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“Creating a Clean Heart”

With people living longer than ever before, we’ve become more conscientious about our health.  It’s now common for persons to monitor their own blood pressure as well as their sugar levels.  Many know their cholesterol count – both good and bad.  We’ve become more aware about what we eat and the value of regular exercise.  We’ve also become more familiar with different parts of our bodies and how to care for them.  
Take for example the heart.  Because heart related illnesses are still the number one cause of deaths in America, we’ve learned a great deal about the heart.  With the help of The American Heart Association and the Red Cross, many Americans can now identify the symptoms of a heart attack.  Legions have been trained in CPR.  Here at Allison we even have a Automated External Defibrillator (AED) hanging on the wall outside the Sanctuary in case someone in our building is having a heart attack.  Seconds – not minutes – can make the difference between life and death when someone is having a heart attack. 

So let’s say its 5:25 in the afternoon and you’re on the road driving alone.  All of a sudden you start experiencing severe pain in your chest that starts to radiate out into your arm and up into your jaw.  You suspect what’s happening, but what do you do?  Even though you’ve been trained in CPR, that’s not going to help.  You can’t perform it on yourself. 

Well, I recently learned that a person who experiences these symptoms, and then begins to feel faint, has only about 10 seconds before losing consciousness. The thing to do is immediately begin coughing repeatedly and vigorously while pulling to the side of the road.  A breath and a cough must be repeated about every two seconds until help arrives, or until you sense your heart resuming some normalcy.  If possible use your cell phone to call 911 between breaths.  
Deep breaths force oxygen into the lungs, and deep coughs squeeze the heart and keep the blood circulating.  The squeezing pressure may also help the heart regain its natural rhythm.  
So, if you think you’re having a heart attack, start breathing and coughing for all your worth.  It just may save your life.  
As you’re aware, the heart is a mechanical marvel.  It weighs only about twelve ounces – which is less than a pound.  Beating at a rate of seventy-two beats per minute, it pumps forty-five pounds of blood per minute, 2,700 pounds per hour, and 32.4 tons a day.  It never rests except between beats – even while you’re asleep.  Every thirty seconds all the blood in the body passes through the heart.  It exerts enough energy each hour to lift its own weight 13,000 feet into the air. 
As I said, the heart is a mechanical marvel.  But as you know it can develop problems.  The American Heart Association reports that more than 58,000,000 Americans suffer from one or more cardiovascular diseases.  Coronary heart disease is the single leading cause of death in the United States.  Every 29 seconds someone in this country suffers a heart attack.  Every minute someone dies from a related heart disease.

Though a mechanical marvel, the heart is affected by our emotions as well as our lifestyle.  Both have a direct bearing on the health of our hearts.  Stress, depression, rage and guilt are but a few of the intense emotions that can adversely effect the heart.  

Which brings us to our text for today. King David writes, “Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me . . .”  (Psalm 51;10)
When David penned these words he was asking God to give him a heart transplant, but not in the literal sense.  You see, rarely does the Bible refer to the heart as a physical organ.  Instead, it refers to the heart as the core of our emotions.  
Poets and authors have referred to the heart as the center of our emotions for millennia - both good and bad.  
In the Old Testament, Pharaoh is described as having a hard heart, implying he was insensitive, callous and stubborn.  Conversely, we think of the heart as the center of love, illustrated by the way we place an emphasis on the heart for St. Valentine’s Day.  
Father Anthony De Mello, a Jesuit Priest and Spiritual Director who died in June, 1987, once said something I find quite intriguing.  He said that people mistakenly assume they think with their heads.  But, he argues, “It is actually done by the heart, which first dictates the conclusion, then commands the head to provide the reasoning that will defend it.”  An interesting observation, don’t you think?  
Normally we view ourselves as reasonable people, weighing the pros and cons and making rational decisions.  But if that were the case, why do you suppose we snap at the people we love, sabotage important relationships, or engage in behaviors we know to be self-destructive.  
The reason?  We think with our hearts, not with our heads.  Our passions have a tendency to warp our rational thought patterns.  We use our heads to rationalize the conclusion we’ve already reached with our hearts.  It’s not uncommon for our passions to dictate our thoughts.  
Needles to say, emotions are very powerful, as illustrated by the circumstances that led King David to compose this Psalm of Confession. 
As you’ll recall, King David was a righteous and good man, but he did a series of stupid things.  First, he got involved with a woman who was married to someone else.  Her name was Bathsheba.  Have you ever heard of someone doing something stupid like that?  Even though David already had a harem of beautiful wives and concubines, he felt entitled to have whatever woman he wanted, whether she was married or not.  In this case Bathsheba was married to one of his most loyal soldiers.   
Then, to make matters worse, in order to conceal his sin David did something even more stupid.  He conspired to have Bathsheba’s husband killed in battle.  Does this sound like a man thinking with his brain or his heart? 

David knew what he was doing was a sin, but he allowed his passions to trump his brain.  He allowed his passions to overrule his values.  Most importantly, he allowed his passions to damage his relationship with God.  His passions warped his ability to think rationally.  That’s the power of emotions.  Sometimes they can be irresistible and enslaving.

Is it any wonder that David prayed for a new heart?  Obviously the one he had was diseased and unhealthy.
Like David, we’ve all known occasions when our passions warped our ability to think straight.  Many of the regrets tattooed in our memories have been etched there by instances when our passions trumped our brains.   
We’ve all known anger and rage, jealousy, resentment, guilt, lust and a host of other intense emotions.  None of these feelings are foreign to us.  They’re a natural part of being human.  That’s why we can all recall instances when such feelings dictated the way we acted, warped our thinking, and caused us to rationalize our behavior.  None of us are exempt from such experiences.
So even as David needed a new heart, so there are times we too need a new heart.  We need to be cleansed of the destructive passions that disease our heart and cause it to be unhealthy.  We need to pray as did David: “Oh, Lord, give me a new heart.”
But how do we do that?  Is it even possible to re-program our destructive passions that disease our hearts?  Is it really 
possible to purge our guilt and greed, lust and hate, rage and infidelity?  In other words, is it really possible to change?

Well, certainly not of our own volition and will-power.  As I said a moment ago, all these emotions are a natural part of being human.  Even the Apostle Paul was not immune from their affects.  That’s why he writes in his Letter to the Romans: “Even though the desire to do good is in me, I am not able to do it.  I don’t do the good I want to do; instead, I do the evil I don’t want to do.  What a wretched man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?” (7:18,19, 24)  
I’m sure the Apostle’s words mirror our feelings as well.  We all know what it means to have good intentions, only to disappoint ourselves and others when we allow our passions to dictate our actions and warp our thinking.  I’m sure we can all identify with the Apostle when he describes his internal struggles with his destructive passions.  

What’s interesting, however, is that despite his dilemma, Paul knew the answer to his own question.  Hear again his words: “What a wretched man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?”  But then in the very next verse he writes: “Thanks be to God, who does this through our Lord Jesus Christ!”  (7:25)
Agreed, it not easy to change a heart.  In fact I’d say it’s virtually impossible without the help of the crucified Christ.  Restoring a diseased heart requires more than modern technology, medicine, will-power and disciplined living.  
True, all these have value, are important and should be embraced.  
But some problems simply do not respond to either drugs or psychological counseling or a disciplined regimen.  That’s why twelve-step programs such as Alcoholics Anonymous are so successful.  They begin by acknowledging a Higher Power. I personally know of no other way to gain a new heart than by God’s intervention.  God alone in Christ Jesus has the ability to cleanse a heart and make it anew.

How about you?  Are you in need of a new heart?  If so, you’ve come to the right place.  The place to begin is to confess your sins before God, even as King David did.  Then pray the prayer he wrote: “Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.”
If you’re struggling with an unhealthy heart diseased with sin and destructive passions, don’t let it kill you.  Turn to Christ and let Him give you a new heart.  If you’re not sure how, then call or e-mail me, or Pastor Paul or Pastor Mira this week, and we’d be pleased to arrange a time when we can sit and talk with you in confidence, and pray for you.  Don’t live another day with an unhealthy heart when Christ is willing to give you a new one.  
Amen
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