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Based on Jeremiah 31:27-34 and Psalm 51

Today's texts are likely familiar to us.  In Jeremiah we read “I [God] will put my law 

within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my peo-

ple.”  And in Psalm 51 - this time from the King James Version, “Create in me a clean heart, O 

God; and renew a right spirit within me.  Cast me not away from thy presence; and take not thy 

holy spirit from me.  Restore unto me the joy of thy salvation; and uphold me with thy free 

spirit.”

These texts have produced quite a few hymns, and countless prayers.  And why is that?  

Because these words speak to us.  They speak of a reality where we don’t need laws that are 

forced on us from outside.  Where we know in our own heads and hearts who we are and what 

we should do.  A reality where we don’t think about laws because people naturally follow them 

anyway.

But one question is how - as Christians - are we to understand Jeremiah’s words?  Some 

Christians feel that Jeremiah’s words are a prophecy, a prediction, of the coming of Christ.  That 

it is Christ who will allow this transition.  That it is Christ who will be the catalyst that allows the 

laws to be written on our hearts.

But there is another way to look at it.  Which is simply to acknowledge that both 

Jeremiah and Jesus - and perhaps many other people - shared a vision of law being written on 

people's hearts.  Perhaps Jesus was the fulfillment of the vision spoken of by Jeremiah.  Perhaps 

Jesus simply agreed with the vision from Jeremiah.  Perhaps Jesus and Jeremiah adopted the vi-

sion from a much earlier time.  Perhaps many many people agree with this vision, and there is 

nothing specifically Christian - or Jewish - about it.

I’m reminded of the movie K-PAX.  K-PAX is the story of a person in a psychiatric hos-

pital.  Most of the staff in the hospital believe that this person - named “prot” is psychotic.  But  

prot insists that he is a being from another planet - the planet K-PAX.  The movie contains many 

interesting scenes, but for me the most interesting scenes happen while prot is having his weekly 

meeting with his psychiatrist.  The meetings are interesting because prot ends up questioning the 
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doctor - as a representative of the entire human race - just as much as the doctor is questioning 

him.

prot is a gentle soul, who seems to have a deep appreciation for life, and for people.  He 

is very intelligent, and you might wonder how he feels being “stuck” in an psychiatric institution 

when he thinks he is perfectly fine.  But in reality, prot doesn’t mind spending time in a psychi-

atric institution at all because – as he says - it’s as good a place as any to meet people.  As an 

alien visitor, he simply wants to learn about earth and humans.  And prot is not judgmental, so 

for him, learning about humanity in a psychiatric institution does not strike him as odd.

prot listens very well to the stories of his fellow patients and helps them with their own 

issues.  By engaged listening, he actually helps many of his patient friends find healing and 

wholeness in ways that the medical community had failed to provide.

According to prot, he was born on the planet called “K-PAX”, which is located in the 

constellation Lyra.  So as you might expect, many of the conversations that happen in the movie 

are about life on that alien planet.  Some of these conversations highlight differences between 

life on Earth and life on K-PAX.  Some of these conversations in fact reflect on how primitive 

human beings really are.  Here’s an example from a conversation between prot and the doctor.

The doctor, whose name is Mark, starts off, “What about societal structures on K-PAX, 

like government?”  “No, there is no need for one.”  “What - you have no laws?”   “No laws - no 

lawyers!”   “How do you know right from wrong?”  “Every being in the universe knows right 

from wrong, Mark”.   “But what if someone did do something wrong - murder, rape, how would 

you punish them?”  “Let me tell you something Mark.  You humans - most of you - subscribe to 

this policy of an eye for an eye, a life for a life, which is known throughout the universe for its ... 

stupidity.  Even your Buddha and your Christ had quite a different vision but no one has paid 

much attention to them, not even the Buddhists or the Christians.  You Humans.  Sometimes it’s 

hard to imagine how you’ve made it this far.”

I find prot is perhaps a bit uncomplimentary to humans - frail, imperfect creatures that we 

are.  But I am intrigued with his idea that “every being in the universe knows right from wrong.”  

Every being.  prot is suggesting that every being already knowns right from wrong.  But surely 

we don’t share the same set of laws even on earth, let alone across the galaxy.  prot is not talking 

about formal laws.  prot is talking about the laws that are already written on our hearts.  Laws 
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that we don’t need to learn because we already know them - or perhaps I should say we already 

feel them.

And of course, prot is not saying that we all follow those laws in our hearts.  He is just 

proposing that the same laws are written on all of our hearts.  The laws of justice.  The laws of 

caring.  The laws of openness.  The laws of love.  prot is only imagining that the words of 

Jeremiah, and of Jesus, have actually already happened.  prot has an image of humans listening 

to their own hearts.  Maybe prot’s right - we are not so evolved after all.

[discussion – laws on hearts?]

[contrast 10 commandments with laws on hearts]

Many of us like to focus on the letter of the law.  After all, a written law can be studied, 

learned, remembered.  A written law makes it perhaps easier for us to all work from the same 

page.  A written law is reassuring.  It can be a source of comfort.  A written law can impart a 

sense of completeness, closure, and tradition.  But written laws can also be taken advantage of – 

taken out of context – taken to mean something that is completely different than the spirit of the 

law suggests.

And what about the laws written on our hearts?  Are we able to more fully embrace the 

spirit of those laws?  I think so - because they are from the heart.  The spirit of the law makes it 

easier to adapt to new situations.  The spirit of the law is comforting - not because it provides 

closure, but because it provides openness.  The spirit of the law is engaging because it is always 

changing, while always staying the same.

October 16 was “World Food Day”.  Normally, named days in church can be reminders 

of important world events.  But sometimes named days just become opportunities for guilt-pum-

meling and self-criticism.

But this year, I invite us to consider World Food Day with an eye to the balance between 

the word of the law and the spirit of the law.  World Food Day is a reminder that food is an issue 

globally.  We all know the facts.  Our planet now has approximately 7 billion people.  It is esti-

mated that 1.7 billion people are overweight.  It is estimated that just under 1 billion people are 
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chronically undernourished.  Does that make sense to anyone?  And - as of the most recent esti-

mates I could find - globally, we do still produce enough food to feed everyone 2700 kCal / day –

more than enough to provide adequate nutrition for everyone.

The reasons that so many people are undernourished are economic.  Globally, there is 

enough food.  But not all people have access to that food because of poor economic conditions, 

either at a personal level, or at the level of the region of the world where the person lives.  Or, to 

put it in straight language – people are malnourished because they can't afford to buy food for the 

price that is demanded.

What do we think of that?  If we follow the letter of the law, it seems reasonable that if 

people don't have money, then of course they can't purchase food.  But if we follow the spirit of 

the law, it seems reasonable that no human being should be forced to go to bed hungry.  So - 

what is the right answer?  Do we - as the relatively wealthy of the world - let people die of mal-

nutrition because they are able to pay?  Or do we - as the whole people of the world - feel that 

global resources are to be shared - and that the ability to pay for those resources is a secondary 

consideration?

I am not proposing to answer that question today of course.  But I do invite us to consider 

what sorts of laws we want to follow, and the impact that our decision has on other people.

How do we find our own balance between the letter of the law and the spirit of the law?

Let us all be open to seeing this balance in our own lives.  The balance between the writ-

ten and the felt.  The balance between closure and openness.  The balance between the word and 

the spirit.

What is written on your heart?

Amen.
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