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A Sermon for Dayspring Baptist Church 
By Chris Fillingham  

May 19 
5th Sunday of Easter 

“The Inward Journey pt. 1 – Opening the Heart” 
Resurrecting Spirituality series 

John 20: 
 
Last year at this time I spent several Sundays talking about spiritual formation and I gave you my 
working definition. 
 Spiritual formation is an ongoing journey… of becoming like Christ: awakened to union with God, 
enlivened by the Spirit of God, and enacting the Shalom of God.  
 
That’s what Jesus was like. 
 He was so profoundly aware of God within him, and around him, and lived from this deep 
connection with God. 
 
 And he was full of the life of God, the spirit of God was in him, filling him with life, driving him in 
all he did. 
 
 And everywhere he went, he was enacting shalom, or what he called, “The Kingdom of God.” 
Remember all those stories from the gospels?  Where he’s healing, and reading, and welcoming? 
   
 The way he healed Blind Bartimaeus, 
 and healed the bent over the woman on the Sabbath. 
 All that eating with the tax collectors and prostitutes, 
 that forbidden conversation with the woman at the well, 
 healing the bleeding woman, 
 and the Gerasene demoniac, 
 and touching the leper, 
 and arguing with the Pharisees, 
 and refusing to abide by the status quo, 
 and turning over the tables in the temple. 
 
 Everywhere he goes, he is enacting shalom. He is bringing about the dream of God for the world. 
 And he’s doing so from a place of deep awareness and connection, of union with God, 
 and he’s driven in all of it,  
  not by some ego need to be right, or to make things perfect, 
  but he’s driven in all of it by the life-giving Spirit of God.  
 
 All that to say…  
 
Spiritual formation is an ongoing journey of not just learning things about Jesus, or learning good morals, 
but it is the ongoing journey of actually becoming more of that kind of person… a person like Christ: 
 In this deep relationship and union with God, 
 enlivened by the Spirit and Life of God,  
 enacting the shalom of God in all our spheres of influence.   
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***** 
 This Spring, I’m trying to make that more practical for us by exploring the three central paths that 
enable us to become more like Christ… the three paths that enable the journey. They are:  
 
 The outward path of our bodies.  
 The inward path through our hearts. 
 And the upward path through our minds.  
 
 Remember what Jesus said about the greatest commandment? Love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, with all your mind, with all your soul, and with all your strength, the power of your body. 
 
 Well, it is our mind, heart, and body that fundamentally shape our soul… 
  that shape who you are becoming.  
 
 So, as we are getting practical this spring, we’re asking how this works… what it looks like, and 
how to begin.  
  

***** 
 Like I said a few weeks ago, I began with the outward path… which is the path of loving God with 
our bodies. And we talked about how our physical bodies can be awakened to the life of God all around 
us, and participate in the work of God, and how that shapes our souls. 
 
  If you missed those sermons on the outward journey, I want to challenge you to go to the 
website and listen to those sermons. For today, simply remember that the outward journey is an 
essential part of our spiritual formation, and one that’s often been missing in American Christianity.  
 But our bodies are intertwined with our souls… not separate from it, or a shell on the outside of 
our souls, protecting it. No, our bodies and our souls are intertwined.  
 
 Today we are beginning the inward journey, in which we begin to know and to love God with all 
our hearts. Jesus said, “the pure of heart will see God.”  And Mary Magdalene is going to help us find our 
way.   

***** 
 
 Mary Magdalene was one of Jesus’ closest disciples, although the gospel accounts written by 
men don’t give her much air time. Still, there are other ancient sources that have begun to help scholars 
realize just how central she was.   
 
And even in our gospels, she shows up at some of the most critical moments of Jesus’ story.   
 
 The Gospel of Luke, chapter 8, tells us that she was among the key women who followed Jesus 
everywhere and supported his ministry financially.  
 
 All of the gospels tell us that at the cross of Jesus, the male disciples ran away, but some of the 
closest women disciples stayed and watched. Now, the list of which women were there is listed 
differently in each gospel, but the one name that is the same every time is Mary Magdalene. 
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 And the the same is true for the Resurrection on Sunday morning. Each of the four gospel writers 
have slight differences in the names of those who first went to the tomb, but all of them agree it was the 
women, or at least one woman in particular, Mary Magdalene.  
 She saw the empty tomb. 
  And she went to tell the other disciples…  
 which makes Mary Magdalene the first preacher of the good news of Jesus’ Resurrection that 
changed the world.   
 
 In other words, Mary Magdalene was right in the middle of what God was doing… and she was 
there with this deep love and adoration for Jesus. 
  
 You see, Magdalene had been profoundly transformed by her relationship with Jesus. We don’t 
exactly know the story… but two of the four gospel writers mention that Jesus healed her from seven 
demons…. It’s just kind of mentioned in passing. You know, no big deal. Like, “Oh yeah, by the way, she’s 
the one that Jesus cured of the seven demons.”  
 
 Well, you can bet it was a big deal to Mary. She was finally set free from the things that had 
haunted her for so long. And she was a different person because of it. And you know she loved him for 
it. 
 
 But then came the crucifixion, and the one whom she loved was tortured to death. And her heart 
that had been healed and opened to the world because of Jesus – was crushed. 
  
 So, by the time we get to this scene in John 20 from our gospel reading this morning, Magdalene 
has discovered an empty tomb, but she doesn’t understand what it means. It looks like more trouble, 
more tormenting of Jesus. That’s how it is when we disregard someone’s dead body, right?  
 
 Remember Michael Brown’s mother?  Put aside whatever your opinions are about what 
happened in Ferguson for a moment and imagine how much her heart was aching at the thought of her 
son’s dead body just left on the street for four hours. And the profound disregard for his life that 
represented to her. You see, what you do to someone’s dead body… it matters deeply to us, right?   
 It’s why every culture has sacred rituals or set procedures for how to handle a person’s dead 
body. 
 
 And Mary’s there at the tomb, trying to do just that, honor and care for Jesus’ body because it 
mattered.  
 
 But something has happened. It looks like someone took his body. “They couldn’t even leave his 
dead body alone,” she thinks. Her heart is fragile and aching at the thought of “What are they doing to 
him?” So, she’s standing at the tomb just weeping, John tells us.   
 
 And this moment I think, is a reflection of why it is so hard, 

and so risky… to live with our hearts opened… 
and to be vulnerable with one another… 

   and why so many people don’t.  
 

***** 
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 The world has a way of wounding the open heart. That’s why it takes such profound courage to 
live with vulnerability, and open hearts, and trust.  
 Brene Brown writes about this a lot. She says, “Vulnerability is the core of all emotions and 
feelings. To feel is to be vulnerable.”1 And choosing to show up and be vulnerable, well that requires 
“courage beyond measure.”2  Vulnerability isn’t weakness.  It takes profound courage.  It’s just so easy 
to be wounded so deeply. 
 
 In fact, we do that all the time to each other… even when we don’t intend to. Have you noticed 
that?...How easily we wound, especially with those we are close to?  
  
 It happens all the time in our friendships and in our families. Something is said, or some 
expectation is misunderstood… and before we know it, one of us is hurt. 
 And the hurt doesn’t stop there, does it? That hurt festers, or it is spewed back out… or maybe 
the hurt spreads to someone else…. wounding… closing off our hearts to one another. It’s just so easy 
for the open heart to get wounded.  
 
 And so, opening the heart is risky business. The more our hearts open to someone, the more 
they can wound us.  
 It’s why words from your spouse hurt more than the words from your boss.  
 And the cold silence from a friend is so much worse than a cold shoulder from your waiter.  
The more our heart is open to someone, the more vulnerable we become.  
 
 You see, the heart space is the home of connections and relationships. Of course, we often 
equate it with emotions, but it’s actually so much more than just personal expression. The heart is one 
of the primary means we have for connecting with one another and connecting with God.  
 So, closing it up doesn’t make us strong. It makes us alone. It’s actually a sign we weren’t 
strong enough to stay open, and present, and vulnerable. 
 Choosing to show up and be vulnerable requires “courage beyond measure,”3 Brene Brown 
says.  
 And she’s right. 

***** 
 But most of us have been wounded along the way, and our heart has remained guarded… or 
closed off.  
  Maybe your heart was wounded as a child, 
  maybe it was wounded by someone you trusted, 
  or maybe just by the messiness of our world… 
 But that wound was deep enough that your heart closed off before you even knew what 
happened. 
 
 I wonder if that’s what happened to Mary Magdalene. Those seven demons she carried around, 
each some deep wound from her past.  

                                                        
1 Brené Brown, Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We Live, Love, Parent, and 

Lead (Penguin, 2015), 33. 

2 Brown, 43. 

3 Brown, 43. 
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 Maybe seven different moments in her life that each left their own traces in her and she just 
couldn’t break free of their power over her life.  
 And in the process, each of those demons closed her off from the deep love of God.  
 
 We don’t know what they were, but I do know that when we are wounded and experience any 
kind of shame, our hearts close up in a kind of self-protective reflex.  
 
 And when that happens, we not only become closed off from one another, we become 
disconnected and closed off from God.  
 

***** 
 I have a friend that I’ve known for more than a decade now. I call her Cali. You could tell that 
Cali’s heart was closed off by the cynicism that always came out of her when someone talked about their 
own experiences of God… especially if that talk included any kind of deep trust.  
 I don’t know how it happened, but somewhere along the way, Cali’s heart had begun to close off. 
And even though she wouldn’t tell you this, there was some kind of deep shame that hung out behind all 
of that. 
 
 I know because of the way Cali just couldn’t be vulnerable with God, 
 and the way she’d always talk about how there must be something wrong with her, 
 and the way that she had the hardest time in the world believing that God actually loved her.  
 
 Somewhere along the way, Cali’s heart had clammed up tight in some kind of self-protective 
reflex.  
 Her heart was reactive.  
 And so, she protected it by keeping God, and people, and vulnerability  
  at a distance.  
 
 I have another friend that I’ve only know for a few years now. I’ll call him Jarred. And Jarred is 
the strong and decisive type. He’s one of those guys that walks in the room and takes control without 
even realizing it. Jarred just naturally holds all the power in the group.  
 
 Well, Jarred has been married for about 20 years now, but he once told me about just how 
hard the first decade of his marriage was. For 10 years he and his wife were caught in this pattern, 
where he’d say or do something and without realizing it, he’d wound her deeply. She’d be so upset, 
and he just thought she was being too sensitive.  
 And maybe she was. I don’t know.  
 You see, it’s not that Jarred was trying to be mean… But whether or not his wife was too 
sensitive, he was not sensitive at all.  
 His heart wasn’t aware. You might say he had very low emotional intelligence. And so, he’d just 
hurt her by the things he did without any awareness of how he came across to her and to others.  
  
 Well, eventually Jarred got tired of hurting those he loved and started doing some real spiritual 
work on this inner journey. And eventually he began to recognize that part of the reason he was so 
brash is that his heart was shut down as a little boy.  
 From the time he could walk he was taught to never show weakness. For him, there is nothing 
worse than weakness… and he just assumed everyone thought the same way. Isn’t everyone trying to be 
tough and strong?   
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 So, from the time he was a little boy, his heart never really learned to open up because emotions 
weren’t really allowed in his family. 
 
 And so Jarred was a good, strong guy…  but a guy with an atrophied heart… And that kept him 
blind to the emotional cues of others.  
 And wounding those he meant to love. 
 And it kept him…. from experiencing, and knowing, and living from… the deep Abba fathering 
love of God… for him.  
  
 Jarred and Cali are very different people, with very different personalities, but both suffered 
from a heart that was closed off in some profound way.  
 
 And eventually, it led both of them to some profound moment of brokenness… which forced 
them to start paying attention to what was stirring in them… It forced them to peer deep into their 
hearts… and see what was and wasn’t there… and to start the long, hard road of vulnerable trusting, the 
long, hard road… of opening their hearts… 
 to God 
 and to others. 
 
  Spiritual formation is an “ongoing journey,” remember?  It will never be completely done, 
because the love of God is so immense, that for all of us, our hearts can grow further and further open 
to the vastness of God’s love.   
 
 And so, Cali and Jarred, they are both gradually discovering God’s deep love that has always been 
hidden in the caverns of their hearts. And the more they learn to recognize it,  
 and trust it,  
 the more they are able to live courageously with open and vulnerable hearts before the world.  
 
 You see, it is an awakening to God’s love, planted deep within us, that gives us the power and the 
“courage beyond measure” to live vulnerably, with open hearts to the world.  
 

****** 
 Mary Magdalene, the one who was healed of those seven demons, had been learning to trust 
that deep love of God that was present to her in Jesus… She was learning to live with an open heart.  
 But then the messiness of the world crucified Jesus. His dead body was missing. And her heart, 
and all its openness, just gets crushed.  
 
 And so… of course… it starts to protect itself… and close up again. 
 
 So, when she turns around, she can’t recognize that Jesus is right there. She can’t. Her heart is 
not seeing. And I think that’s an important clue to this story. Mary’s heart is aching and closing…  so, she 
can’t recognize Jesus, because when our hearts are closed off, we will miss the embodied love of God 
standing right there in front of us.   
 
 “What have they done with him?” she asks.  
Her heart is blind… until… Jesus says her name. “Mary… oh, Mary.” 
 And hearing her name, begins to open her heart again.  
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You see the heart, 
 (that place of personal intimate connection) 
  is also the seat of your personal identity.  
So, when your heart opens, you discover who you really are… and you discover that “who you are” runs 
so much deeper  
 than your past history,  
 and is so much more than what people say about you,  
 and it’s so much more than what has happened to you. 
 
 One spiritual teacher puts it this way. “It is through the heart that we recognize and appreciate 
our true nature…” It’s through your heart that you can discover who you uniquely are.  
 But when our hearts close off “we lose contact with our true identity.”4 
 
 In deep, intimate, personal love, Jesus says her name. “Mary.” And the doors of her heart start to 
break open. And Mary Magdalene suddenly recognizes the embodied love of God right there in front 
of her. She recognizes Jesus.  

 
***** 

 This is the beginning of the inward journey of the heart. It begins as the doors of our hearts open 
to the love of God that is already right there with us… and in us.  
 
If our hearts stay closed, 
 and all we do is study about God with our minds, 
 and serve God with our bodies,  
 then we will never become all that God has created us to be and our relationship won’t really 
change, 
because we will not be able to know love and give love as God hopes we will, 
  and we will never really know ourselves. 
 
 As much as some of us love to stay in our heads, our spiritual formation has to include the inward 
journey in which we open and liberate our hearts. Next week I’ll talk more about liberating our hearts 
and learning to recognize what is controlling our hearts.  But for this week, I want to invite you to 
practice opening your heart wider.  “To practice that courage beyond measure, needed for 
vulnerability.” 
 
 There are a lot of different practices that can help with this.  
 But I’m going to only give you two for now.  
 
1. Prayer Practice 
 And the first is a particular prayer practice that is probably unfamiliar for most of us. And that is, 
using your imagination to pray with your childhood self. 
 

                                                        
4 Don Richard Riso and Russ Hudson, The Wisdom of the Enneagram: The Complete Guide to Psychological and 

Spiritual Growth for the Nine Personality Types, 11th ed. (New York: Bantam, 1999), 55. 
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 To do this, start by setting a timer for 15 or 20 minutes so you don’t have to worry about how 
long you’re sitting there. Set the timer, then close your eyes and picture yourself as a young child.  
 Try to pick some early stage of life… Maybe it’s a particular memory, good or bad, or maybe it’s 
just trying to go back and remember as best as you can what you were like at 7 or 9 years old.   
 
 And then see if you can begin to picture Jesus there with you.  
 Imagine hearing your childhood self, hear Jesus say your name… and then just watch what 
happens. 
  How does Jesus interact with you? What do you do together?  
  Just watch…  
 
 Don’t try to force it to some story. Just allow Jesus to interact with your childhood self. And if 
your mind starts to wander, which it will, come back until your timer goes off. 
 
 Now, sometimes in a prayer experience like this, unexpected things come up. If that happens, 
reach out to me and I’m more than happy to process it with you.  
 But that’s the first practice this week. Find 15 minutes this week and try it.  
 
 
2. Beauty 
 The second practice I want to invite you to this week, you can do a little bit every day. The 
second practice is to look for moments of beauty every day in your week.  
 John O’Donohue says that beauty comes to us with swift sheer grace. It’s “like a Divine breath 
that blows the heart open.”5 It’s why beauty, and music, and art are so important. Beauty is one of the 
most consistent ways God blows open our hearts, and sometimes it hits us out of nowhere. 
  
But we can also learn to watch for it.  
 Maybe it will come to you in a simple song or melody that opens your heart. 
 Maybe it will come in the play of a child or the quiet faithfulness of your spouse. 
 Truth be told, beauty can be found in the most ordinary of things: 
  in the flirt between two strangers you do not even know, but are sitting across the 
restaurant from you, 
  or in the wrinkled eyes of a widow, 
  or even in a mathematical equation,  
  or a dinner well prepared. 
 
 So, scan the horizon of your days this week and look for moments of beauty. And allow them to 
open your heart. 
 

***** 
 You see, if we’re going to become like Jesus,  
  then we have to open our hearts  
   and open them more and more to the infinite love of God. 
 

                                                        
5 John O’Donohue, Beauty: The Invisible Embrace (New York: Harper Perennial, 2005), 7. 
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 It’s in that love that we are able to find the “courage beyond measure”6  
   to live with open and vulnerable hearts  
    to one another  
    and to the world.           Amen. 
 
 
Silent Reflection 
 

Late have I loved you, beauty so old and so new: late have I loved you.  
And see, you were within, but I was in the external world… 
You were with me, and I was not with you…. 7 

  
 
 
 

                                                        
6 Brown, 43. 

7 Saint Augustine, Confessions, 10.27.38.  


