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February 20, 2022  Seventh Sunday after Epiphany 
Psalm 84; Luke 6:27-46 
    

Welcome:  Welcome to the United Church of Strafford, Vermont, on this Seventh Sunday 

after Epiphany and first Sunday fully back in the sanctuary since Christmas Eve.  It is so good to 

be here!  I hope those of you online can feel the goodness of it.  This room is beautiful in both its 

simplicity and its abundance, it feels full of the Spirit of generations before us and all the comfort 

and inspiration and love we have found here.   

And yet during the past six weeks all on Zoom we have shared some extraordinary 

moments of beauty and meaning, and that tells us that the church is not a building, church is 

wherever two or more of us are gathered, in person or on the internet.  Church is what happens 

when we bring together our hearts open to the Spirit and open in Christ-like love to one another.   

If this church is going to be here for generations to come, it will be because of the 

compassion and care we have shared for one another in our time.  So please be that kind of loving 

community as we talk together today, whether in the sanctuary or on Zoom. 

  

Call to Worship:  I heard the verse every Sunday as a boy, “I was glad when they said 

unto me, “Let us go into the house of the Lord.”   

I really was glad, I loved the stained-glass windows, dark woodwork and holy gloom, and I 

loved the idea that it was God’s house, that God was especially present there.   

I love this sanctuary even more, but I see now that if I had not felt God’s presence within 

my deepest heart, I would never have felt it in a church, or in the woods, or in music or writing.  

And if the other people who came to my boyhood church had not had God dwelling in their 

hearts, I would not know what a church is or what its blessings can be.   

That is what I really yearn for, to find comfort and strength and hope in my heart and in all 

our hearts together.  This sanctuary is sacred and beloved because it is a place where those 

yearnings are fulfilled.  So let us be glad to go into the house of the Lord together today, glad to 

be back in this sacred space, and even gladder for every heart, in-person and online, where the 

love of God and one another is shining.  Let us open our hearts wide as we worship together… 
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Children’s Time:  I want to share a favorite poem with you, “The Guest House,” written 

by a poet and spiritual teacher who experienced the presence of God within and around him.  He 

was a Sufi Muslim in ancient Persia named Rumi.  A guest house is a small inn or bed and 

breakfast where people stay.  The poem talks about us being the inn and our feelings being the 

guests. 

This being human is a guest house. 
Every morning a new arrival. 
 
A joy, a depression, a meanness, 
some momentary awareness comes 
as an unexpected visitor. 
 
Welcome and entertain them all! 
Even if they’re a crowd of sorrows, 
who violently sweep your house 
empty of its furniture, 
still, treat each guest honorably. 
He may be clearing you out 
for some new delight. 
 
The dark thought, the shame, the malice, 
meet them at the door laughing, 
and invite them in. 
 
Be grateful for whoever comes, 
because each has been sent 
as a guide from beyond. 

 

It’s interesting to think of our feelings as visitors.  Instead of saying I’m sad or I’m angry, 

we could say I am being visited by sadness or anger.   

It’s also interesting to think that those unpleasant feelings may serve a positive purpose.  

When they drain us, they may be emptying us so we can be filled by wisdom or joy that we could 

not have gained without being visited by sadness or anger.   

Our feelings are guides from beyond, Rumi says.  This is advanced spiritual teaching, 

because it is not always easy to understand what our feelings tell us.  If we want to eat an entire 

gallon of ice cream in one sitting, we may feel sad that we can’t.  That sadness is guiding us, but 
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it’s not saying, yes, you should eat that gallon, it is saying, you need to look at what you are 

desiring and why, because you seem to have an unhealthy attachment to ice cream!    If we feel 

hopeless the feeling is not telling us to give up, but to look for a different source of hope.   

We need to be guided by our experience because the point of being alive is to go 

somewhere, to lead our heart and the earth to become more the dwelling place of God’s love.  

Everything, even unpleasant guests, can teach us something about how to do that…   

We have a simple but effective tool that can help us listen to our life and learn what the 

Spirit is trying to move us to do or be or become…  Prayer!   Let us pray together the Lord’s 

Prayer… 

 

Sermon:  The Heart Is the Highway to Zion 

I asked John to read that long passage from Luke for three reasons.   

First, the cumulative effect of all those ethical instructions amplifies the urgency in Jesus’ 

voice.  He is passionately calling us to be different from the materialistic, competitive and 

exploitive culture around us.  He is laying out the one practical path that can lead to human 

societies that do not destroy themselves, each other and the earth, and he desperately wants to 

convince us to follow that path so that we will convince others. 

The path is not uniquely Christian, it is universally shared by all spiritual traditions that 

have the Golden Rule, compassion and oneness at their core. 

Here is a short excerpt of “Traditional Visions and Values” from the Hopi Foundation 

website that David Webb shared with me… 

A Hopi… is one who’s lifetime quest is to gain strength and wisdom through prayer, 

education, and experience; to acquire a practical & spiritual understanding of life in general and 

to acquire the ability to address life’s circumstances and community needs from an eagle’s 

viewpoint with a caring attitude & humility; 

A Hopi... is one who [maintains]…the highest degree of respect for and obedience to 

moral standards & ethics, so as not to knowingly abuse, alter or oppose the progressive order and 

cycle of nature and the sacred manifestations of the creator’s teachings…; 

A Hopi… is one who places the society’s and/or community’s interests and benefits ahead 

of individual and personal interests and gains; 
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A Hopi… is one who understands that the creator has provided all the necessary resources 

needed by all living beings to co-exist here, including the means by which the human race can 

achieve a happy, healthy and self-sustaining life. 

[Qöyahongniwa (Songoopavi 1995) from https://www.hopifoundation.org/about-hopi] 

I was moved by that wisdom, and I thought what if we substitute the word American or 

Human for Hopi.  Imagine if we defined ourselves by these qualities. 

“A Human…is one who loves our enemies, does good to those who hate us and does to 

others as we would have them do to us.” 

“A Human…is one who does not judge or condemn, who freely forgives and generously 

gives.” 

“A Human…is one who out of the good treasure of the heart produces good.” 

Imagine a church or nation or global civilization that defined itself as Jesus asks us to do—

what a difference that could make in the world! 

So, the second thing we need to notice when we hear Jesus giving his ethical instructions is 

that this truly is The Way, as our religion used to be called.  This is the way for us as individuals 

and a species, to survive and thrive.   

As Gus Speth and others have pointed out, we will not make the changes required to meet 

the existential threats we face today unless humanity undergoes a spiritual awakening.  Jesus is 

calling us individually and collectively to grow up from humanity’s immaturity into the age of 

homo sapiens, people who are truly wise. 

The third thing we may notice is that this sounds impossible.  Jesus asks at the end of the 

passage, why are you not doing what I am telling you?  But the question is, how can we possibly 

do it, and how can we get other people to live this way?   

Yet we need to believe that this is possible, because as Jesus and countless spiritual 

teachers have insisted, miracles can happen if we have sufficient hope and faith.   

The first thing that counters the seeming impossibility of humanity becoming wise and 

living as one is the fact that many humans have achieved it.   

We know the story of a shy boy who suffered racist oppression who grew up to be the 

Mahatma Gandhi.   
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We know the story of an angry revolutionary who suffered in prison for 27 years and 

emerged as Nelson Mandela.   

We have heard of a cynical hedonist and atheist who was moved by the humble loving care 

for the poor that she saw in a rural church and became Dorothy Day, the founder of the Catholic 

Worker movement.   

Many of us have looked at our mother or grandmother or an elder in our church and said, 

“The world would be safe in her hands.” 

This is not as rare as the headlines would make us think.  Some social scientists estimate 

that nearly ten percent of humanity has attained the ability to experience all creation as one and 

act with universal compassion and love.  An awakening is happening now, even as our culture 

speeds in the opposite direction, so it is urgent that we place our hope and faith in this impossible-

seeming path and do what we can to be part of the awakening ourselves, and enable our church to 

help others take that path.   

How can we do this? 

The key is in Psalm 84. “Happy are those whose strength is in you, in whose heart are the 

highways to Zion.  As they go through the desolate valley they make it a place of springs.”  

It sounds beautiful but to appreciate it fully we need to dig into the connotations of the 

original Hebrew.  Happy also means blessed.  Strength also means power.  Blessings come to 

those whose source of power is not money or weapons or popularity but the Spirit that created the 

universe that is our truest, deepest self.  Gandhi said that the truth we each have within our soul is 

the greatest power on earth if we hold to it (satyagraha), far greater than atomic bombs.  We are 

blessed when we are in the Tao, working on the side of all nature. 

Blessed are those “in whose heart are the highways to Zion.”  The Hebrew word for heart 

means mind and soul, as well.  Our heart, mind and soul need to be on an intentional journey 

toward Zion—meaning toward the realm of God, or the ideal way for humanity to live on earth.  

Blessed are those whose consciousness is on a journey, expanding, progressing and maturing.   

If we follow that heart path, then the desolate valley around us will become a place of 

springs, we will be transformed and help transform the world. 

How can we find and start on the highway to Zion in our heart?  Centering prayer or 

meditation is the first crucial step that we can take.  It doesn’t have to be traditional meditation, it 
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could be knitting or yoga or a mindful walk through the woods—the important thing is that we 

undergo kenosis, the self-emptying that leads to the transformation of our consciousness through 

metanoia. 

Jesus said that we need to have eyes to see and ears to hear the meaning of what he said.  

People who have not cultivated the heart and mind of Christ in themselves will think his 

teachings are impossible to accomplish.  But the teachings of Jesus make complete sense to 

people who have undergone metanoia sufficient to expand the eyes and ears of their heart.  People 

who see the oneness of all creation will naturally love their neighbor and enemy and the whole 

earth as their self because they see no separation. 

Gandhi said that when we have undergone kenosis enough to reduce our ego to zero, our 

lives attract others to the light we shine, and our power to change the world becomes invincible.  

I believe that this is the central purpose of this or any other spiritual home and community: 

our own personal transformation so that we will transform the world through the light of our acts 

of love and care.   It is why the Spirit has called us here today to find in our heart the highway to 

Zion and follow it by doing what Jesus tells us to do.   

Let us pray together in silence, and let our heart give the Spirit our response… 

 

 

Haiku by Mel Goertz: 

           Someone is eating rosehips 

     leaving red crumbs on the snow 

           and footprints. 

 


