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Sermon – February 27, 2011 

“CPR for the Soul:  Recognizing the Sacred” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Matthew 6:25-33 
 

     Jonathon Swift once said, “We have just enough religion to make us hate one 

another, but not enough to love one another.”   We have this human characteristic 

called self-interest.  We often look at the world through our own self-interested 

eyes, looking for ways to add more authority to our causes, finding reasons to 

fight for what we want because we want it that way.  And if we can convince 

ourselves God is on our side and wants it too, well then we can look at the other 

side as less than human, denying that they were also created in the image of God.  

And if we are in this frame of mind, then the Sermon on the Mount does not make 

sense to us because here is a collection of teachings from Jesus about relational, 

ethical, personal, and communal matters.  The teaching begins with the Beatitudes 

in Chapter 5:  “Blessed are the humble, meek, poor in spirit, peacemakers, and 

those who hunger for righteousness.”  Then follow examples of right behavior in 

relationships.  And then at the end of this teaching in Chapter 7 Jesus said, “Not 

everyone who says, Lord, Lord, will enter the kingdom of heaven.”  There will be 

some who come saying, “Lord, Lord, didn’t we preach in your name.”  Yes.  

“Didn’t we do miracles, in your name?”  Yes.  “Didn’t we cast out demons in your 

name?” Yes. “Well, then let us in.”  And Jesus says, Get out of here, I don’t even 

know who you are.  You have just enough religion to hate one another and not 

enough to love one another. 

 

Now, I know that nothing strengthens community quite like having a 

common enemy.  When Barbara Brown Taylor arrived at Piedmont College, a 

church-based college, she started teaching “Religions of the World.”  It has 

become one of the most popular courses at the college.  And what she teaches is 

that what we have in common with everyone is our humanity and when we 

encounter another human being, eye-to-eye and person-to-person, we will get as 

close to God as we may ever get.  That is where Jesus has promised to show up.  

However, the point is not to see Jesus.  The point is to see the person standing 
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right in front of you--who has no substitute, who can never be replaced, whose 

heart holds things for which there is no language, whose life is an unsolved 

mystery.  The moment we turn that person into a character in our own story, the 

encounter is over.  We have stopped being a human being and have become a 

fiction writer and their story has been diminished because ours has taken over. 

 

There is a story from the Desert Fathers, monks who spent their lives 

dedicated to God and community.  One day, some robbers came into one of the 

elder’s cells and told him they had come to take everything he had.  The elder 

said, “Take all that you want, my sons.”  So they stuffed everything they could 

find in their bags and started to take off.  The elder saw that they had left a little 

bundle hidden from their view, he picked it up and chased after them. 

“My sons, take this, you forgot it, it was hidden in my cell!”  The thieves 

were so amazed they brought everything back, saying, “This one really is a man of 

God.” 

 

What is important in this story is that at least one person was willing to treat 

that encounter as holy, capitalizing the “You” and well as the “I.”  If you have 

ever been on the receiving end of such an encounter, then you know how it can 

change you.  By covering your mistake or your sin, running after you with one 

more thing you forgot to steal, another human being can suck the ill will right out 

of you, leaving you absolutely mystified with another way of being seen, a holy 

encounter.  Sometimes you are the thief.  Sometimes you are the holy person.  

Either way, the encounter changes you.  And that is what life is all about.  That is 

what Jesus walked around doing.  That is what CPR of the Soul will do.   

 

It is not about putting yourself in danger.  It is about discovering how 

dangerous your own fear can be.  Your homework is to get over yourself.  Your 

homework is to love the God you did not make up in your own image, with all 

your heart, soul, strength, and mind, and the second assignment is to love the 

neighbor you also did not make up as if that person were your own strange and 

peculiar self.   Do this and then the doing will teach you everything you need to 

know. 

 

I think this is why Jesus said, right in the middle of the Sermon on the Mount, 

not to worry so much.  Go bird watching, Jesus said.  See, birds don’t seem to 

have a worry in the world.  Look at the lilies.  Aren’t they beautiful?  They are so 

much more beautiful than King Solomon in all his splendor!  And don’t worry 

about tomorrow. Today is enough to worry about.  Do not worry about your life.  

Do not cling to the illusion that we are what we consume or wear or where we 

live.  We are more, far more than that.  All of us, every person, every creature in 

this world, lines up on the same side of God’s counter.  We care for ourselves and 

we care for others, yes.  It is God who cares for all of us. 
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In my life so far, I have been a babysitter, a wheat truck driver, a potato 

factory worker, a pizza maker and waitress, a physical education teacher, a 

volleyball and basketball teacher, a fitness specialist and exercise class teacher, a 

bread-maker, a sign-maker, a basketball coach, and a pastor/preacher of six 

different United Methodist Churches in Oregon.  These are the jobs I have been 

paid for in my life.  I am about to become this thing called Assistant to the Bishop, 

or as most of us still say, a District Superintendent.  Every job I have had has 

required me to learn new things.  Every job has revealed an ability I did not know 

I had.  Every job has taught me more about humanity—my own as well as others.  

What I have learned is that God called me into this vocation of being a pastor 

without giving me all the particulars.  If I wanted my work to be meaningful, then 

I was going to need to find the meaning and the purpose for myself. 

 

Martin Luther, that 16
th

 century monk actually left the monastery to proclaim 

the priesthood of all believers.  Luther said whatever your job is, our mutual 

vocation is to love God and neighbor.  He said, none of the things with which you 

deal daily are too trifling.  He said use everything you use as a means of treating 

your neighbor as you would want them to treat you.  What this means, for me, is I 

have plenty of opportunity to choose kindness over meanness.  I have the chance 

to recognize the divine in other human beings.  And in all my work and jobs, I 

have been invited out of myself long enough to meet many, many people with 

fears and wants and loves and needs at least as important as my own.  I have also 

behaved thoughtlessly and selfishly too many times.  Yet even when I mess up, 

sometimes it turns out to be helpful, for one thing it continues to teach me to pay 

attention to what and who is right in front of me. 

 

I have been blessed and lucky in my life.  I learned very quickly that it was 

my responsibility to look at my work and life with purpose, no matter how dull it 

was.  The  dullest and most repetitious job I had was at the potato factory in 

Boardman, OR.  And it could have been boring, however, I made friends with my 

co-workers, who began to teach me to count in Spanish.  I didn’t learn very much 

because I stayed there only for a short time, but I remember laughing a lot, mostly 

at myself. 

 

I’ve been talking a lot about finding your passion and living it.  I realize in 

our economy, some are lucky to have a job, many are still unemployed, and many 

of you are retired.  I believe we all want to do something that matters, to be part of 

something bigger than ourselves, to give ourselves to something that is meaningful 

rather than meaningless.  Whatever we do in our daily lives, we do not live 

disconnected to other people and every human interaction offers us the chance to 

make things better or make things worse.  And these decisions we make set of a 

chain reaction.  If we make things worse for someone, they will probably react and 
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make things worse for another, and on and on.  Or, we can chose to make things 

better, even through a random act of kindness, and a chain reaction of kindness 

will move through the world.  Therefore, all of our life has meaning and 

everything we do has the potential to be holy work.   

 

When we worry about something, it consumes our thinking.  It can take over 

our lives and we walk around focused on nothing but our worries.  I know this 

from experience.  Worry, obsessing, self-absorption, it’s all about me, me, me.  

And we stop paying attention.  I get speeding tickets when I worry.  It’s God’s 

way of telling me to get out of myself.  I’m in danger these days of getting another 

speeding ticket, because, well, I’m in my worry mode—transition and change does 

that to me.  Only I am trying to pay much more attention now.   

 

I am practicing paying attention.  So, I am trying to look twice, especially at 

people, especially in my car, watching for things I usually ignore, or take for 

granted.  To really see someone and something takes time.  Friendship takes time.  

Listening to a bird sing takes time.  And why am I doing this?  To get myself out 

of myself as I prepare for a change in my life, to remind myself I have a life full of 

treasure right now, and much of that treasure is all of you, sitting in front of me.   

 

I am about to embark on a new journey that is taking me into the institutional 

part of our church.  That is scary for me.  Because I have heard just about every 

reason why the mainline churches are failing and what is wrong with organized 

religion.  I have heard about bad music, incompetent clergy, mean-spirited 

congregations, preoccupation with maintenance and survival, and on and on.  And 

suddenly I am going to be in a role that may be perceived as part of the problem.  

No wonder I’m spending too much time worrying. 

 

Except today’s Scripture, in the midst of this incredible Sermon on the 

Mount, puts it in perspective for me.  What the church doesn’t need is more 

information, more intellectualizing, more layers between it and what it really is 

suppose to be—the incarnation.  We don’t need to know more about God or the 

church or even what we are suppose to believe.  We need to know God.  We need 

more God. 

 

So you might read on FaceBook that I’m out riding my horse, which I get to 

do once or twice a week, which now more than ever is my spiritual practice, my 

CPR for the soul.  It’s the smell of the barn, of horse sweat and hay.  It’s the 

squeak of my saddle.  This is something concrete that I do, where I have to pay 

attention, to get out of my head, my thoughts, my worries.  This is one of my 

practices that sustains my life.  And when my life is sustained, then so are the lives 

entwined with mine, and the lives of all living things.  When I ride through the 

mud and the trees and along the creek, I am in constant communion with so much 
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of life, real life.  This is the practice that brings me back to myself and who I am, 

it brings me back to life.  It reminds me that life isn’t about being good or bad.  

Lord knows I have tried all my life to be good.  Life is more and more about doing 

what gives me life.  So lean into what gives you life, what makes your heart sing.  

There are times when dancing on the table is the most authentic prayer, even if it 

clears the room.   

 

What I do know, is God is here, in the flesh, when we are paying attention: 

paying attention to each other and really seeing each other, paying attention to the 

bird’s singing and the lilies of the field and the color purple.  When we pay 

attention, all of life is sacred and connected.  When we pay attention we will see 

that we do live in a wonderful world.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.  

 


