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The heart symbol has been found painted on Cro-Magnon caves as early as 10,000 BCE.   In 
2,500 BCE the Egyptians believed that the heart was the center of life and immortality.  The 
Ancient Greeks suggested the heart was the location of the soul and the source of heat within the 
body (400-200 BCE).  One hundred and thirty years after the birth of Jesus, Claudius Galenus, 
the personal physician to the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius (130-200 CE), became the first to 
describe the valves and ventricles of the heart and the differences between veins and arteries; his 
work would be the standard of European heart medicine until the 16th century.  During the 
Middle Ages in Europe the symbol of the heart became synonymous with the Holy Grail, Jesus' 
chalice at the Last Supper.  By the 19th century the heart was recognized as a universal symbol 
of love, the soul and the human life center in cultures as diverse as the Aztecs of Central 
America to the Asante people of West Africa. (PBS, "Partners of the Heart")  
 
Certainly the heart as metaphor of our soul and life force is central to our Biblical tradition: 
 

But the Lord said to Samuel, ‘Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, 
because I have rejected him; for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the 
outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.’  (1Samuel 16:7) 
 
You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength....and your 
neighbor as yourself....(Matthew 22:36-40) 
 
Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also...(Matthew 6:21) 

 
In our gospel lesson this morning from the writer of Luke, we hear the story of Zacchaeus a 
corrupt and wealthy tax collector who has an amazing change of heart while climbing up a tree. 
 
Tax collectors were considered traitors to the nation of Israel as they collaborated with the 
Roman occupation forces to bilk the Hebrews out of unjust taxation.  Our text suggests that 
Zacchaeus became rich doing do.  It also suggests that as a result he has been cut off from his 
community and is socially isolated; when Jesus invites himself to dine with Zacchaeus the pious 
on-lookers are shocked that a holy man would so defile himself in the presence of "a sinner", a 
moral outcast. 
 
The grace and forgiveness offered by Jesus transforms the wealthy tax collector into a committed 
philanthropist, Zacchaeus promising to give half of his wealth to the poor and make amends to 
those he has defrauded.  The salvation Jesus proclaims for Zacchaeus reinstates him to his own 
community and breaks his isolation, "....because he too is a son of Abraham...…the Son of Man 
came to seek out and to save the lost….” 



 
In worship we sing "O Sacred Heart! O Love Divine!", "Heart of Jesus, Meek and Mild", "Give 
Your Heart to Jesus" all with that sense of hope that our spiritual experience will change us, 
transform us into the people God intends us to be.  And that is all about the heart not just the 
head. 
 
Methodism in particular is about the heart.   After a disastrous experience as a missionary to the 
colony of Georgia, John Wesley became depressed and confused when he retured to London in 
1738.  Weeks later on May 24th, he attended a Vesper service in a chapel on Aldersgate Street 
and while hearing a reading of Martin Luther's commentary on the fifth chapter of the epistle of 
Romans Wesley states that his "heart was strangely warmed".  He wouldn't call this a conversion 
experience, as he would have a number of significant spiritual turn-arounds in his life. Wesley 
would form the doctrine of “sanctification”, in which the Holy Spirit works to convert us 
throughout a life time not just in one instant.   Yet from that night at Aldersgate his ministry 
became focused, empowered and was clearly the beginning of the Methodist movement; a 
movement that revolutionized the Protestant Reformation in England and the world. 
 
Hear at LAUMC our vision is to be a community "Touching Heaven, Changing Earth with head, 
heart and hands."   Personal spirituality and social responsibility are only authentic when lived 
out, acted upon.  Faith isn't merely an academic exercise, or an emotional high or social activism 
but a balance of all three; head, hearts and hands.  
 
And a change of heart can be the beginning. 
 
It certainly was for the Grinch that stole Christmas. 
 

How the Grinch Stole Christmas! is a children's story by Dr. Seuss.  It was published in 1957 
(Random House).   It is a critique of the commercialization of Christmas.  The National 
Education Association named the book one of its "Teachers' Top 100 Books for Children".  It 
was one of the "Top 100 Picture Books" of all time in a 2012 poll by School Library Journal. 
In 2000 the book was turned into a film starring Jim Carrey as the Grinch.  
 
The Grinch, a bitter, grouchy, cave-dwelling creature with a heart "two sizes too small," lives 
on snowy Mount Crumpit, a steep high mountain just north of Whoville, home of the merry 
and warm-hearted Whos. His only companion is his unloved but loyal dog, Max. From his 
perch high atop Mount Crumpit, the Grinch can hear the noisy Christmas festivities that take 
place in Whoville. Annoyed at their rejoicing and unable to understand the Whos' happiness, 
he makes plans to descend on the town and to deprive the Whos of their Christmas presents, 
dinners, and decorations, and thus to "find a way to keep Christmas from coming." On 
Christmas Eve, the Grinch crudely disguises himself as Santa, and forces poor Max to drag a 
sleigh to Whoville, where the Grinch steals all of the Whos' Christmas presents.  The Grinch 
then takes his sleigh to the top of Mount Crumpit, and prepares to dump all of the Christmas 
presents into the abyss. 
 
Watch what happens next.....[YouTube video] 
 



The Grinch's shrunken heart suddenly grows three sizes larger. The reformed Grinch returns 
all of the Whos' presents and trimmings and is warmly accepted into the community of the 
Whos, where he is even given the honor of carving the Roast Beast at their Christmas dinner. 
(Paraphrased from wikipedia summary) 

 
Dr. Seuss' Grinch simply illustrates an essential human capacity.  Even the most hardened heart 
can change. 
 
For example: 
 
In 1993 the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to Nelson Mandela and Frederik Willem de Klerk 
for their efforts to end 46 years of apartheid white rule in South Africa.  Mandela was jailed for 
27 years for his at times violent resistance against the white minority rule that de Klerk had spent 
his life time enforcing.  For both men the end of apartheid was a heart changing moment.     
 
When Mandela left the Victor Vester prison in 1990 he said, "As I walked out the door toward 
the gate that would lead to my freedom I knew if I didn't leave my bitterness and hatred behind, 
I'd still be in prison."   Upon receiving his half of the Nobel Prize, de Klerk said, "The new era 
which is dawning...will lift us out of the silent grief of our past and into a future in which there 
will be opportunity and space for joy and beauty...for real and lasting peace." 
 
However we understand God there is something deeply holy when we muster the courage to 
admit we have been or done wrong and ask forgiveness from another, or when we receive the 
same from someone who has wronged us.  Such a heart changing moment requires sincerity, 
honesty and humility.  
 
Following his adultery with Bathsheba and the murder of her husband Uriah (2 Samuel 11), King 
David begs God’s forgiveness: 
 

Create in me a clean heart, O God, 
   and put a new and right spirit within me.  
Do not cast me away from your presence, 
   and do not take your holy spirit from me.  
Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 
   and sustain in me a willing spirit.  
  
For you have no delight in [Temple] sacrifice; 
   if I were to give a burnt-offering, you would not be pleased.  
The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; 
   a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.  (Psalm 51:10-12, 16-17) 

 
There might be a bit of the Grinch in all of us, at one time or another.  Today, let's each consider 
our lists of grudges and wounds, assumptions and anger.   What keeps us isolated from others?   
Where are we just waiting for the chance to pay back a wrong? 
 



Zacchaeus not only climbs the sycamore because he is short and can't see over the crowd.  
Having heard the rumors about the carpenter from Nazareth offering the miracle of forgiveness, 
Zacchaeus is desperate for a heart changing moment that would restore him to life.   
 
Maybe there are a few of us here today looking for the same? 
 

Yet even now, says the Lord, 
   return to me with all your heart, 
with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning;  
   rend your hearts and not your clothing. 
Return to the Lord, your God, 
   for he is gracious and merciful, 
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love..... (Joel 2:12-13) 

 
Amen.  
 
 



 


