27th February 2011  

Don’t Worry

Reading:

Matthew 6:25-34

25 “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothes? 26 Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? 27 Can any one of you by worrying add a single hour to your life? 
   28 “And why do you worry about clothes? See how the flowers of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. 29 Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. 30 If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith? 31 So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ 32 For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. 33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 34 Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own. 

Sermon

Two kids are talking to each other one day.  One says, “I’m really worried about my parents.  My Dad works twelve hours a day to give me a nice home and good food and all the toys I want, and my Mum spends the whole day cleaning and washing my clothes, and cooking for me.  I’m worried sick!”
The other kid says, “I don’t know what you’ve got to worry about?  It sounds to me like you’ve got it made!”
“I know,” says the first kid, “but what if they try to escape?”

A funny story, but one that reflects a reality, which is the amount of hard work and self sacrifice that it takes to be a parent.  And although it’s the child in that story who says how worried he is, normally it’s the nature of parents to be the ones who worry.  It begins from the minute children are born, it seems, as you keep checking the cot to see if they’re alright, and worry what the matter is when they keep crying.  And then it goes on:  “Dad, look, I can come down the slide backwards with no hands!”, “Mum, can I cycle to the shop on my own?”, “Listen Mum and Dad, there’s a few of us want to go travelling in South America, and we’ve heard about this great bungee jump”...and I don’t think it will ever stop.  Just last week I had a phone call from my son which began with the heart stopping words: “Don’t panic, Mum, but...”, and he was on his way to A & E, having hurt his neck in a hockey accident.  He was fine, as it happens, but he triggered a lot of worry.  Being a parent is a wonderful thing, and we celebrate that today, but worry is part of the package, it has to be, because if you care about someone, if you love someone, you will worry.

So when Jesus says, as we heard today, “Do not worry...”, he can’t possibly be speaking to parents can he?  He might just as well say ‘stop breathing’.  But actually, who is he talking to, then?  We all have people we care for, and therefore worry about.  We all have anxieties.  And right now things are tough.  Can any of us realistically obey Jesus, when he says: “Don’t worry...”  And why does it matter to him?

The first thing to say is that there are different sorts of worry, some unavoidable, but some self-inflicted.  Some of our worry can be all about achieving things, about getting more and more material comforts or improving our status, so it’s all about what we want, rather than what we need.  Just before this passage Jesus has been giving warnings about people who store up more and more treasure for themselves, treasure that will only rust and spoil, and we hear an echo of that when he points out that the birds of the air don’t do that, they don’t store away in barns, and yet have plenty to eat.  And even the flowers of the field, he says, are more splendid that the luxurious clothes worn by King Solomon, who was fabulously wealthy.  Perhaps he is suggesting that no matter how much we clothe ourselves in importance and glory in our own achievements, no matter how much we surround ourselves with luxurious possessions, they are as nothing compared with the beautiful things that God freely gives. So if your worry is all about how you’re going to acquire stuff, then, he says, you’re on the wrong track all together, you’re never going to have enough, and you’ll only worry about losing it.  Just look around instead, and see the thousand wonders every day that God has given us.  What a shame if we’re too busy and too worried to notice.

And then there is the fact that worry is often unnecessary, it’s a waste of time and can be harmful in our lives.  I think it was Mark Twain who said that there had been many things that troubled him in his life, and some of them actually happened.  Most of the things we worry about don’t happen, and if they don’t then we’ve worried for nothing, and if they do then we’ve worried twice!  “Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?” asks Jesus, and it’s true that we can’t, but it’s also true that the opposite can happen, that too much stress and anxiety can shorten our life span. Worry is something we do when we’re helpless to do anything else, but it only reinforces just how helpless we feel.  It makes things worse.

So what Jesus says actually makes quite a bit of sense, and we can understand the benefits of not worrying, but still there’s that voice in our head that says ‘it’s not that easy Jesus!’.  We do need to eat, and to feed those who depend on us.  We do need clothes.  We are concerned about the ones we care for.  But Jesus doesn’t deny any of that, he says, “your heavenly Father knows that you need these things”.  And then he gives us the solution – seek God first, and then you will have everything you need.

I am guessing that there probably isn’t anyone here who wouldn’t like to worry less.  But we can’t just try and push worry out of our lives without replacing it with something else.  And I think that ‘something else’ – the only thing that works – has  to be faith, and even more than faith, trust in God – because as someone pointed out to me a couple of weeks ago, even the devil believes in God, but it’s trusting him that really matters, that makes all the difference.  Jesus is telling us in this passage just how much we matter to God.  If he cares for the little things, the birds, the flowers, even the grass, how much more likely is he to care for us.  As a good mother or father would, he wants to provide for us, to give us good things, and he wants us to love and trust him.  We do have responsibilities too.  But we are not alone.

Of course, trust isn’t something that can be instant.  It usually takes time.  Chloe (who is being baptised today) has already started learning to trust her parents.  She knows when she’s hungry that she needs food.  She doesn’t know why.  But she has discovered that when that need is there, it’s met, and other needs too, and she is beginning to trust that she will be provided for, that she is surrounded by people who love her and care for her, that she’s in safe hands.  And so it is with God, and the more we try to trust him, the more we will discover that he is worthy of that trust, and will get us through our troubles.

I say ‘troubles’ quite deliberately, and just in case you’re now happily humming “Don’t worry, be happy” to yourself, and looking forward to your carefree existence!   Because worry-free is not the same as trouble-free.  Jesus is not suggesting that a life of faith in God is a life without a care in the world.  He finishes the passage we heard today by saying “each day has enough trouble of its own”, and he’s right.  Trouble happens, sometimes to good people, and sometimes right out of the blue.  God is not going to wrap us up in cotton wool, and completely insulate us from the realities of this world, and to be honest, we wouldn’t do that for our children either, no matter how much we want to keep them safe.  Because that would mean no freedom to live life to the full, and no freedom to become the people we’re meant to be.  That would be ‘smothering’ not ‘mothering’.    And even Jesus himself didn’t lead a charmed life, in fact he had a lot of troubles, and he was anxious and afraid at times, but he put it all in the framework of his belief and trust in God his Father, and he was right to do so.  Because the cross was not the place where all was lost, but where all was won.  The cross gives us the ultimate reassurance that everything will be well in the end.  And if we can shift our focus on to God, and trust in him who did even that for us, then we will be people whose lives are defined by hope, and not failure – and I think that’s what Jesus means when he says: “Don’t worry...”, and I think that’s what it means to be a Christian – to live a life defined by hope.

I know that I would find the task of being a parent almost impossible without trust in God.  If worry is something we do when we feel helpless and unable to do anything else, then trusting God makes me a lot better than helpless.  There is something I can do.  I can turn to God.  I can pray when my children walk out the door.  So when in the baptism service we are asked to promise to look after Chloe, to care for her, to pray for her and walk with her, and help her faith to grow, it should be no surprise that the answer we use is not “we will”, but “with the help of God, we will.”

I wonder how many countless times we will say to our children as they grow up: “Don’t worry, I’m here, I love you.”  In these words of Jesus God tells us all the same thing. “Don’t worry, I’m here, I love you.”  Today, Chloe, we pray that you will grow up knowing yourself to be loved by your family, but also loved as a child of God, and that you will trust him, as he holds you – and all of us here – in his hands.
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