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“Don’t worry,” Jesus tells the crowds and expectant disciples gathered at his feet on a grassy Galilean hillside.  “Don’t be concerned…”  “Don’t be anxious…”  “Don’t fuss…”  “Don’t get worked up…”  Various translations of the Greek use different words, but the message is the same.

Well, that’s easy for you to say, Jesus!  You might as well tell a bird not to fly or a fish not to swim, or a squirrel not to bury nuts in the backyard in preparation for winter (I’ve tried that—it doesn’t work).  Worry is firmly ingrained in our creaturely DNA.  It’s the price we pay for having a high-functioning cerebral cortex that makes us aware of both present risk and future peril.  

So the arithmetic of anxiety can make worries compound exponentially, like the interest on a savings account or shrewd investment (however paltry it is these days) when we add the cares of tomorrow to those we face today, be they real or imagined, then multiply them by the days to come, or by a lifetime.

God knows, and so do we, that there’s plenty to factor into the equation:  aging parents, hormone-infused teenagers and wobbly marriages.  Polarized politics, ballooning deficits, employment miseries, and what seems now like a chronic state of economic instability.  Unprecedented weather events, whole populations decimated, terrorist bombs, interminable wars, business failures, bank foreclosures, product recalls and tainted food supplies.  Bad news from the doctor, deflated pension funds and shrinking retirement nest eggs; homeless teens walking the streets, abused and abandoned; stomachs distended by hunger unfilled, and hearts devoid of love begging for nourishment and nurture.  

Well, let’s all just take a deep breath...  I’d like to say it’s not as bad as it sounds, but then you’d wonder what planet I’ve been living on lately, not to mention the doubts about my credibility that would sprout in your mind like weeds in an untended garden.  The fact is, you don’t need me to tell you this, because, let’s face it, we’re all anxious; we all worry; we all fuss; we all get worked up about the “what ifs” and the “if onlys.”  It’s a mark of our shared humanity.

Even pastors are anxious!  Truth to tell, I’ve been anxious about this sermon all week—so much to say, so little time!  I suppose I shouldn’t complain though.  If it weren’t for anxiety, pastors, mental health workers and counselors would be out of a job.  Drug makers would be scrambling to develop alternative medications.  Authors and poets would be scratching their heads for inspiration.

So what is this anxiety, this worry, this obsessive concern, this fussing (I use the words interchangeably)?  How is it different from fear?  Well, I’ve always thought of fear as having a specific focus:  fear of flying, fear of heights, fear of crowds; fear of germs, elevators, or public speaking; fear of particular individuals or situations, fear of failure, of illness, or of death. 

But anxiety in my mind is more like a vague, pervasive, free-floating uneasiness:  about ominous possibilities, perceived shortcomings, lurking dangers, unfounded rumors, urban legends, unnamed forces or wild imaginings.  It so happens that as trustworthy a source as Dictionary.com seems to support this notion.  It defines anxiety as “mental distress caused by fear.”

It’s interesting that Jesus’ daunting directive about worry comes in the midst of his so-called “Sermon on the Mount.”  For one thing, this placement in Matthew’s gospel suggests that it’s not psychological advice as much as it is theological instruction.  Jesus’ proclamation has to do with resistance to the present order and living toward the coming reign of God.  To put it simply, this is what disciples of mine are supposed to do…or not…to help bring God’s reign to reality.  

For another, it might explain why Jesus’ counsel seems so challenging.  Consider some of his other imperatives in this section:  Turn the other cheek.  Love your enemies.  Don’t judge.  Forgive those who hurt you.  Don’t accumulate possessions.  It’s no wonder that those captive to cultural norms like consumerism, self-interest and military hegemony don’t quote his sermon with any frequency.  Sometimes that even includes us.

Notice too that the gospel reading begins with the word “Therefore.”  That makes Jesus’ teaching about anxiety a commentary on what he’s just said, which happens to be about the right use of money and possessions:  “Don’t store up for yourselves treasures on earth”…“You can’t serve both God and wealth.”  

Jesus is attempting to transform his listeners’ anxious concerns from trust in things—in this case, things that are basic to one’s life, like food and clothing—into trust in God.  It’s true that birds die and flowers sometimes fail to reach their full-bloomed beauty.  It’s a fact that the life of even the most devout disciple can be cut short by catastrophe, coincidence or carelessness.  And it would be unwise in the extreme to abandon careful planning in favor of a laissez faire lifestyle.  

But these truths aren’t the point for Matthew.  I think that what makes this passage so beloved by so many is its poetic logic.  Birds of the air and flowers of the field are powerful symbols of God’s providential care, pulling us away from our frantic pursuit of the necessities of life, let alone the frivolous trappings of affluence, to a calmer vision of God’s bountiful care.  After all, “If God gives such attention to the appearance of wildflowers – most of which are never seen – don’t you think God will attend to you, take pride in you, [want] the best for you…you of [not much] faith?” 

Ah, there it is – that little word that bears so much baggage for disciples of Jesus:  faith.  Leave the worrying to those who don’t know God and the way God works, Jesus says, so that you who do know God and the way God works aren’t so preoccupied with concern about getting that you can’t respond to God’s giving.  Instead of trusting yourself to figure out how to deal with all the issues that keep you awake at night, try turning your trust in God’s direction – to God’s reality, God’s initiative, God’s care, God’s power, God’s promise to provide what you need, not necessarily what you think you need – and trust that God will respond to your everyday human concerns.  

Jesus doesn’t command us to quit worrying in order to find God – as if a commandment could make us do that.  He says that when you make a commitment to God and to God’s reign, then you can and will stop worrying.  When you give God, and the justice and righteousness God offers, the highest priority in your life, Jesus says, God will surely meet your needs.  For those like us who have so much, life isn’t about survival anyway; it’s about the quality of life God intends in God’s now and future kingdom.  But it’s also about making sure that those for whom life is all about survival – which is most of the world – get the food and clothing they need.  

If you think of anxiety and worry as a form of exile from the fullness of our humanity and the fulfillment of our discipleship, then placing our trust in God is a way we can find our way home.  In the first reading, the prophet talks about the God who brings a broken people home and heals their wounds.  This is the same God who likewise has compassion on our suffering, calls us out of darkness, feeds us along the way, guides us by springs of water, raises up highways to ease our journeys, and will not forget us.  Like the names of Zion’s children, this God has inscribed our names on the very palms of God’s hands.

So what’s the antidote to anxiety?  The biggest one may be subtracting the worry about things you can’t do anything about and instead channeling that “worry energy” into doing something, with the help of God, about things you can.  A place to begin may be taking to heart the words of the Serenity prayer:  “God, give me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”  

Or it may be as simple as starting or rekindling the fire of faith through spiritual practices like prayer, Bible reading, contemplation, worship, solitude, journaling or a form of creativity like art, music, or drama.  

Or if you’re worried about issues like hunger, you can take action to feed the hungry.  Worried about climate change?  Find ways you can stop contributing to it.  Worried about war or political polarization?  Become a peacemaker or sharpen your listening skills.  Worried about the economy or unemployment?  Take action to support a person or family who is out of work, or help promote affordable housing.  Worried about injustice?  Then become an advocate for justice.

Will it make a difference, you ask?  Maybe, maybe not.  But it will make a huge difference to those whose lives you touch, and it might even make a difference to you.  The action you take – whether volunteering, contributing, praying, writing or just showing up – may go a long way toward defusing some of the anxiety that’s paralyzing you if it’s done with trust in a Creator God who can and who does make all things new, 

And tomorrow?  Well, anxiety is a zero-sum game; it doesn’t make anything happen, so why bother?  Plan for tomorrow, yes, but don’t stress out about it.  God will help you deal with whatever hard things come up when the time comes.  And there’s great wisdom in the AA maxim, “One day at a time.”  Besides, the present moment is all you and I have.  The past is history, and the future has no guarantees.

John Van de Laar, a minister in South Africa, has written a poem/prayer that I think gathers up most of what I’ve tried to say in this sermon – and maybe says it even better than I did.  It’s called, simply, “Enough.”  Listen…

Worry and stress are not hard for us, God,

   we do them without thinking.

There is always the potential of threat

   to our security,


our comfort


our health,


our relationships,


our lives,

   and we foolishly think that we could silence the fear


if we just had enough money,


enough insurance,


enough toys,


enough stored away for a rainy day.


It’s never enough, though;


   the voice of our fear will not be dismissed so easily.


But in the small, silent places within us is another voice;


   one that beckons us into the foolishness of faith,



that points our gaze to the birds and flowers,



that, in unguarded moments, lets our muscles relax,



and our hearts lean into loved ones;

In unexpected whispers we hear it,

   calling us to remember your promises,



your grace,



your faithfulness;


And suddenly, we discover


   that it is enough.


Amen.


Thanks be to God.
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