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“Therefore say to the house of Israel, ‘This is what the Sove​reign Lord says: It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am going to do these things, but for the sake of My holy name, which you have profaned among the nations where you have gone. 
I will show the holiness of My great name, which has been profaned among the nations, the name you have profaned among them. Then the nations will know that I am the Lord, declares the Sovereign Lord, when I show Myself holy through you before their eyes.



“‘For I will take you out of the nations; I will gather you from all the countries and bring you back into your own land. 
I will sprin​kle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. 
I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. 
And I will put My Spirit in you and move you to follow My decrees and be careful to keep My laws. 
You will live in the land I gave your forefathers; you will be My people, and I will be your God.’”


It was just two months ago, on March 25th, that Dick Cheney re​ceived a heart transplant.  You will remember that he was the vice-president under Bush.  He had been on the waiting list for a heart transplant for nearly two years.  Some of you may remember the reports about the first attempts to do a heart transplant in South Africa pioneered by Christian Barnaard; if I remember correctly, those first heart transplants were successful, except that the patient died.  Medical knowledge and skill have advanced to the point now that the operation is successful and the patient lives.


Will Dick Cheney ever forget the fact that he has someone else’s heart inside him?  I don’t think he ever will.  Of course, I ask that because this Monday is Memorial Day, and I would guess that nearly half of all Americans don’t know what we’re supposed to remember on Monday, or don’t care.  They will remember that it is a day off, that it is a time for bar​becues, and for trips up north.  But they may well forget to remember our soldiers who have fought for us, and who have died for us.


It’s a little over ten years now since I had my heart surgery, and there’s hardly been a day in all those ten years when I have not remembered that surgery.  I think that soon after the surgery I was remembering it way too much, and wanted to talk about it all the time.  It wasn’t the most com​mon kind of heart surgery, often called a CABBAGE surgery, for coronary artery bypass graft, but a valve surgery which had to be done inside the heart in​stead of just on the outside of the heart.  I still check two forums online each day about valve replacement surgery.  I cannot forget what happened to me.


It was a problem I was born with.  Normally the aortic valve has three leaves which spread apart to let blood flow through, and then come together to keep the blood from flowing backward.  Two of my leaves were fused together, which meant that the valve never opened all the way.  In addition, for reasons no one understands, calcium began building up on those leaves, which made them stiff and no longer flexible, no longer able to move very much.  My heart was turning into bone or stone.  That bad valve had to be cut out and replaced with a mechanical valve which is good for 150 years, probably as long as I’ll need it.


The Lord used the prophet Ezekiel to give us the message that I’m not the only one who has had heart surgery.  God the Holy Spirit has done heart surgery on me and He has done heart surgery on you.  It was not the bloody kind of surgery in which I’m cut open and my heart is repaired.  The heart surgery the Holy Spirit has done on us is a much more radical surgery, a heart transplant surgery.  He says, “I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.”


If our actual flesh and blood heart were “a heart of stone,” it wouldn’t work at all.  By God’s design, the heart needs to move, and move all the time.  It begins pumping blood already inside the womb.  The baby’s heartbeat can be heard long before it’s born.  The heart continues pumping blood as long as we live.  When the heart stops pumping blood, well, that’s one of the clearest indications of death.  That does not happen inside a stone statue.  Even if the artisan chiseled a heart out of stone inside the statue, it wouldn’t pump anything, because it does not and cannot move.  A heart of stone is a dead heart.


And we were born with a heart of stone.  Our spiritual nature was dead on arrival, stone dead.  Our physical nature was alive, but inside our soul, there was nothing but death.  As Lady Gaga says, we were born that way, born spiritually dead, born headed for hell, born with a bad attitude toward God, born with a desire to fixate on ourselves and our own selfish needs, born with a desire to do the opposite of what God says.  Lady Gaga means to say that some were born as homosexuals, but that’s much too limited.  It is more accurate to say that we were all born as sinners, although we are born inclined to different sins.  No matter what our differences, we are all born opposed to what God says.  That’s our heart of stone.


“I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.”  Obviously, that’s just what we need the Holy Spirit to do for us.  He is our heart surgeon.  He removes our dead heart of stone and gives us a living heart of flesh.  That is, He makes us spiritually alive.  He actually does that heart surgery on babies.  Through the washing of Holy Baptism He changes our heart of stone into a heart of flesh.  He removes our hatred of God and fills us with love for God.  He changes our heart which only wants to do the opposite of what God says into a heart that wants to do exactly what God says.  He says, “I will sprin​kle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols.”


The Holy Spirit also uses God’s Word to change us.  The Holy Spirit teaches us through the words of Jesus in Scripture about how we were born that way, and then about how we are reborn in Baptism.  Next week we’ll hear Jesus talk about that rebirth to Nicodemus.  Today we have instruction from the Holy Spirit first also from the prophet Ezekiel, the very dramatic description of the valley of dry bones.  I would prefer to think of this as a vision that Ezekiel had, but nothing is said there about a vision; it is de​scribed as something that actually happened.  Ezekiel saw a valley filled with dry bones, bones which joined together and were covered with flesh and skin, but were still dead.  Then Ezekiel prophesied to the breath and it brought those bodies to life.  Breath and spirit are the same word in the Hebrew Ezekiel was using; it was and is the Holy Spirit who brings dead bodies to life.


We also heard the description of the first Christian Pentecost in Jerusalem.  A crowd of thousands were brought together as the apostles and others miraculously spoke in obscure native languages.  Then Peter spoke to all the crowd in the common world language of Greek.  We only heard the first portion of his sermon, in which he quoted the prophecy from Joel that God’s Spirit would be poured out on people.  Peter went on to tell the crowd that they had killed God’s Son, Jesus, but God had raised Him from the dead.  The Holy Spirit was very active through the words Peter spoke, and brought many of the people to the conviction that they were guilty and that they needed help.  When Peter pointed them to the Savior Jesus, crucified and risen for them, the Holy Spirit led them to believe Peter’s words.  They now also had a heart of flesh.


We then heard words of promise from Jesus, words spoken to His dis​ciples on Maundy Thursday evening.  Jesus promised them that even though He was leaving them, the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, would be coming to them in a special way, to teach them all things and especially to remind them of everything Jesus had said to them.  That was necessary as they then went out preaching about Jesus, but it was especially necessary for Matthew and John when they wrote their Gospel accounts of Jesus’ life, and for Peter when he told Mark what to write down.  The same promise was fulfilled even in Luke, born as a Gentile.


The Holy Spirit also does His heart surgery on us in the Lord’s Sup​per, which Jesus gave to His disciples that same Maundy Thursday evening.  Our lives are busy with so many things, important things, impressive things.  But then we come here and find the meal our God has laid out for us and realize that here He gives us real bread from heaven.  As far as food for our bodies goes, it’s not much.  But there is no better food for our hearts of flesh, for this food comes wrapped up in God’s words and promises to us.  It comes with the clear gift of Jesus Himself, the clear gift of full forgiveness for all our sins, the clear desire to live for Jesus always.


These are things for us to remember, for which we have a reminder on Monday.  Definitely remember our soldiers who have fought and died for us.  Remember our great nation, still the land of liberty.  And how can we forget Jesus?  How can we forget the Holy Spirit who has done heart sur​gery on us?


I recently had the opportunity to talk to some people at McLaren Hospital in Flint, where I had my surgery, and I asked about my surgeon, Dr. Jara.  How could I ever forget his name, since he had my heart in his hands?  He dedicated four full hours of his life to fixing my heart and keeping me alive.  I learned that he is still operating, that he still has a lousy bedside manner, but that he is improving in that area.  I cannot forget my surgery and my surgeon because I know I was on the edge of death before surgery.  Without that surgery, I had a very short time to live.  How could I ever forget?


We will not forget what the Holy Spirit has done for us either when we realize that we were in an even more drastic situation.  We were born dead on arrival, spiritually dead, with a cold heart of stone.  The danger was even greater for us because we appeared to be alive.  All bodily organs were functioning, but they were functioning against God.  We were born headed for hell.  It was the Holy Spirit who changed us, who took out our heart of stone and who gave us our heart of flesh.  The Holy Spirit gave us faith in our Lord Jesus, and also filled us with all good desires to serve Jesus with our lives.  Don’t forget your Surgeon, the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
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