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September	10,	2017	
	
Tim	Hughes	Williams	
	
Sermon:	“Wholehearted”			
	
The	Old	Testament	Lesson:	Psalm	119:33-44	
33Teach	me,	O	Lord,	the	way	of	your	statutes,	and	I	will	observe	it	to	the	
end.	
34Give	me	understanding,	that	I	may	keep	your	law	and	observe	it	with	
my	whole	heart.	
35Lead	me	in	the	path	of	your	commandments,	for	I	delight	in	it.	
36Turn	my	heart	to	your	decrees,	and	not	to	selfish	gain.	
37Turn	my	eyes	from	looking	at	vanities;	give	me	life	in	your	ways.	
38Confirm	to	your	servant	your	promise,	which	is	for	those	who	fear	
you.	
39Turn	away	the	disgrace	that	I	dread,	for	your	ordinances	are	good.	
40See,	I	have	longed	for	your	precepts;	in	your	righteousness	give	me	
life.	
41Let	your	steadfast	love	come	to	me,	O	Lord,	your	salvation	according	
to	your	promise.	
42Then	I	shall	have	an	answer	for	those	who	taunt	me,	for	I	trust	in	your	
word.	
43Do	not	take	the	word	of	truth	utterly	out	of	my	mouth,	for	my	hope	is	
in	your	ordinances.	
44I	will	keep	your	law	continually,	forever	and	ever.	
	
The	New	Testament	Lesson:	Romans	13:8-14	
8Owe	no	one	anything,	except	to	love	one	another;	for	the	one	who	loves	
another	has	fulfilled	the	law.	9The	commandments,	“You	shall	not	
commit	adultery;	You	shall	not	murder;	You	shall	not	steal;	You	shall	not	
covet”;	and	any	other	commandment,	are	summed	up	in	this	word,	
“Love	your	neighbor	as	yourself.”	10Love	does	no	wrong	to	a	neighbor;	
therefore,	love	is	the	fulfilling	of	the	law.	
	

11Besides	this,	you	know	what	time	it	is,	how	it	is	now	the	moment	for	
you	to	wake	from	sleep.	For	salvation	is	nearer	to	us	now	than	when	we	
became	believers;	12the	night	is	far	gone,	the	day	is	near.	Let	us	then	lay	
aside	the	works	of	darkness	and	put	on	the	armor	of	light;	13let	us	live	
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honorably	as	in	the	day,	not	in	reveling	and	drunkenness,	not	in	
debauchery	and	licentiousness,	not	in	quarreling	and	
jealousy.	14Instead,	put	on	the	Lord	Jesus	Christ,	and	make	no	provision	
for	the	flesh,	to	gratify	its	desires.	
	
Sermon:		
	
I	think	you’ll	be	pleased	to	learn	that	I’ve	got	that	whole	sleepwalking	
thing	under	control,	at	long	last.			
	
What’s	that?		Oh,	I	didn’t	tell	you	that	I’m	a	sleepwalker?		That	didn’t	
come	up	during	the	interview	process?		That’s	funny.			
	
Well,	the	point,	anyway,	is	that	it’s	fine.		Everything	is	fine.		Haven’t	done	
it	in	quite	some	time.			
	
When	I	was	a	teenager,	however,	it	was	a	different	story.		It	was	
something	that	happened.		It	first	came	to	my	attention	because	I	would	
occasionally	wake	up	in	the	morning,	still	in	bed	but	fully	dressed.	
Apparently	I	was	not	just	a	sleepwalker	but	also	a	modest	sleepwalker.	I	
would	wake	up	to	my	morning	alarm,	slowly	realizing	that	I	was	fully	
dressed	but	in	a	combination	of	garments	and	colors	that	was	troubling	
to	me.		I	was	not	wearing	anything	I	would	ever	combine,	much	less	
wear	outside.		
	
Apparently	I	was	not	just	a	sleepwalker	but	also	a	modest	and	fashion-
insensitive	sleepwalker.		
	
Anyway,	it	became	a	family	problem.	And	by	that,	I	mean	that	my	whole	
family	eventually	became	aware	of	my	sleepwalking	ways	and	would	
occasionally	encounter	me	on	my	nighttime	travels.		Which	prompted	a	
whole	series	of	conversations	about	what,	exactly,	one	is	supposed	to	do	
when	one	encounters	a	sleepwalker.			
	
The	urban	legend,	of	course,	is	that	waking	a	sleepwalker	can	shock	or	
confuse	that	person	in	ways	that	are	dangerous	for	them	–	even	causing	
a	heart	attack.		Happily,	the	Cleveland	Clinic	assures	us	that	this	is	a	
myth.		You	can	wake	a	sleepwalker.		It’s	just	not	always	easy.		Why?		
Because	sleepwalking	occurs	from	a	deep	sleep	state.		That’s	the	irony	
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of	it	all.		The	person	who	appears	to	be	at	least	partially	awake	is	
actually	fully	asleep	and	not	easily	woken,	despite	appearances	to	the	
contrary.	1	
	
It	is	not	dangerous	for	a	sleepwalker	to	be	awakened.		But	it	could	be	
dangerous	to	wake	a	sleepwalker	–	it	is	very	disorienting	and	irritating	
for	the	person	waking	up.		Thus	my	family	adopted	a	general	strategy	of	
meeting	where	I	was	at	and	generally	encouraging	me	to	go	back	to	bed.			
	
For	example	–	one	time	in	the	middle	of	the	night	my	dad	found	me	
pulling	clothes	out	of	my	dresser	drawer.		“What	are	you	doing?”	he	
asked.		“Going	on	a	trip,”	I	replied.		“Oh	yeah?”	he	said.		“Where	are	you	
going?”		I	paused,	thinking	about	it.		“I’m	not	sure,”	I	said	finally.		“Well,	if	
you	are	feeling	tired,”	he	said,	“you	might	consider	taking	a	nap	before	
you	finish	packing.		I	think	you	have	time	to	do	that.”			
	
“You	know,	I	am	kind	of	tired,”	I	said.		I	put	down	my	things	and	climbed	
back	into	bed,	happy	to	be	squeezing	in	that	powernap.		Sometimes	I	
would	go	back	to	sleep,	remembering	nothing	in	the	morning.		Other	
times	I	would	wake	up	slowly,	gradually	feeling	a	sense	of	
embarrassment	that	what	I	was	doing	didn’t	make	a	ton	of	sense.			
	

***	
	
Our	New	Testament	reading	today	could	be	considered	a	friendly	little	
nudge	from	the	Apostle	Paul	to	the	sleepwalking	Roman	Church.		“Psst	“	
–	he	whispers.		“Do	you	know	that	you	are	asleep?”			
	
Paul’s	letter	to	the	Romans	is	considered	to	be	his	masterwork	–	the	
place	in	which	he	lays	out	the	bedrock	of	his	theology.		And	it’s	an	
important	letter	for	all	kinds	of	people	but	we	Protestants	–	those	of	us	
who	trace	our	heritage	back	to	Luther	and	the	Reformation	–	we	
especially	love	Romans.		“This	letter	is	truly	the	most	important	piece	of	
the	New	Testament,”	wrote	Luther.	“It	is,	in	itself,	a	bright	light,	almost	

																																																								
1		https://health.clevelandclinic.org/2014/11/what-to-do-if-you-or-someone-else-
is-a-sleepwalker/ 
	



	 4	

bright	enough	to	illumine	the	entire	Scriptures.”	2	“There’s	not	time,	of	
course,	to	summarize	the	depth	and	breath	of	the	entire	letter	today.	
But	the	heart	of	the	matter	is	that	Paul	wants	to	make	sure	that	the	
people	don’t	lose	sight	of	the	fact	that	bedrock	of	the	church	–	its	
foundation	and	its	beating	heart	–	is	the	love	and	grace	of	Jesus	Christ.		
On	top	of	that	foundation	are	a	thousand	other	important	things	–	the	
nuts	and	bolts	that	constitute	the	law	and	the	work	of	the	church	–	but	
to	miss	the	heart	of	the	matter	is	to	miss	the	whole	thing.		To	miss	the	
heart	of	the	matter	is	to	be	asleep.			
	

***	
	
This	is	where	I	think	it’s	really	interesting	to	bring	in	our	other	text,	
Psalm	119.		At	176	verses,	Psalm	119	is	the	longest	unbroken	section	in	
the	Bible.		Like	some	of	the	other	Psalms,	it	is	built	around	an	elaborate	
acrostic,	meaning	that	its	176	verses	are	divided	up	into	22	stanzas,	and	
each	line	of	each	stanza	starts	with	a	sequential	letter	of	the	Hebrew	
alphabet.		This	is	entirely	lost	on	us,	of	course,	when	we	read	it	in	
English.		But	this	took	someone	a	very,	very	long	time	to	organize.			
	
The	very	first	verse	of	Psalm	119	is,	“Happy	are	those	whose	way	is	
perfect.”		Ok.	That’s	kind	of	high	bar,	right?	One	gets	the	idea	that	the	
author	believes	himself	to	be	one	of	those	perfect	and	happy	people.			
	
We	get	the	same	kind	of	lofty	rhetoric	in	our	section	for	today,	and	I	
have	to	tell	you	that	I	am	both	compelled	and	repelled	by	it	at	the	same	
time.		
	
33Teach	me,	O	Lord,	the	way	of	your	statutes,	and	I	will	observe	it	to	the	
end.		34Give	me	understanding,	that	I	may	keep	your	law	and	observe	it	
with	my	whole	heart.		35Lead	me	in	the	path	of	your	commandments,	for	
I	delight	in	it.	
	
I	will	tell	you	what	compels	me	about	language	like	that.		When	you	love	
something,	you	want	to	give	your	all	to	it.		You	want	to	be	your	very	
best.		You	want	to	follow	the	rules	to	the	end,	with	your	whole	heart.		

																																																								
2	“Luther	on	Romans,”	The	Christian	History	Institute.	
https://www.christianhistoryinstitute.org/study/module/luther-romans/	
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You	want	to	delight	in	God’s	commandments.		I	can	relate	to	that	
impulse.		To	be	honest	with	you,	I	feel	it	today.			
	
This	is	my	very	first	Sunday	as	the	pastor	at	Light	Street	Presbyterian	
Church.		I	am	so	happy	to	be	here	and	I’ve	been	imagining	it	for	a	while.		
I	want	to	do	a	good	job.		I	want	to	rock	it.		I	people	to	say,	“Man,	he	really	
gave	his	whole	heart	to	that	work.”			
	
That’s	what	compels	me	about	the	language.		I’m	never	out	of	touch	with	
the	desire	to	be	perfect,	as	much	as	I	might	like	to	pretend	otherwise.			
	
Here’s	what	repels	me	about	the	language.		Knowing	how	hopelessly	
imperfect	I	am,	you	are,	we	are.		It’s	hard	not	to	be	aware	of	that.		All	you	
have	to	do	is	pick	up	a	newspaper	or	a	mirror.		Impostor	Syndrome,	as	
they	call	it,	is	the	feeling	that	you	are	fundamentally	unqualified	for	the	
job	that	you	have.		When	I	read	stuff	like	Psalm	119,	the	Impostor	
Syndrome	voices	inside	of	me	really	start	to	crank	up	the	volume.			
	
The	other	thing	that’s	tricky	about	Psalm	119	is	that	it	seems	clear	that	
the	author	believes	that	the	endgame	of	all	this	work,	all	this	fastidious	
preparation,	is	salvation.			
	
“40See,	I	have	longed	for	your	precepts,”	says	the	Psalmist.		I	have	longed	
for	your	laws.	“In	your	righteousness	give	me	life.		41Let	your	steadfast	
love	come	to	me,	O	Lord,	your	salvation	according	to	your	promise.	
	
The	verse	doesn’t	spell	out	the	“promise”	being	referred	to,	but	there	is	
a	strong	subtext.			
	
Underneath	all	of	that	anxious	energy,	underneath	the	176	verses	
carefully	arranged	just	so	–	in	the	22	stanzas	with	the	Hebrew	alphabet.		
Underneath	of	that	energy	churning	towards	perfection,	is	the	hope	that	
our	efforts	will	save	us.			
	
That	way	of	thinking,	as	it	turns	out,	has	more	in	common	with	
capitalism	than	the	Gospel.	You	cannot	over-achieve	your	way	to	God.		
You	cannot	build	a	tower	to	heaven.		You	cannot	write	a	book	of	
wisdom,	arranging	every	letter	just	so,	and	manufacture	the	still	small	
voice	that	can	give	you	the	peace	that	passes	understanding.			
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To	all	of	that,	Paul	says,	“Wake	up!”		He	says,	“You	know	what	time	it	is.		
Now	is	the	time	to	awake	from	sleep,	for	salvation	is	nearer	to	us	now	
than	when	we	became	believers”	(Romans	13:11).			
	
This	reminds	me	of	the	weirdest	thing	about	sleepwalking.		The	
weirdest	thing	about	sleepwalking	is	waking	up.		To	wake	up	is	to	
realize,	however	slowly,	that	the	things	you	were	chasing	either	don’t	
matter	or	aren’t	even	real.		The	distress	of	letting	them	go	gives	way	to	
the	relief	of	letting	them	go,	which	gives	way,	finally,	to	the	freedom	to	
do	something	else.		To	do	something	real.			
	

***	
	

One	Sunday	morning	in	2006	in	Houston,	Texas,	there	was	a	woman	
sitting	in	the	pew	at	her	Episcopal	church.	She	was	a	regular	worshipper	
and	familiar	with	the	liturgy,	so	she	was	surprised	that	Sunday	when	the	
Prayer	of	Confession	seemed	to	leap	right	off	the	page	at	her:		
	
“We	have	not	loved	you	with	our	whole	heart,”	the	prayer	said.		
	
Why	do	some	people	love	so	easily,	she	wondered,	while	for	others,	is	it	
so	hard?		As	it	happens,	the	woman,	whose	name	is	Brene	Brown,	is	a	
research	analyst	for	the	University	of	Houston.		So,	being	a	researcher,	
she	started	gathering	data	on	the	subject.	She	conducted	thousands	of	
interviews	and	crunched	numbers,	and	gathered	an	enormous	amount	
of	insight	as	to	why	some	people	are	able	to	connect	whole-heartedly	to	
family,	friends,	and	work,	while	others	struggle	their	whole	lives.”	3		
	
The	qualities	of	a	whole-hearted	person,	according	to	her	findings,	are	
not	what	you	might	expect.	Whole-hearted	people	tend	to	be	more	
creative,	more	playful,	more	forgiving.	They	were	less	interested	in	
perfectionism,	productivity,	and	comparison	to	others.	They	are	more	
likely	to	differentiate	between	the	value	of	their	work	and	the	value	of	
their	self.	They	were	more	quick	to	see	themselves	as	inherently	worthy	

																																																								
3	“The	Power	of	Vulnerability,”	delivered	by	Brene	Brown	in	June	2010.	
http://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_on_vulnerability	
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of	love.	But	underneath	all	of	that,	Brown	says,	was	a	core	quality,	the	
quality	she	found	in	nearly	every	case,	an	ability	to	be	vulnerable	with	
other	people.		
	
That	was	a	surprise,	she	says,	because	vulnerability	is	associated	with	
weakness,	but	in	her	research	it	correlated	with	nearly	every	kind	of	
social	strength.		
	
	“I	think,	without	question,”	she	said,	after	reviewing	11,000	pieces	of	
data,	“that	I	cannot	find	a	single	example	of	courage,	moral	courage,	
spiritual	courage,	leadership	courage,	relational	courage,	I	cannot	find	a	
single	example	of	courage	in	my	research	that	was	not	born	completely	
of	vulnerability.	And	so	I	think	we	buy	into	some	mythology	about	
vulnerability	being	weakness	and	being	gullibility	and	being	frailty	
because	it	gives	us	permission	not	to	do	it.”			
	

***	
	
What	an	interesting	insight.		What	a	word	of	hope	for	the	church	–	
particularly	the	smaller	church	–	churches	whose	vulnerability	and	
imperfection	are	–	lets	just	be	honest	–	obvious.		We	are	actually	that	
much	more	likely	to	be	wholehearted	–	vulnerable	and	available	to	
powerful	connection	with	both	God	and	our	neighbors.			
	
That	squares	with	what	other	people	say	about	you,	by	the	way.			
	
Again	and	again,	when	people	found	out	that	I	was	coming	to	Light	
Street	Presbyterian	Church,	they	said	things	like,	“Oh	man.		That	is	a	
small	church	with	a	big	heart.”		Or:	“They	have	some	challenges	–	but	
wait	until	you	meet	the	people.”		Or:	“There	will	be	plenty	of	seats	
available	to	you	when	you	enter	the	worship	service	but	there	will	also	
be	plenty	of	people	listening	to	you	during	the	prayers	of	the	people,	or	
greeting	you	at	the	door,	or	inviting	you	to	help	out	with	the	next	
potluck.”			
	
If	Brene	Brown	is	correct,	if	vulnerability	is	actually	an	essential	feature	
of	wholeheartedness,	then	we	have	an	extraordinary	opportunity	before	
us.			
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See,	I	don’t	think	there	anything	wrong	with	the	desire	to	be	holy,	or	
perfect,	or	wholehearted	in	our	pursuit	of	God.		Indeed,	I	believe	we	are	
designed	to	have	those	desires.		But	its	so	easy	to	slip	gradually	from	the	
pursuit	of	God	into	the	pursuit	of	something	else	–	the	pursuit	of	our	
own	abilities,	achievements,	and	ego	–	the	rat	race	of	our	own	interior	
monologue.		That’s	a	trap.		That’s	sleepwalking	through	our	mission.			
	
What	if	our	very	weaknesses,	our	limits,	our	vulnerability,	were	not	a	
flaw	but	a	feature?		What	if	boundaries	we	bump	up	against	serve	to	
wake	us	up,	like	bumping	into	a	piece	of	furniture,	again	and	again,	
waking	us	from	the	illusion	that	we	are	going	to	do	this	work	by	
ourselves?			
	
“Salvation	is	nearer	to	you	than	you	think,”	Paul	says.		Not	because	we	
are	getting	better	but	because	Jesus	is	nearer	than	we	think.		If	anything	
is	clear	from	the	data	about	millennials	and	church,	it	is	that	they	have	
very	little	interest	in	organized	religion	that	seems	judgmental	and	
inauthentic,	and	they	have	a	deep	desire	for	real	community	and	truth-
telling	and	opportunities	to	participate	in	justice	and	spiritual	practices.			
	
What	a	relief	that	this	is	precisely	what	the	Gospel	asks	of	us.		To	tell	the	
truth	about	who	we	are.		To	build	communities	where	we	can	be	strong	
together	and	fall	apart	together	and	bear	witness	to	the	God	who	holds	
all	of	that	chaos	in	her	hands.		To	stay	awake	to	the	injustices	that	
plague	our	city	and	our	world	and	to	participate	in	the	work	of	
resistance	and	equality.			
	
To	be	a	place	where	vulnerability	is	not	shunned	but	cherished,	because	
it	means	that	the	spirit	of	God	is	very	near.		It	is	that	spirit,	in	the	end,	
that	will	save	us.		If	we	can	stay	out	of	Her	way.			
	
When	I	think	about	that	kind	of	community,	I	get	excited.		When	I	see	
what	this	church	is	already	doing,	I	get	inspired.		The	work,	surely,	is	
both	far	easier	and	far	more	difficult	than	we	have	imagined.		What	a	
joy,	then,	to	get	to	do	it	with	you.		Because	you	know	what	time	it	is.		
Now	is	the	time	to	awaken,	once	again	and	a	thousand	more	times,	to	
the	opportunity	to	participate	in	God’s	renewal	of	all	things.			
	
	


