The Rev. Edwin C. Pease, Jr., D.Min., Sermon to be preached in the Episcopal Diocese of Massachusetts, Stoneham, All Saints’ Church on the Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost, September 25, 2011, Proper 21A RCL.  Texts :  Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32

This morning we heard a passage from the book of the prophet Ezekiel.  Some words from the reading stand out very clearly to me.  “Get yourselves a new heart and a new spirit!”  God speaks these words directly to us!
A new heart – what’s a heart in this passage?  It is the something inside you that governs what you do.  If you are soft-hearted you break down at everything, such as when the ice cubes in your freezer are just the right size, not too big, not too small.  If you are hard hearted, you’re like the woman in the song:  hard-hearted, Hanna, pouring water on a drowning man.  Hardhearted, You might think you would like to help someone, but you won’t because your heart tells you not to.  After all, haven’t you been mistreated by others yourself?  Why should you risk helping other people?  But there is another kind of heart, and that is one that is strong but supple.  One that can allow you to be of help to others without fear of loss or harm to yourself.  One that lets you acknowledge the needs of other people and to offer something proper to them, but which also draws the lines of expectation about how those people should treat you as a giver.  I’d like to have a heart like that!
A new spirit – what’s a spirit in this passage?  It’s an outlook on everything.  With your spirit you see and understand what is going on.  It is also your connection to God.  In addition to your personal strength to meet situations, you also get strength from God’s spirit to do the same, and  you get a connection to a community of fellowship and prayer. With this new spirit you are never alone.  When there is a problem, you can meet it without fear that you will be used or swallowed up.  And because you have the strength that comes from God and your faith community, you have the power to do the kinds of things that your new heart is telling you to do.
I’d like to get me a new heart and a new spirit!
	Where could you get your new heart and your new spirit?  They seem to come together.  Maybe you could go down to the spiritual Staples store and buy them in your size.  At home or in the comfort of your vehicle, you could open up the door to your heart to reveal the old heart and the old spirit.  You could pull those out and drop them in a plastic bag so that you could take them back to the store for a rebate.  Then you would unwrap the new heart and the new spirit.  You’d look for the little slit on the end of the packages, and start tearing the wrapper at the slit, maybe having to use your teeth to get it started.  Don’t forget to recycle the wrapping paper!  Pop the new heart and the new spirit in, close the little door, and press OK.  Boom! You’re there!
	Is that what the Bible says about how to get a new heart and a new spirit?  What God says in Ezekiel is, Cast away from you all the transgressions you have committed against me, and get a new heart and a new spirit!  What God means by transgressions is all the times you have decided to take matters into your own hands.  Times when you decided you would be in charge instead of God, to make sure things went well, i.e., the way you wanted them to go.  Transgressions are committed by people who put themselves in charge instead of God.  And once the transgressions are committed, they hang on to them—never let them go.  
	God says, Cast them away.  Now if you do this, and decide just to let God run everything while you stand idly by—that’s not a good thing to do either.  You don’t want to be standing there waiting and saying to God, go ahead knock yourself out.  No.  When you have cast away the transgressions you are holding on to, you will get a new heart and a new spirit.  And that means you working together with your faith community and with God.  You being God’s hands and arms and feet.  The supple heart, strong but flexible, working in concert with God, letting god be in charge, but also working with and for God, is the an excellent way of life.  Hardness of heart, says God, leads to death.  The changed person who casts away transgressions and gets a new heart and a new spirit gains abundant life.
	In Matthew’s Gospel this morning we had the story of the two brothers, the Yes Brother and the No Brother. Their father asked one to go into his vineyard and work, and that son said, Yes, but he did not go, and he never gave it a second thought.  He was the one with the hardness of heart.  The other said No, but then he turned, he changed his mind, and he went into the vineyard to work.  He was the one who got the new heart and the new spirit.  His heart turned supple, and he was able to change without becoming completely passive.  We don’t want to be like the Yes Brother, we want ot be like the No Brother!
	Get yourselves a new heart and a new spirit; give up trying to run things your way; work together with you faith community and with God, gain abundant life!

And now, for the children’s section of this sermon here is a story about two young girls who wound up sitting on a fence.  They lived separately, but then something changed…..
(Reading aloud the book The Other Side, by Jacqueline Woodson)  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Review from Amazon.com:  Gr 1-4-A story of friendship across a racial divide. Clover, the young African-American narrator, lives beside a fence that segregates her town. Her mother instructs her never to climb over to the other side because it isn't safe. But one summer morning, Clover notices a girl on the other side. Both children are curious about one another, and as the summer stretches on, Clover and Annie work up the nerve to introduce themselves. They dodge the injunction against crossing the fence by sitting on top of it together, and Clover pretends not to care when her friends react strangely at the sight of her sitting side by side with a white girl. Eventually, it's the fence that's out of place, not the friendship. Woodson's spare text is easy and unencumbered. In her deft care, a story that might have suffered from heavy-handed didacticism manages to plumb great depths with understated simplicity. In Lewis's accompanying watercolor illustrations, Clover and her friends pass their summer beneath a blinding sun that casts dark but shallow shadows. Text and art work together beautifully.-Catherine T. Quattlebaum, DeKalb County Public Library, Atlanta, GA
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