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Matthew 6:24-34

Dear Lord, it’s hard not to worry because there are so many things to worry about.  Some of us worry about our jobs, while others of us worry about our kids.  Some of us worry about our aging parents or our ailing spouse, while some of us worry about how we are going to make ends meet.  We have real, honest, valid concerns, so when we hear you tell us not to worry, we worry-that we’re letting you down and not living up to your expectations.  And so today, we need your help.  We need your help to set aside our worries, and we need your help to live into the people you call us to be.  Amen.

“Don’t Worry, Be Happy”

This is our 8th and final Sunday with Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  As I mentioned a few weeks ago, it’s very unusual to hear so much of the Sermon on the Mount because usually we don’t have this many Sundays between Christmas and Ash Wednesday on which to hear it.  But since Easter is so late this year, the second latest it can be (April 24) we have a lot of Sundays to fill.

Jesus started the Sermon on the Mount with the Beatitudes; you know the Beatitudes: blessed are the poor in spirit, blessed are the meek, blessed are the persecuted, and so on.  He then went on to tell his disciples that they should be salt and light in the world.  We also heard him say those really hard things about how we shouldn’t hate anyone, or tell lies, or commit adultery, or lust, or pass judgment on others-and if we do we should pluck out our eyes or cut off our right hand.  Last week I believe you heard him say that we should turn the other cheek or give someone the coat off our back and love our enemies or pray for those who persecute us.  

These are really, really hard commands to follow.  I know I had a really, really hard time writing that sermon two weeks because what Jesus had to say was really, really hard to hear.

But I think today, when he tells us not to worry, that this is the hardest lesson of all.  I think telling an adult not to worry is the equivalent of telling a baby not to cry.  It’s not a part of our DNA not to worry; worrying is a part of our nature.  I mean, even if we’re not worriers, we all have things to worry about.  So telling people not to worry is something that is really, really hard to live up to because it requires a complete re-orientation of who we are.  

Those other things Jesus told us not do?  Well, those were sort of like moral checklists: didn’t swear to day-check; didn’t lie to day: check; didn’t cheat on my spouse: check.  Those are behavioral things.  But telling us not to worry; well, that’s a sociological and psychological thing.  And while I’m not an expert in either of those, my experience as a Mom tells me it’s usually easier to change a person’s behavior more than it is one’s mind.  You can teach a child not to throw a fit, but they’re always going to be strong-willed because it’s who they are.

So telling us not to worry requires us to do a complete 180 and about face.

We, as a society, are worriers.  Granted, some of us worry more than others, but all of us worry and our society counts on the fact that we will worry.  As one person wrote: 

Most days, life feels like one worry strung after another like lights on a morbid Christmas tree. Worries at work (a colleague who's mad at me). Worries at home (a child struggling at school). Worries about...well, you name it (the economy, the Middle East, finding a job, the friend who was just diagnosed with cancer...). Worries attend us like bees to honey.

The evening news certainly depends upon worries at home and abroad to attract viewers. Commercials are constantly inviting us to worry about one more thing the sponsored product should supposedly solve. More and more houses seem to sport home security signs in their front lawns. And whenever I go to the airport I'm greeted outside by an electronic sign that reads, "See Suspicious Activity – Call 1-800...) and inside by an ominous voice informing me that, "The threat level, as determined by the Office for Homeland Security, is Orange." (I don't even know what "orange" is, but I'm betting it's not good.) And there it is: everywhere you turn, everywhere you look, there are visible reminders of just how much there is to worry about.   (“Picture This” from “Dear Working Preacher”, David Lose, www.workingpreacher.org)

Yes, Jesus’ admonition not to worry is a challenge.

And yet how often do we hear this admonition?  All the time.  “Fear not,” the angel told Mary.  “Fear not,” the angels told the women at the tomb.  Fear not.  Jesus tells us not to worry 5 times in today’s passage.  In verses 25, 27, 28, 31 and 34.  Don’t worry, don’t worry, don’t worry, don’t worry, don’t worry.

But it isn’t generic worrying Jesus is counseling against.  In fact, a natural amount of worrying is probably healthy.  We should worry about uprisings in the Middle East.  We should worry about our kids’ safety and well-being.  I don’t think Jesus is promoting a care-free, laissez faire lifestyle

But, there comes a tipping point.  There comes a time when healthy worrying becomes unhealthy anxiety, and anxiety wears down faith.

Anxiety will wear down your faith quicker than doubt and quicker than disbelief, because anxiety is paralyzing.  Anxiety will prevent you from doing anything.  Because when we’re anxious, all we can think about is surviving.  “How am I going to pay my mortgage?  How am I going to find enough money to fill up my car with gas? And so on and so on.”

With anxiety, Our worries become a continual loop played in our head over and over again.  And they play so much that we cannot think straight.

And we become a victim of our worries, and they become our master-because they take over our lives.

Which is why Jesus begins his admonition not to worry by telling us that we cannot serve two masters.   You cannot serve God and wealth, he says.  If you try to, you will become devoted to one and despise the other.  You cannot serve two lords.

Jesus seemed to know that the source of people’s anxiety is often money, and preoccupation with money leads us to believe that it will grant us security and happiness.  Believing money can satisfy our every need is not healthy.  Believing money grants us security, is not good.  Because there’s only so much money; it is finite.  And when we start to believe in a god that is finite, rather than one who is infinite, we fall to prey being a victim of scarcity.  And in a world of scarcity, there is never enough.

In a world of scarcity, we are worried half to death that we will never have enough.  No matter how much we have, we are worried we will never have enough.  So we hold on to what we have, hoarding it for own good, rather than sharing it with others.

Now, I don’t want to imply that everyone lives with this mentality.  But many people do, and it can be paralyzing.  People hold on to what they have for fear that they won’t have enough, especially in tough economic times.  Just look at what’s happening in Wisconsin and elsewhere.  But did you know that people give away a lower percentage of their income now than people did during the Great Depression?  It’s true.  They gave it away.  They trusted.  Maybe because they had so little, they knew deep down that money was a very poor master.  Or maybe because they once had so much, and then had very little, they knew money was not a master to be trusted.

You cannot serve two masters, Jesus says.  So you can either serve one that is finite, or you can serve one that is infinite.

Long Pause.

When Jesus spoke these words to his disciples, they had recently left their homes and families to follow him.  They had a lot to be worried about.  They’d left everything behind to follow an itinerant preacher.  They worried about what they’d done, the people and things they left behind, and what lay ahead.  Jesus knew they were worried, that’s why he spoke the words he did.  He’s trying to reassure them, not romanticize them with a “don’t worry, be happy” be-boppy song.  He knows about problems.  He knows he’s going to face them and so will they.

That’s why he tells them to stop worrying and instead to look around.  Look around you, he says.  Look at the evidence of God’s amazing abundance.  Look at the birds, look at the lilies, look at the grasses-see how beautiful they are.  See God’s handiwork in them.  If God cares so much for them, think about how much God cares for you.  Will your money, which is finite, show you that much concern?  I doubt it.  Money is fleeting; but God’s love stands forever, and there is more than enough of it to go around.

Look around, Jesus says.  Look around you.  Notice the people around you, your family and friends, the people who help you.  Notice them, and give thanks to God for them and how they are a reflection of God’s love and care for you.  This love cannot be counted, tracked or stockpiled.  This love is God’s love, and God’s love is all about showing care and concern to other people.

You can serve a master who will enslave you to worrying that there will never be enough, or you can serve one who invites you to share in an outlook of abundance where there is always enough, because in God’s world people look out for one another; they share what they have.  They take what they need and they leave some for others.  In God’s world, people set aside their own worries so that they can be the answer to someone else’s prayer.  In God’s community, people think about their neighbors as much as they think about themselves.

Is it rose-colored, pie in the sky, utopian thinking to believe that world is possible?  No, I don’t think so.  But I do think it’s really hard to work to make that world possible, because the world tells us to serve the other master.  The world tells us the other master will supply all of our needs and take care of us.  But deep down, we know that’s not true, which is why we worry so much.  

Today, Jesus invites us to serve a different master whose love knows no bounds, and the only thing we need to do is trust.  

Henri Nouwen shares a story with his readers about The Flying Rodleighs, German trapeze artists he greatly admired – so much so that he befriended them, attended practice, even traveled with them. “What’s it like?” He asked once and the leader, the flyer said, “I must have complete trust in my catcher. The public might think I’m the star – but the real star is Joe, my catcher. How does that work?” Nouwen asked. “The secret,” Rodleigh said, “is that the flyer does nothing and the catcher does everything…You do nothing?” Rodleigh responded, “The worst thing the flyer can do is try to catch the catcher … the flyer must trust, with outstretched arms, that the catcher will be there for him.”

Nouwen reflects: “the words of Jesus flashed through my mind. Don’t be afraid. Remember that you are the beloved child of God. He will be there when you make your long jump. Don’t try to grab him; he will grab you. Just stretch out your arms and trust, trust, trust.” (p. 66-67)

Sometimes we just need to let go of our worries and trust God to catch them and to catch us.  God will not forsake us.

As our lovely reading from Isaiah says, “Can a woman forget her nursing child, or show no compassion for the child of her womb?  Even these may forget but I will not forget you.  Your names are inscribed on the palm of my hands.”

Amen.

Holy one,
You offer us your salvation for our world.
You offer us joy and compassion for our sadness and grief.

You offer us calm and quiet for our anxious souls.

Let us accept and receive what you offer us Lord.

Let us put our trust in you.

Forgive us, Lord, For needless worry.
Forgive us, Lord,
   For any worry that is rooted in selfishness.
Teach us, Lord,
   The grace of waiting patiently when we are in genuine need.
Remind us, Lord,
   That you are both Lord of the sparrows and Lord of our lives.

Remind us, Lord, 
   That you are the source of all that we need.


Let us praise you in confidence for your wondrous acts of love. 

Let us serve you in love.
Let us tell others of your salvation, and compassion
for their lives, their burdens their worries.
Let us show others the kind of Grace Giving God you are.

We pray for those who do hunger and thirst.
We pray for those whose lands are no longer any good for growing crops.
We pray for those whose lives are empty and barren.

We pray for those who are carrying loads of sadness and grief.
We pray for those whose lives are nothing but worry.

Lord fill your world with your care, grace and 

Amen.
