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NOT WORRYING

Jesus says, “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear” (6:25a). Singer Bobby McFerrin encouraged us to adopt a simple philosophy: “Don’t worry, be happy.” (This song won a Grammy Award for 1988 Song of the Year!) Is Jesus saying, “Don’t worry! Be happy”? Is Jesus saying, “Don’t be concerned about your children, your grades, your job, your mortgage, your house, your retirement”? I don’t think so. Jesus knows you and I worry. He knows that we are anxious. What shall we do? Jesus says, “Look at the birds, the lilies and the grass.”

Have you every paused to watch birds? Tom McGrath writes in The Christian Century about the time his father was recuperating from surgery in a large care facility. 1 In a spacious day room patients gathered daily to watch dozens of brightly colored birds flit and chirp and peck at bird seed in a glassed-in, sunlit aviary. Tom noticed how every face softened with delight as patients watched the birds. No matter their age, the people became like little children—forgetting their troubles and engaging one another in conversation. The care facility’s managers were not just good health care providers; they also chose to be trusted stewards who tended to the whole person: mind, heart, body, and soul. 

What is it about the birds, lilies and grass? I believe Jesus points to them as examples because they naturally participate in the life of God which flows through all creation. They live daily upon the grace of God.

For the first time in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus talks about faith. He does not ask us to believe propositions or creeds. Jesus does not ask us to believe the Bible. Jesus asks us to believe in God. I prefer to translate this word pistis not as “believe” but as “trust.” Jesus does not ask us to believe statements about God but to trust in God as do the birds, lilies and grass. He knows that when we worry, we distance ourselves from the Creator and Sustainer who is the source of our lives. When we are anxious we close our hearts to God’s grace. In his book on The Sermon on the Mount, Clarence Jordan writes, “The birds and lilies are nourished from the system to which they have committed themselves.” 2 So the first step in easing our worrying is to trust in the God who promises to take care of us. 
SERVING ONE MASTER

Jesus knows that the fundamental issue is that we always trust someone or something, so he says, “No one can serve two masters” (6:24). Clarence Jordan points out that Jesus does not say that we should not serve two masters. Jesus says that we cannot serve two masters. 3 When we lived in the state of Alabama, we quickly learned that the question about college football was this: Are you for Auburn or Alabama? I tried to be for both, but you can’t have two favorite teams in Alabama. I don’t believe Jesus ever lived in Alabama, but he says, “You cannot serve God and mammon (wealth/money/material things).”

Jesus does understand us and quickly goes to the root of our anxiety and depression, our exhaustion and worry. We are trying to live at cross-purposes by trying to serve too many masters. The word we translate as “worry” or “be anxious” is merimnate, which is built on a word for “a part” and means “split attention” or “divided concern.” We can translate it, “Do not go to pieces,” or “Don’t be distracted.” 

We cannot serve two masters. One will be primary and the others will follow. We will store up either treasures of our standards or treasures of God’s standards. We will serve either God or the stuff we make—money, status, house, car, children, bank account, and all other mammon. Jesus says, “But seek first the God’s values and God’s justice, and all these things will be given to you as well” (6:33).

We remember two of Jesus’ beatitudes from chapter 5. Jesus says, “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth (5:5). Eugene Peterson (The Message) translates it as, “You’re blessed when you’re content with just who you are—no more, no less. That’s the moment you find yourselves proud owners of everything that can’t be bought.”

The meek are not doormats. The meek are the humble, the gentle, the considerate. The meek are submissive to God’s rule and are willing to be disciplined by God. Their treasure and their heart are with God’s values and God’s justice for our world. 

And do you notice their promise? “For they will inherit the earth.” Do you earn an inheritance or work for an inheritance? No, an inheritance is a gift and is usually to a child of the parent. Our Master is also our Parent and wants to bless those who are meek, humble, gentle, and submissive. “The meek are the proud owners of everything that can’t be bought.”

Jesus also offers another blessing related to today’s teaching about worry: “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God (5:8). Eugene Peterson translates it as, “You’re blessed when you get your inside world—your mind and heart—put right. Then you can see God in the outside world.”

The meek and the pure in heart will not worry as much as the rest of us because their focus is on God’s values and God’s justice. They will see God at work in our world. John Killinger comments that it is so simple that many miss it. Jesus says that God is not trying to require us to do a lot of things or worry about a lot of rules. We don’t have to memorize all of the teachings in the Sermon on the Mount and keep a list of rules from God.  All we need to do is remember one thing: to make the rule of God and God’s standards the most central thing in our lives. Everything else will fall into place. Like the birds and lilies, we will live simply with all our values and goals in order. We won’t live anxiously in wanting what we don’t have and worrying about what we can’t do. 4 The meek and the pure in heart can see God in the outside world.”
FOCUSING ON THE ONE THING

I have never met a lazy person. Oh, I know of persons who do not have the values I have, but I believe everyone is focused on something. We call them “lazy” because they do not have our values. I think work is important but he may focus on parties and does not have my values. I propose that you and I learn how to focus on God by examining how we each focus on something important to us. 

Some have asked why I grew a beard. The simple answer is that last May I began training for marathons and knew that I would lose weight (mainly in my face). I didn’t want you to think I have some sort of terminal disease, so I grew a beard to disguise my weight loss, which is about twenty pounds so far.  


Almost two years ago Kile, a friend in Alabama, challenged me to train for the Boston Marathon in 2011. When we lived in Alabama, four running friends qualified for and ran the 26.2 miles of the Boston Marathon in April, 1991. Kile called us out for his 50th birthday celebration and a twenty-year reunion for April 18, 2011. I bought some running shoes and clothes and began training in 2009 about the time my mother died. At the Air Force Marathon last September I qualified for this year’s Boston Marathon.

What have I learned as I trained for the race? I realize the power of Jesus’ words that what we seek becomes central to our daily lives. For two years I have been focusing to run this year’s Boston Marathon. When I arise each morning, I know how far and how fast I am to run that day. My body craves certain foods which replace the nutrients strenuous training depletes. During this past hot summer, I drank at least 1 ½ gallons of water every day. 

How do I feel? I feel great. Nothing hurts. I feel lighter on my feet. I’ve bought new pants that fit me now. When I run the rhythm of foot strikes, breath, and arm motions feels in sync and integrated. When I run by deer on the bike bath, they stare at me as if to say, “Why don’t you use your other two legs?” I notice the birds flitting around to find food, and I smell fresh bread baking at Whole Foods. As the sun rises over the path in the mornings, I often hum a hymn and praise God for the marvelous creation—even if it raining or snowing.

As I train for this upcoming marathon I realize that this is a physical discipline which is like spiritual disciplines. We practice disciplines so that we can do what needs to be done when it needs to be done. And we practice disciplines so that we can become who we are called to be. I am aware that I am a runner. 


One of my favorite movies is Chariots of Fire, which won the Oscar for Best Picture for 1981. It’s the true story of a Christian missionary—1924 Olympic gold medalist Eric Liddell—who had a phenomenal ability to run and to run fast. It’s also the story of Jesus’ follower who refused to run an Olympic race on a Sunday—the Sabbath. After I saw the movie I made a vow that I, like Liddell, will not run a race on a Sunday even if it is a vacation day. The Boston Marathon, of course, is always the third Monday in April.

Eric Liddell words continue to inspire me: “The race is hard. It requires concentration of will and energy of soul. So were does the power come from to see the race to its end?--from within. Jesus said, ‘Behold, the kingdom of God is within us.’ If you commit yourself to the love of Christ, then that is how you run a straight race. I believe God made me for a purpose and also made me fast, and when I run, I feel God’s pleasure.” Like Eric Liddell, I believe God made me for a purpose and made me fast, and when I run, I feel God’s pleasure.”

I do not believe that Jesus is calling us to seek only God’s rule and justice and nothing else, for we come here today with many loyalties. We are athletes, parents, children, spouses, workers, students, musicians, friends, church members, and many other roles. I do believe that athletic training has taught me that what I strive toward will occupy my time, energy and focus. I am a runner, but I am also a disciple of Jesus.

Do I think you have to run marathons to understand discipline? No, of course not. We don’t have to run marathons to learn about discipline. My point is that each of us today has disciplines which help us focus on what is important to us. We have physical disciplines, emotional disciplines, mental disciplines, as well as spiritual disciplines we practice each week. I need my running friends to challenge me and encourage me in my marathon training; and each of us needs friends in Worship and in Life Groups to challenge and encourage us as “a people of faith on the journey of life.” 


How do we decrease our worry? Look at the birds of the air and the lilies of the field, and like them, trust in Divine Graciousness as your source of life and blessing. Apply the lessons you have learned from your other disciplines to help you make not your only focus but your primary focus your walk with God each day. “But seek first God’s values and God’s justice, and all these things will be given to you as well” (6:33).

I believe God made us for a purpose and also made us disciples, and when we serve, we feel God’s pleasure.
HYMN 566: Be Still My Soul
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