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A Sermon for Dayspring Baptist Church 
By Chris Fillingham  

May 26, 2019 
Inward Journey pt. 2: Liberating the Heart 

Resurrecting Spirituality series 
Luke 

 
 Peter was always the passionate type. In just about every story, he’s impulsively leading with his 
heart.  
 
 Remember the time when Jesus came walking on the water to the disciples in the middle of the 
night? Peter jumped out of the boat and walked on the water toward Jesus. Of course, once he began to 
see the storm raging around him, his heart began to fill with fear and his body began to sink (Matt. 
14:25-30).  
 
 In another scene, Jesus asks his disciples what people are saying about him and who they think 
he is. Well, of course Peter is the first disciple to blurt out an answer. “You are the Messiah,” (Mark 8:29) 
he says with this kind of innocent enthusiasm.  
 And he’s right. Only, Jesus then begins to tell Peter and the other disciples what that will actually 
mean, and how he will have to suffer greatly.  In a self-protective reflex of the heart, Peter pulls Jesus 
aside and rebukes him. “That will never happen, Lord!” 
 
Peter’s heart is leading at every step.  
 At the last supper, Peter resists Jesus washing his feet. He’s embarrassed about his Lord doing a 
servant’s job.  “You will never wash my feet.” But when Jesus says it is necessary, Peter exclaims, “not 
my feet only but also my hands and my head!” (John 13:8-9).  
 
 Again, and again, yes and no, Peter is tossed back and forth by the shifting of his heart. He is 
pulled by so many things he cannot see. So much so that he does not know himself.  
 
 So, by the time they get to the last supper, Peter is completely confident that he is willing to go 
and die with Jesus if that’s what it comes down to.   
 “Even if all fall away… I never will,” Peter says. 
 “Even if I have to die with you, I will never disown you.” (Matthew 26:33-35, NIV). 
 
But just hours later, obscured in the night shadows of Jesus’ trial, the cock crows.  
 And Peter remembers that conversation,  
  and he learns the truth about himself….  
 
 You see, he did deny Jesus. And not just once, but three times… not in some grandiose act, but in 
one subtle moment of denial after another… just the way you and I are prone to do.  
 
 And when Peter suddenly recognizes the truth about himself, the scriptures say, “he went out 
and wept bitterly” (Matt. 26:75). 

***** 
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 Peter’s heart was passionate, but not free. It was clouded and controlled by so much he did not 
recognize. And so, in the very last story of the resurrected Jesus, the gospel of John tells us about Jesus’ 
insistent question, “Peter, do you love me?” 
 
 The question is repeated three times, just like there were three denials. But it’s not like Jesus is 
trying to rub salt in the wound of Peter’s failures. Instead, Jesus is pushing him to look deeper at those 
denials… and face what is really there under them. Jesus is challenging Peter to discover what’s hidden 
in the contours of his heart.  
 
 And it’s so characteristic of Jesus, isn’t it? 
  Jesus always seems to be concerned about what was going on in someone’s inner life and their 
heart… He talks about it all the time, like in that parable from Luke we heard.  “It is out of the abundance 
of the heart that the mouth speaks,” Jesus says.  
 
 A good heart produces good fruit,  
  no matter how rough it looks on the outside.   
 And a bad heart produces bad fruit,  
  no matter how holy it looks on the outside.”  
 
 What is going on in the heart will determine the kind of fruit our lives are creating.  
 
So, of course, Jesus keeps pushing Peter down that inward path, to probe open his heart. “Do you love 
me, Peter? Are you sure about that?” 
 

****** 
 In a lot of ways, Peter reminds me of a common misunderstanding of the heart, one that 
permeates our culture. When people follow their feelings with gusto, we celebrate that person as being 
“authentic.”  
 
 In fact, passionate feelings are often rewarded in our politics, even when those feelings are 
controlled by fear and hate, even when those feelings reflect the worst part of ourselves. “Well, at least 
he’s being honest” we say. “At least he’s telling it like it is.” 
  But is he? 
 
 And it’s not just politics.   
 
 We see the same sort of thing in our movies and TV shows.  The impulse of a character’s 
affections for a new lover are cheered on by the audience, even if those affections betray the character’s 
(or the audience’s) deepest commitments and values. But we just love the idea of that impulsive 
moment when they are “following their heart” and “being true to themselves…”  
 But are they? 
 
 No!  
  The real mark of personal authenticity is not how impulsively we follow our feelings, or how 
intensely we can express our feelings.  
 No, as Cynthia Bourgeault puts it, the real mark of authenticity … is how honestly we can look 
at where those feelings are coming from, how honestly we can  
  spot the elements of clinging,   
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 and the elements of manipulation,  
  and those hidden personal agendas that make up so much of what we experience as 
our emotional life.1 
 
 Following every emotion, 
  or expressing our emotions strongly is not authenticity. 
  It’s really just exhausting, and it can become abusive. 
 

***** 
There are a lot of churches that get this confused as they make decisions and choose leaders.   
I once knew a church where there was a man whose passions always got the best of him. He had this 
way of going on tirades about the “end times” and “the flag” and “the blood of Jesus…”  and none of it 
made much sense. But he was just so passionate… they made him a deacon. 
 
 And he didn’t do much serving as a deacon, but you know, he was just so passionate… they made 
him the chair of the deacons…. which was a bit like handing an emotionally unstable person the pulpit. 
 
 And of course, he used it…  
 And he was passionate…  
 And his passion spewed out at their pastor, 
  and spewed out at business meetings, 
  and spewed out all kinds of biblical nonsense.  
 He was kind of like a tornado, creating a destructive path, right through the center of the 
church…. 
  but no one was willing to call him out for it.  
  
 Sure, everyone knew he was a little rough around the edges, “but he’s so passionate.”  
 And truth be told, I think they were a little intimidated to stand up to him. 
 
 There are churches with similar stories all over the landscape of American Christianity.  Some 
bully takes over with all the passion they can muster, because we’ve forgotten how to distinguish 
passion from authenticity and integrity. 
 
“The real mark of authenticity,” writes Bourgeault … “is how honestly we can look at where those 
feelings are coming from  
 and spot the elements of clinging,   
 and manipulation,  
  and hidden personal agendas that make up so much of what we experience as our 
emotional life.”2 
 
As long as the heart is enslaved to those hidden elements… it will react compulsively, and we spend so 
much energy  
 “…justifying our likes and dislikes,  
 [and so much energy] blaming others for life’s difficulties,  
                                                        

1 Cynthia Bourgeault, The Wisdom Way of Knowing, 33.   

2 Cynthia Bourgeault, The Wisdom Way of Knowing, 33.Bourgeault, 33.  
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 and [so much energy] allowing habitual emotional reactions to determine our relationships to 
others.”3  
 

***** 
 Now don’t get me wrong here.  Emotions are not bad. In fact, we need to pay attention to our 
emotions, especially our strong emotions. They are important gateways to what God is stirring in us and 
trying to do in us.  
 
 Authenticity and integrity don’t come just by stuffing our unwanted feelings back down – which… 
to be honest with you… has often been my heart’s pattern.  
 If I don’t like an emotion, I stuff it… 
 If it seems negative or angry, I stuff… 
  which can be just as problematic as letting them fly…  
 because when we stuff our emotions…. we’re still not doing the hard, inner work. And it will 
simply lead to more distortion in us. And it will always come back out of us. 
 
 For me, those repressed feelings have come out as anxiety that wants me to give up when I need 
to lean in. 
 Or even worse, it leads to outbursts on my kids… anger unleashed on them that I’ve been holding 
in.  
 
 Richard Rohr often says, “What isn’t transformed will be transmitted.”4 It will come out of us one 
way or another if it’s not dealt with.  
 
 You have to wonder, what if Peter had honestly faced his fears rather than stuffing them back 
down at that last supper?  Would his story have turned out differently?   
 But he didn’t, did he? He pushed down those fears of death and those hints of betrayal in the 
air… and walked blindly to his own great failure.  
 

***** 
 This is why the inner path of spiritual formation is so critical. What is in the heart will determine 
the fruit of our lives.  When we are traveling the inner path of getting honest about what is in the heart, 
 we often discover that what we believe about ourselves… is not always accurate: good or bad.  
On the one hand, there are so many things controlling us we do not know.  On the other hand, we are so 
much more full of deep blessing from God and the deep love of God.  
 
 So, in order for us to fully love God with all our hearts… 
  and in order for us to truly love our neighbor as ourselves…. we have to go down the 
inward path… where we can invite the grace of God into that space, to liberate and free our hearts to 
love as God loves us.   
 
 Thomas Merton says that this is the most important of all voyages we can take.  In the mid 20th 
century in the middle of the space race, he writes, “What can be gained by sailing to the moon if we are 

                                                        
3 Hurley and Dobson, “Enneagram in Spiritual Direction,” 53.   

4 For example, see Richard Rohr, The Naked Now, 123.   
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not able to cross the abyss that separates us from ourselves? This is the most important of all voyages of 
discovery, and without it all the rest are not only useless but disastrous.”5 
 
 “Out of the heart… comes the fruit of our lives,” Jesus taught.  
 
 And so, in this last conversation, as he calls Peter to feed his sheep, to lead his people, Jesus 
keeps asking him the only question that will matter: “Do you love me? Are you sure about that?”  
 
 Is your heart free and open?  
 
 It never will be unless we are traveling the inward journey…  a journey where we do learn to 
recognize those patterns that have a hold of us… “those sins that so easily entangle us,” as Hebrews puts 
it.  
 

***** 
 Which is why our tradition invites us again and again into the practice of confession. Confessing 
our sin has gotten a bad rap, at times, because it has taken the form of self-shaming, or self-deprecation 
or maybe because we like to tell ourselves we’re not that bad. 
 
 But that’s not what real confession looks like. Confession’s real purpose is to invite us into an 
honest seeing of ourselves… before God.  
 Confession is an honest reflection on what we have done and left undone… not to rub salt in the 
wound… but so that we’ll begin to recognize the things that enslave us and find freedom.  
 
 It’s a way of naming our attachments and idols and inviting the grace of God to come in and work 
on us. 
 And so, this week I want to invite you to practice two different kinds of prayer that can help you with 
this.  Remember, every week I will give you a couple of practices. 
 
1. Examine: 
 The first was developed by St. Ignatius and is called the daily examine. In the traditional form, 
you do it three times a day, first thing in the morning, around lunch time, and then again in the 
evening.  
 
 But if you’re new to this, I want to invite you to try it just once a day for 2 or 3 days this week. 
Pick out a time to be by yourself and reflect over the previous 24 hours. Examining your last 24 hours. 
 Try to think about the moments when you were really in tune with the fruits of the Spirit: Love, 
Joy, Peace, Patience. And name those moments. Write them down or name them out loud. Ignatius calls 
these moments “consolations.”  
 
 And then explore all the moments in the last 24 hours where you were really disconnected from 
the fruits of the Spirit…. what Ignatius calls “desolations.” 
  

                                                        
5 Thomas Merton, The Wisdom of the Desert, 11.   
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 The point of the examine is to notice. Name them. Give thanks for the gifts. And confess or ask 
healing for the desolations, those moments of clinging, or manipulation, or personal agendas that are 
there in each of us.   
 
 It’s actually a pretty simple thing to do. 
 But the temptation may be to focus on just one or the other, the consolations or the desolations. 
Don’t let yourself. Try to name both for the day and offer them to God.  And you will begin to know 
yourself more deeply. 
 
 If you want more guidance, the Pray as You Go app actually has a guided examine you can use 
under “prayer tools.” So, I want to challenge you to try that this week. 
 Try the examine a couple of times this week.  
 That’s the first practice.  
 
2. Welcoming Prayer.  
 The second practice I have mentioned a few times before. It’s called the welcoming prayer, and 
it’s especially helpful for someone like me who tends to stuff negative emotions… whether it’s anger, or 
fear, or envy, or anxiety. 
 
 The welcoming prayer is a way of trusting that something deep is stirring in you through those 
emotions, something that needs your attention. So, I want to invite each of you to try this this, even if 
just once this week. 
 
 In this prayer, you name that negative emotion, and rather than pushing it away, you welcome it. 
“Welcome anger” or “welcome envy” or whatever it is. Don’t feed it but name it and be honest about it.  
 Allow it to come and say what it needs to say to you. 
 
 Under these emotions, there is often some truth or action that needs to be pursued. John 
O’Donohue says, “Every person has certain qualities or presences in their heart that are awkward, 
disturbing, and negative. One of your sacred duties is to exercise kindness toward them.”6  
 By welcoming these emotions, we learn to listen to them appropriately, discerning what wisdom 
they offer us. We may also learn to companion them with grace and gentleness, the way we would a 
needy child. 
 
 And then, when it’s time, and only if you’re ready,  
  you can let them go. 
 That’s the welcoming prayer.  
 

****** 
 Both of these practices, the examine and the welcoming prayer, are a kind of confessional 
practice. They are helpful tools for traveling the inward path… and for liberating your heart. 
 
 And as the heart is freed, your emotions? Well, they don’t lose any of their depth or their power. 
They will lose that sticky, sentimental, confused quality that is so characteristic of the smaller self, 
 because the liberated heart is set free to swim in the deeper waters  

                                                        
6 O’Donohue, Anam Cara, 117.  
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  of divine love and compassion.7 
 And that’s what we see in Jesus, isn’t it? Never sappy sentimentality. 
 But always deep, powerful love and compassion.  That’s the goal for the heart. 
 
  
 So, begin to examine your heart. 
 Then, see what is there… 
 Be “honest to God” with your soul… 
  
 And find the freedom and grace  
  of Christ to set you free to live in the Divine Love.   
  
 
 
 
Let’s Pray: 
O God, help us to face honestly what is hidden in our hearts… 
 and to keep doing this inner work. 
 
 
O God, who knows us better than we know ourselves,  
 grant us the courage and endurance to go down the inner path, 
 and as we discover our brokenness,  
 help us to know your grace, upon grace, upon grace. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
7 Bourgeault, The Wisdom Way of Knowing, 36. 


