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I want to begin with a few words to the third grade students who have just received their new Bibles.

A long time ago, I was once in third grade myself, and I received a new Bible one Sunday in church. It became a good friend to me. The Bible was signed by my father and the other ministers in the church in the town where we lived. That Bible went with me through grade school and high school and then on to college. It was the Bible I used when I went off to seminary as a young man to study to become a minister. Unfortunately, the Bible was in my briefcase when it was stolen from me in Mexico. I have always imagined that the thief found redemption reading the pages of that old third-grade Bible of mine. That happened over 25 years ago, but I still miss that special Bible, even today.

I hope each of you who have received a new Bible this morning will make friends with it. Read it when you are lonely, or when you are happy. Read it when you are sad and when you are wondering about what to do in life. Like a good friend, it will not disappoint you. It will help you find God in your life.

Now, I would like to ask the third graders to take their new Bibles and look up today’s gospel lesson in John – the first time you will use your Bible! Others can do this, too, with the pew Bibles – although there are not enough for everyone. You will find it on page 110 in the Newer Testament, the back part of the Bible: John 21:20-25. 

These are the very last words in the Gospel of John. The final scene the writer leaves with us is a conversation between Jesus and Peter. It takes place at the same beach where, last week, we saw the disciples enjoying a fish fry with the risen Jesus. Here, in this concluding part of the gospel, Jesus turns to leave the beach. “Follow me,” he says.

Peter starts to go with Jesus and then sees another man following them. That man, as John tells us, is “the one who had reclined next to Jesus at the supper.” 

All through the Gospel of John we read about that man. We never learn his name. John refers to him several times, simply as “the one Jesus loved.”

The beloved disciple. Bible scholars have tried for a long time to figure out who he is, this one whom Jesus loved. Was he John, the writer of the Gospel? Was he one of the fishermen from Galilee? Was he another of the disciples? We will never know for sure. Most teachers of scripture think this beloved disciple actually existed, but no one knows who he was. 

And here he is, at the beach with Peter and the other disciples, following Jesus as they leave the resurrection picnic.

It is a curious thing that the last lines of the Gospel of John focus not on Peter and not on Jesus, but on this mysterious disciple. When he starts to follow Jesus, Peter wonders aloud what should be done about him. Peter sounds almost jealous; Jesus sounds annoyed: “I want him to stay with me,” he snaps at Peter. “What is that to you?”  

With that exchange the rumor mill goes to work, as people start gossiping about the unnamed disciple. The gospel writer comes to the defense of both Jesus and the unnamed man. The author of John says, in effect, “Look, this mystery man is the basis of my gospel. He is an eyewitness, and by his testimony we know the truth about Jesus. If I had written down everything he had told me that Jesus did, the world would not be big enough to hold all those books.” 

And then John is done. It is a strange way to end a gospel.

Matthew finishes with the Great Commission to go out into the world and make disciples of all nations. Mark concludes his gospel with a dramatic Easter morning scene. Luke closes with a powerful telling of the ascension of Jesus. But John? John chooses to conclude with unanswered questions concerning a mysterious, anonymous man about whom there are rumors swirling; an unnamed eyewitness known only as the one Jesus loved.

John wants to open and close his book with mystery and wonder. Remember the first lines of the gospel? They direct us to the incarnation of God in Jesus: “In the beginning was the Word… and the Word was God…. And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” 

The gospel’s closing lines similarly direct us to the incarnation, but here it is in human beings, as seen in this one whom Jesus loves. The Word made flesh in us; the Word so pervasive on this earth that not even all the books in the world could contain it. 

John wants us to remember the beloved disciple of Jesus. The lingering image at the close of his gospel is of this enigmatic figure who is especially close to Jesus – so close, in fact, that at the Last Supper, John tells us, he reclines next to Jesus.  

This Thursday evening we will gather in the sanctuary for our monthly prayer in the Celtic tradition. I encourage you to be here, at 7:00. The mysterious beloved disciple plays a key role for ancient Celtic Christians. They remember him as the one who leans up against Jesus at the Last Supper. The beloved disciple is close enough to listen to the very rhythm of the lifeblood of God. He hears the heartbeat of God. 

The heartbeat of God. Is this not the vocation of those who follow Jesus, first and foremost: simply to hear the heartbeat of God? To sense the divine mystery pulsing through the world around us? To hear the heartbeat of God – and then to live by its rhythm?

In the beloved disciple we find the model for faithful living. The writer of the gospel of John intentionally ends by pointing us in the direction of the one who hears the heartbeat of God. 

Christian faith has been much too domesticated, too defined, too regulated, too rigidified, too structured and systemized, too Westernized, too tied to doctrine. There are too many words, as if we could talk our way into faithfulness. At the end of his gospel John turns our attention toward something else altogether: a faith that begins by listening, not talking. A faith that longs to live in the passion of a heartbeat, in the fullness of human life, unbound by the religiosity of the church.

When was the last time you heard a heartbeat?

I would imagine that you mothers of today’s third graders – and most of the mothers in this room – remember that moment when the doctor put a stethoscope in your ears and held it up against your swollen middle. And most of you fathers recall when the technician turned on the ultra sound machine. You heard your child’s heartbeat for the first time – in utero, months before the child emerged into the light of day. I remember it vividly; it beat much faster than I expected. Whoosh – whoosh – whoosh.

The beat connects mother to child, but beyond that, it is a rhythm that connects the child and the mother to the very heartbeat of God. That rhythm happens all around us. We hear it in the sound of music. We pick it up in the pulse of the seasons. We discover it in the cycles of life. That is the heartbeat of God – and the church bears the heartbeat of God even as a mother carries her child’s heartbeat into the world. 

Can you imagine what it would be like for others to sense in our life, as followers of Jesus, the palpitation of the very life of God?

How do we hear the heartbeat of God? It begins by our listening for it. We have to be still. We have to be willing to wait for it. The psalmist suggests that we slow down. The Hebrew poet is specific, telling us no fewer than three times in a mere nine lines in this one psalm not to fret. Most of us specialize in fretting. We make a way of life out of it. 

Listen to the psalmist: “Be still before the LORD, and wait patiently for God; do not fret.”

Again: “Refrain from anger, and forsake wrath. Do not fret.”

Once more: “Do not fret …Trust in the LORD, and do good.”

We are the busiest people ever in the history of the human race. The irony, of course, is that we have more conveniences and more time-saving technology than people have ever had, but somehow all of that only adds to the pace at which we live our lives. We cannot find God while in a frenzy. 

Do not fret. Be still. Listen. Hear the heartbeat of God.

I attended a worship service several years ago where the minister offered a prayer in which she asked God to help us “relax into the arms of Jesus” – as did the beloved disciple. I remember those words often as I begin my prayers.

One cannot simultaneously fret and relax. Kierkegaard used to describe Christian faith as analogous to floating in a deep sea. If we struggle and panic, we begin to sink, but if we relax and trust the water, we will float. And when we float, if we are quiet, we will hear our own heartbeat – or is that the heartbeat of God?

I suspect God’s heart beats in places that would surprise us. How many times have you been at a stop light in the city and a car pulls up next to you with a couple young guys sitting in it and the bass in their car’s sound system is turned up so loud you can’t really hear it, you simply feel it pounding in your chest? The light turns green and they pull away, and the beating fades as they drive off. Could that have been the whump-whump-whump of the heartbeat of God?

Last summer at Ghost Ranch in northern New Mexico we spent an evening around a campfire at the retreat center called Casa del Sol. We gathered to worship under the stars. John Philip Newell, the writer on Celtic spirituality and good friend of Westminster, invited us to prepare for worship by listening for the heartbeat of God. Into the silence around the fire came the sound of a Native American drum. 

Its beat was steady and slow. I was skeptical at first, still in my fretting mode: how in the world would I hear God’s heart in the thumping of the drum? But slowly I relaxed. I became quiet inside. I began to listen to the drum in a new way. I listened to the night. I listened to the dark, to the stars. I watched the fire and felt the air moving around me and sensed the beat of life in the earth. And that beat connected to my heart and to the hearts of those around me in the silence. That beat connected us to the heartbeat of God.

Something like that must have happened to the beloved disciple, the one who leaned against Jesus an evening long ago. He must have heard the rhythm of divine life in the flesh. 

John’s gospel wants us to remember that disciple.

Faithful living needs time for quiet to allow us, also, to hear the heartbeat of God – and in that cadence, we will hear the heartbeat of every human being and the life of all creation, longing to be restored and made whole.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
Prayers of the People – Douglas Mitchell
Good and gracious God, we thank you that you have made us in your image, and have given us freedom and responsibility to care for your people and your world.  Let the light of your word continue to shine in the darkness of the damage we have done to one another and to your good creation.  We call on you, O God, to light our way with your Word.  We pray that this Word will guide these third graders as they grow in their faith.

God of the heartbeat of life, help us to be still and aware of Your presence within and all around us.  You have shaped each one of us and known us from within our very being.  You have formed our bodies and given us Your Spirit as our breath.  Renew us this day in the image of your love.  Grant us your light, grant us your grace and grant us your joy this day.

Loving God, open to us today the sea of your mercy and water us with full streams from the riches of your grace and springs of your kindness.  Make us children of quietness and heirs of peace.  Help us to follow your command not to fret, to trust in you and to make you our delight.  Kindle in us the fire of your life; sow in us your courage to face all challenges; strengthen our weakness by your power and bind us close to you and to each other. Help us to be still before you, O Lord, to wait patiently for You so we may show forth your light and your justice in this world for all to see.

O God of life, of all life and of each life, we lay our lives before you.  We give our lives to you, from whom nothing is hidden.  Remind us always O God, that your will for us in Jesus is the peace which the world cannot give.  Calm our troubled hearts; dispel every fear.  Keep us steadfast in love and faithful to your word.  Keep us close to you, so close that we can at every moment hear your heartbeat, to know your presence with us.

 This morning we hold before you those in the hospital and those recovering from illness… 

We grieve this morning with the family and loved ones… 

Fill all people with your Holy Spirit that we may bear each other’s burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ.  And now hear us as we pray the prayer your son has taught us…Our Father…

“The Heartbeat of God”


Psalm 37: 1-9; John 21:20-25


Tim Hart-Andersen


Sunday, May 9, 2010











Westminster Presbyterian Church


1200 Marquette Avenue


Minneapolis, MN  55403 


612.332.3421


� HYPERLINK "http://www.eWestminster.org" ��www.eWestminster.org�








PAGE  
6

