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Breathing Lessons                          January 10, 2016 

Mark 12.28-34 

 

INTRO: 

Inhale… and hold it. 

Exhale… and hold it. 

 

Lesson: 

If you’re going to live and be healthy, you have to do both. 

You can’t do just one and not the other. 

If you only inhale… without exhaling, you will suffocate from excess carbon dioxide.   

If you only exhale, without inhaling, you will die from lack of oxygen. 

 

 Our brain automatically manages our breathing, we seldom think about it. 

  When we get angry, or are suddenly frightened, find ourselves in a crisis…  

 Then our breathing changes… 

Our breath becomes faster, more shallow… the supply of  oxygen increases to meet the 

demands of the crisis or exertion. 

 But when we are relaxed, our breathing is slow and steady…  

  And when we are asleep, it slows even further. 

 

There are many words related to the Latin word for breath.  The word is Spiritus.   Inspire, expire, 

conspire, aspire, perspire, transpire, respiration… they all are built around Spiritus… breath.   All 

things living are breathing in their own way… plants, soil, fish, animals, humans 

 

How we breathe affects who we are.  

Life is a deep breath. 

Love is a deep breath. 

Peace is a deep breath. 

Joy is breathed deeply. 

Happy laughter is exhaled from deep in the belly. 

Health is found in relaxing, easy, automatic deep breaths. 

Clear-headedness requires fully oxygenated blood. Clear thinking is a deep breath. 

------------------ 

Anger is short, quick breath.  

Sickness is shallow and labored breathing. 

Pain is a short breath. 

Panic is short, shallow, uneven breath. 

Stress is short breaths. 

Unforgiveness is shallow breath. 

Suspicion is shallow breath. 

Discomfort and unease are short breaths. 

------------------ 

Short breaths suffocate us and poison our blood. 

If we change our breathing, we change our lives. Within seconds. 

Practice breathing life and love and health and joy and peace and happiness for a couple minutes. Any 

time we remember to breathe deeply, slowly, throughout the day we change our lives.   

When we change our lives, we change the world -  starting with our little part of it. 

We will breathe 26,000 breaths today.   Make them good ones! 
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One day, a bright Biblical scholar came to Jesus and asked “Which is the greatest commandment?”   A 

favorite pastime of the rabbinical scholars of Jesus’ day was to engage in theological discussions.  The 

rabbis loved to reduce the law to pithy saying, short summary statements.   So this question is intended 

to invite Jesus to reduce all of the law and the prophets to a single sentence.   

   

Jesus’ answer was a lesson in breathing: 

  1.  Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, strength and mind. 

  2.  Love your neighbor as yourself. 

 

The Rabbinical scholar was satisfied and even impressed with Jesus’ answer.  He agreed with Jesus.  

 And Jesus affirmed his insight in return  “you are not far from Kingdom of God.” 

 

You may ask, “Where did Jesus mention anything about breathing?  I missed it!” 

 

Look again at his two statements: 

 1.  Inhaling  

  Loving God is more accurately described as letting God love us! 

  Receiving what God is giving to us every moment of every day. 

  We live in an atmosphere of Love…  

   You are precious beyond comprehension to God 

   God gives you all that you need for life… oxygen, water, sun, food 

   Love comes through others also… children, parents, spouse, friend 

  How does a person “love God”?  And how can you engage your heart, 

soul, mind and strength in doing it? 

 

You may say… What if I don’t “feel” love for God in my heart? 

  How do I make my soul love God? 

Loving God with my mind is a little more clear… I can talk myself 

rationally into some sort of appreciation for who God is and what God 

does for me. 

Strength?  Does Jesus mean my body?  My will? 

  I confess that I’ve always had a problem with this passage until I could   

  understand that when it comes to loving… God is the giver and I am the receiver.  

  Loving God really means allowing God to love you, and receiving the love God  

  is offering you every day in hundreds of ways that we don’t always recognize  

  or put a label on.  Loving God is more a matter of knowing how to let ourselves  

  be loved.  It’s humbling to let ourselves be loved. 

 

  Jesus’ reply is about nurturing a relationship with our creator, however that makes the 

most sense for us.  For some, its through meditation on daily Bible reading.  For some, its by spending 

time alone… walking, exercising, praying, gardening, feeding that interior part of us that gets depleted 

by life, worn out by activity, exhausted by work and family responsibilities.  Inhaling is letting sacred 

spiritual energy into the deepest part of our minds and souls and spirits. 

  

 2.  Exhaling 

  This is when we love our neighbor as ourselves…It the polarity to inhaling. 

  A polarity is two opposites that need each other.  Jesus is teaching the Rabbi and  

  us that the healthy spiritual life is a polarity of receiving  love and giving love. 

Having received love, breathed in it’s life-giving, soul-stirring, mind- 



3 

bending, strength-expanding qualities… Jesus says, now breathe out! 

   

  Breathing out means to give love away to someone else.  Where there is hurt, to  

  offer comfort.  Where there is injury to bring healing.   

 

It’s the Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi:    Lord, make me an instrument of Your peace; 

   Where there is hatred, let me sow love; 

   Where there is injury, pardon; 

   Where there is error, the truth; 

   Where there is doubt, the faith; 

   Where there is despair, hope; 

   Where there is darkness, light; 

   And where there is sadness, joy. 

 

   O Divine Master, 

   Grant that I may not so much seek 

   To be consoled, as to console; 

   To be understood, as to understand; 

   To be loved as to love. 

 

   For it is in giving that we receive; 

   It is in pardoning that we are pardoned; 

   And it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. Amen. 

 

Breathing Lesson: 

 It is essential to breathe in… letting God love us 

 It is equally essential to breathe out… letting God love others through us. 

 

If we only do one, and not the other, we are on a path toward spiritual decay and even death. 

If we can only bask in God’s love, enjoy it’s warm security, relish the thought of how special we are, 

take our blessings and count them over and over, if that’s as far as we go, we are inhaling but we are 

not exhaling. 

 

And if we are running around trying to save the world, exhaling love in every way we can think of, 

serving on this committee and that task force, and totally absorbed with DOING… and neglecting to 

receive God’s love in awareness that all of life is a gift, then we will wear ourselves out and suffocate 

on our busyness. 

 

Healthy spirituality is knowing how to both receive and give. 

 If we’re only doing one and not the other, we will find ourselves out of balance, 

 easily exhausted, off-center,  

either burnt out if we’re always exhaling, or 

suffocating if we’re only inhaling without giving anything away. 

 How’s your breathing?   

 

How’s our breathing as a church?  What’s true for us as individuals, is also true for us as a church.   

The church needs to know how to breathe too!   
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Inhaling – Taking in, worshipping, making a safe and quiet space for meditation, reflection, learning 

and receiving, showing up with hungry hearts ready to be filled and inspired.  Ready to be reminded of 

how much we’re loved.  That’s all  important, essential and good! 

 

Exhaling – Finding ways to “love our neighbors as we love ourselves”   And how many ways are there 

for us to love our neighbors even a little bit, let alone “as we love ourselves”?  The balance is 

important and crucial to our health as a church.  We can’t do just one.  We have to do them both!   

 

I end this reflection as I began.  I invite you to breathe.  Inhale slowly.  Exhale deeply.   The word  

“Aloha” captures Jesus’ teaching perfectly.  Alo, meaning face to face, person to person.  Ha, meaning 

breath, breathing.  Put them together and you get “breathing together with another person” – its an 

image of love and intimacy, acceptance and trust, respect and regard, a deep connection between the 

deepest parts of ourselves and the deepest part of our neighbor through our breathing together.   

 

Today’s reflection in one word?  “Aloha”  

 

 

 

 

The primary function of the respiratory system is to supply the blood with oxygen in order for the 

blood to deliver oxygen to all parts of the body. The respiratory system does this through breathing. 

When we breathe, we inhale oxygen and exhale carbon dioxide. This exchange of gases is the 

respiratory system's means of getting oxygen to the blood.  

 

Respiration is achieved through the mouth, nose, trachea, lungs, and diaphragm. Oxygen enters the 

respiratory system through the mouth and the nose. The oxygen then passes through the larynx (where 

speech sounds are produced) and the trachea which is a tube that enters the chest cavity. In the chest 

cavity, the trachea splits into two smaller tubes called the bronchi.  

 

Each bronchus then divides again forming the bronchial tubes. The bronchial tubes lead directly into 

the lungs where they divide into many smaller tubes which connect to tiny sacs called alveoli. The 

average adult's lungs contain about 600 million of these spongy, air-filled sacs that are surrounded by 

capillaries. The inhaled oxygen passes into the alveoli and then diffuses through the capillaries into the 

arterial blood. Meanwhile, the waste-rich blood from the veins releases its carbon dioxide into the 

alveoli.  The carbon dioxide follows the same path out of the lungs when you exhale.  

 

The diaphragm's job is to help pump the carbon dioxide out of the lungs and pull the oxygen into the 

lungs.  The diaphragm is a sheet of muscles that lies across the bottom of the chest cavity. As the 

diaphragm contracts and relaxes,  breathing takes place.  When the diaphragm contracts, oxygen is 

pulled into the lungs. When the diaphragm relaxes, carbon dioxide is pumped out of 

the lungs. 
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