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“The Changed Heart” 

Text: Luke 18:9-14 

 

A man was walking down the street when he saw a man he hadn’t seen in a very long time.  

Extending a hand gleefully he said, “Mr. Peterson, look how you have changed.  You have lost 

weight, haven’t you?  Last time I saw you your hair was grey and now it is back to the original 

color.  And you used to wear those goofy glasses!  Mr. Peterson, you have really changed.” 

 

The stunned man stepped back and said, “I’m sorry, but I’m not Mr. Peterson, I’m Mr. Jones.” 

 

The first man smiled and said, “Look at that, you even changed your name!” 

 

And, since it is pledge Sunday and I want you to be in a good mood when you turn in your 

pledge card, here is a second humorous story.  Do you know how many husbands it takes to 

change a lightbulb?  Only one but you have to remind him for two weeks. 

 

Ok, maybe that second joke was more for my wife than anyone else.  I think it might remind her 

of someone, but I’m not quite sure. 

 

I wanted to begin with something lighthearted because our topic this morning is about change. 

First of all, change is never easy to accomplish.  One of the reasons is that no matter what the 

change we seek, it often takes time and determination.  The changes are often quite slow and 

subtle. 

 

We stopped at a café across from the Notre Dame cathedral and spoke with the owner.  She had 

been a student at Miami of Ohio University where our traveling friends taught and studied.  She 

told us about the day of the fire and watching the flames rise through the roof.  The heat was so 

intense, that even across the river, they could feel it.  She told us that there is still danger that the 

walls could collapse and that the rebuilding process is very delicate.  But she ended by saying 

that French president Emmanuel Macron has pledged to rebuild the cathedral within five years.  

The reason for that goal is that Paris is the host city for the 2024 Olympics.  They want the 

cathedral restored in time for the Olympic games. 

 

On one hand I am moved by their quick response and resolve.  But I am also aware that it took 

182 years to build Notre Dame.  Generations of workers on the cathedral gave their talents and 

skills knowing that it would not be completed in their lifetime…or their children or 

grandchildren.  But they valued the goal enough to lend their skills toward its completion.  

Would we have the patience for a project that, if started today, would not be completed until the 

year 2200? 



 

Sitting in that café and looking at the grand cathedral, I wondered about the patience for some of 

the changes we seek today.  Can we take the patient approach that believes that the things we do 

today will have an impact for generations to come?  Can we share our gifts and skills in ways 

that not only impact our present day but live on for generations to come?  These are questions of 

stewardship. 

 

When we look back years from now, we may remember 2019 as a year of lots of building 

projects.  With the success of our capital campaign, this year we were able to complete several of 

the projects on our list.  We began by painting the exterior.  Enough time has passed, that we 

might not remember the peeling paint on the gutters and trim.  We were able to paint all the 

windows before completing the restoration of the stained glass windows.  Once again, enough 

time has passed, that we may have forgotten what it was like to sit in the sanctuary with clear 

glass while we awaited the return of our beautiful windows. 

 

This summer we saw the repair of our parking lot.  The main lot was completely dug out, tamped 

down and repaved and striped.  Now we drive onto a smooth lot, not worrying about tripping 

hazards or puddles of water.  At about the same time, we were able to repair the sidewalk along 

the west side of the church.  Like the parking lot, it is a smooth pathway and has an extended 

area for handicap access.   

 

A repair that was less obvious was the renovation of the education wing.  There are new cabinets 

in the classrooms and the addition of water into some rooms that didn’t previously have it.  

These updates are appreciated by the students, teachers and families who use these spaces. 

 

And tomorrow, the last big project for this year will be completed.  The columbarium will be 

delivered and installed.  When the gardens and other features are completed, it will offer a 

peaceful space for families to remember their loved ones. 

 

With these projects, we might measure 2019 based upon these physical changes to our building.  

And that is certainly one way to measure our year.  But, there are deeper changes that are not as 

easy to measure.  They are subtle, yet powerful.  They are quiet, yet life changing.  They are not 

as evident as a new parking lot, because the change takes place internally, but it is no less real. 

 

Last spring, a Preschool mother asked if I would be willing to talk with her child.  There had 

been a death in the family and he was asking a lot of questions.  We had a great conversation 

about life and death and heaven and God and all the other questions this child wanted to talk 

about.   

 

I have been having a conversation with a gentleman who repeatedly shares how much this 

church means to him.  He feels loved here.  He feels accepted.  He tells me over and over again 

how much he appreciates this church.  But when he says these things, he isn’t talking about the 

building or the sidewalk or the parking lot. He is talking about the love.  He is talking about the 

things that are difficult to measure, but we know they are present because we have felt them. 

 



Don’t get me wrong.  I am proud of the improvements.  I am grateful for the work and energy 

that went into all the changes in our facility.  I brag about this congregation and what you have 

accomplished.  But those physical changes only mirror the deeper spiritual changes that are 

happening in our hearts and our community.  I am most excited about the subtle changes, lives 

that are different, people who learn and grow together.  Our worship helps us experience the 

presence of God through song and silence, through scripture and sharing.  Our missions help us 

find ways to serve God and one another, to bring God’s love to the world around us.  Because of 

this church and our shared ministry, there is a small community in Guatemala where people have 

access to medicine and doctors, where a school will have an extension to enable their students to 

learn there without having to travel to a distant city.  I am thankful for the ministry of this church 

which made it possible for a member of our community to say to me, “I feel loved because of 

First Methodist.”   

 

I need to tell you a story that breaks my heart.  A friend of my daughter was such a frequent 

guest at our home that she started calling me “Dad.”  I was honored by this.  And even though 

she is now old enough to have children of her own, when I saw her this summer she still called 

me “Dad.”  While we were away, I saw a message that her young son had died.  When I got back 

I asked my daughter what had happened.  She said that the family couldn’t afford a crib so they 

put the baby in a bed.  He died as a result from falling from the bed.  It broke my heart to hear 

this.  I wish I had known and wonder whether we might have prevented this tragedy. 

 

But I can tell you this.  In the last two weeks, we have helped several families in this community.  

Through the offering we collect on communion Sunday, we were able to help two families in 

fear of having their electricity turned off.  We helped a neighbor who needed a medical 

procedure.  Our funds are still solid, so I am not telling you this to ask for more money.  What 

you have given has been sufficient.  I tell you this because I want you to know that you have 

made a difference in people’s lives.  Such occasions are not as evident as the physical changes in 

our building, but they are powerful and worthy of sharing. 

 

Jesus illustrates such moments through a parable.  It is a parable, a means of communicating a 

deeper truth.  Although it is a parable, it is the kind of thing that Jesus’ listeners and we can 

receive and imagine happening. 

 

He begins by saying that two people went to the Temple to pray.  The first of those is a Pharisee, 

a pious, religious man.  He stands alone and prays loud enough for everyone to hear saying, “I 

thank God that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers or even this tax collector.”  

I always imagine that this part of the prayer was said not in the traditional manner of bowing his 

head and closing his eyes.  For this prayer, his eyes are wide open, looking around and saying to 

God, “I’m glad I’m better than that person and that person and that person.”  Along with this 

prayer he names his virtues reminding God that he fasts regularly and gives generously. 

 

But then there is the second prayer.  The tax collector found a place alone, where no one else 

could hear.  And with humility he simply said, “Have mercy on me, a sinner.” 

 

Jesus doesn’t explain this parable or add any further commentary.  He just leaves it there for us 

to figure out what it means.  But, when I think about this parable, I find myself wondering, “Who 



is more likely to come away changed?”  The pious man doesn’t believe he needs anything.  He 

walks away from the Temple and his prayer feeling like he has convinced God that all is well.  

Nothing changes. 

 

But the tax collector looks inward, measures his prayer and his life by what is going on inside of 

him.  He is more likely to experience the changed life.  Of the two, he is more likely to walk 

away from the Temple a changed man. 

 

When we judge only by what is seen by the human eye, we might perceive the Pharisee to be the 

man of faith and the tax collector to be wanting.  But when we look for that which is invisible to 

the human eye, we can see the power of God at work forgiving, healing, redeeming.  I believe 

that God wants to be at work in all lives, but it is a matter of opening our lives to that possibility. 

 

In Kent Haruf’s book, “Plainsong” he tells about the intertwined lives in a small town.  In 

particular, there is a young single woman expecting a child.  She comes to her high school 

teacher seeking a place to stay.  The teacher helps her that night, but begins to look for a 

permanent solution.  She finds her answer in a most unlikely place. 

 

She visits two lifelong bachelor farmers living outside of town.  She asks if they would be 

willing to take the girl into their home.  Raymond and Harold think about it and eventually 

decide that they can do this.  It will mean some major adjustments because they have become 

accustomed to a very familiar and routine life.  Welcoming this young woman into their home 

will necessitate some changes on their part. 

 

The two bachelors want to help, but they wonder if they are the right ones.  Harold says (and I 

shall paraphrase just a bit) “…look at us.  Old men alone.  Decrepit old bachelors out here in the 

country seventeen miles from the closest town which don’t amount to much of a good [goshdarn] 

even when you get there.  Think of us.  Crotchety and ignorant.  Lonesome.  Independent.  Set in 

all our ways.  How you going to change now at this age of life?” 

 

The brother Raymond replies, “I can’t say.  But I’m going to.  That’s what I know.”   

 

And with that the decision is made.  Victoria comes to their home.  And the rest of the novel 

describes the very subtle, but loving changes on everyone’s part.  Victoria finds a loving home 

where she is supported and cared for.  Raymond and Harold find their lives disrupted but 

enriched by their growing love for this young girl and her child. 

 

As is often the case, the change happened so slowly and so subtly that they didn’t even realize 

that it was happening.  And I believe this is always happening within and around us.  When we 

are open to that possibility, God is bringing changes in our lives.  Compared to the physical 

changes in our lives and the world around us, these changes are difficult to see, but no less 

important.  Together we become more loving, more compassionate, more forgiving, we see 

things differently because of our faith, we experience things differently. It doesn’t happen 

overnight.  It happens slowly, carefully and with great patience.  But the heart that is open to 

God’s Spirit is a heart that will be open to change. 


