There are many ways to consider what Tillich states; just as “reason” has been a 
topic from the ancients to the present.  
 
In this case, though, “Reason” might be described as a knowing that leads us 
into the “new thing” of Isaiah, based on the realization that we are part of a much 
greater harmony, that in spite of what some might suggest, a harmony that 
cannot be destroyed by our individual reflection on our collective journey to the 
Creator. 
 
Knowing. Jesus had that “knowing, as well.” 
 
In Mark’s passages in this morning’s reading, Jesus says to the critics that it is 
easier to heal one’s physical condition than to forgive them their sins, to right 
their lives, to shorten the distance between them and their God. When Jesus 
says, “Your sins are forgiven,” it’s as if he is saying, “Here, take this new thing, fill 
the emptiness in your life with the promise of knowing that which is much greater 
than anything you could figure out on your own. Live your life fully, love your 
God, care for one another, and do not be troubled, for I am with you. Let not your 
mind rule you, but let your heart lead you into the place through the wilderness, 
for I will make a path for you, just as Isaiah said.” 
 
Heart-land.  
 
I started off this morning talking about my old friend. Please know that as difficult 
as our relationship was, we have both moved on. And, it’s true, that while we 
mean each other no harm, when our paths intersect there is always a bit of 
tension, but it is more of a ripple than the wave it once was. Prayer, letting go, 

                                                 
1 Tillich, Paul. The Courage to Be. Yale University Press, New Haven. 1952  Pages 114-115. 
2 Ibid. 
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knowing that my friend, too, has a Power that watches over him – does take me 
to a place outside of the rationality of the mind that produces peace and serenity. 
Slowly, but it happens… 
 
When I created the title for this morning’s comments, I was thinking of the heart 
on several levels, long before my friend called. I had on my mind: the language of 
the heart in general and the Greek’s definition of heart as having central meaning 
and purpose. It’s the classical Oriental meaning, a “heart” being so central to life 
that even today, in much of the Eastern world, if the heart is pumping there is still 
life, versus the Western concept that life ends when the brain no longer 
functions. 
 
More often than not, I feel the reality of my relationship with God in this “heart-
central place” reflected in the mind, rather than the other way around. That may 
be why I can easily forget the presence of God in all things, because I get wound 
up in the daily cognitive activities of life in this society and its demands, which 
doesn’t always lead to or originate from a God-centered place. I know that it is 
one reason I sought ministry as a call, to help me stay centered. It’s quite a task, 
you know! 
 
So, the tension and the dance between the heart and mind; knowing and 
analyzing; letting go and controlling - is always present, and if I can remember 
that I am actually doing ok. That awareness, at least takes me out of the grips of 
the mind alone, which is always good for me. 
 
And I was thinking of heart with regards to the Heartland Overture. 
 
The Heartland Overture is being sent to this year’s General Assembly by over 
twenty presbyteries, asking that the Authoritative Interpretation adopted by the 
205th General Assembly in 1993 (which affirmed the definitive guidance of the 
190th General Assembly in 1978), along with Amendment G-6.0106b adopted by 
the 209th General Assembly in 19973 be removed from the Book of Order.  
 
Mumbo Jumbo: In other words: 
 
In 1978 a Policy Statement and Recommendation (known as Definitive 
Guidance) was adopted by the 190th GA, stating in part that “Unrepentant 
homosexual practice does not accord with the requirements for ordination…” In 
effect, creating a dividing line between heterosexual intimacy and homosexual 
intimacy: one as God-given the other as an aberration to be repented. 
 
In 1993, the 205th General Assembly, in response to a request for clarification 
(Authoritative Interpretation) as to whether or not the Definitive Guidance of the 
190th GA should preclude a gay man from being ordained, the GA gave its 
Authoritative Interpretation (AI) that said, basically, “Yes.” Definitive Guidance is 
in effect. 
                                                 
3 http://www.presbyweb.com/Documents/DefinitiveGuidance1978.htm  
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That process eventually led to an amendment in the constitution of the PC(USA) 
in 1997 at the 209th General Assembly known as G-6.0106b or the “Fidelity and 
Chastity” amendment (Amendment B) that states that, among other things, “only 
those practicing fidelity in marriage or chastity in singleness” are eligible to be 
considered for ordination. 
 
In effect, since same-sex marriage is not recognized by the church, any intimate 
acts in committed homosexual relationships are considered as “not chaste.” 
 
The Heartland Overture is another attempt to strike AI (which requires only a vote 
of the General Assembly) and remove G-6.0106b from the Constitution, which 
requires approval of the Presbyteries, following a positive vote on the floor of GA. 
 
Behold a new thing is upon us. What a great and amazing chance we have for 
harmony and the Spirit in new ways in our lives and worlds. Can you see it? 
 
As we move toward General Assembly, I will have more to say about the 
process, as well as the recently published “Theological Task Force Report on 
Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church.”4 So, consider this an introduction of 
sorts into one of the most important of decisions this church has faced for some 
time. And, as with other critical decisions and junctures, there will be tension. 
 
After all, if the Jews had never struggled for their freedom, their nation might 
have been long-gone, absorbed into a disappeared Babylonian Empire or part of 
modern-day Egypt.  
 
If the paralyzed man’s friends, so faithful, frustrated, or both by the demands of 
their friend’s conditions and needs had not lowered him through the roof into 
Jesus’ presence, we might never have been given the example or teaching that 
promised more than physical healing in our relationship to God through following 
the teachings of Jesus. 
 
And, as for Tillich, the idea of Reformation calling us into the tension of our own 
diversity to a much greater reflection of the faces and ways of God in our midst is 
something we  know as being true in our hearts, even when our minds cannot 
quite embrace it in all its meanings.  
 
And, as for a church that knows that our illness / our dysfunction is part of the 
violence that is pandemic – we must forget the former things that 
compartmentalized and distributed power and authority in ways that now wobble 
like a worn out gyroscope, careening us off in directions further from the promise 
and peace that demands risk and sacrifice, and that Jesus taught us, as well. 
 
We have much to do and it is good to be reminded that we don’t have to wrestle 
this all to resolution by brain power alone. 
                                                 
4 http://www.pcusa.org/peaceunitypurity/resources.htm  
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I am grateful my friend called. He reminded me that I have moved on, even 
though at times I never thought I would. He reminded me, too, that God 
continues to call us all: friends, families, nations, and churches to something 
much greater than we have yet to see even though it is all about us as we speak. 
 
Our work and our mission are far from done. 
 
Amen. 
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