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Is there anyone here this morning, besides me, that feels kind of anxious?  I suspect so.  One of the most common human emotions is the anxiety we experience in our daily lives.  Anxiety is the primary response we make to the perceived threat of a known or unknown reality or outcome.  It can be anything from a sense of uneasiness and mental preoccupation to a paralyzing fear and overwhelming disability.  Normal, self-aware anxiety is a good thing in that it makes us alert to what is going on around us, enables us to avoid danger, and motivates us to solve problems and surmount obstacles.  For our primitive ancestors who lived in a constantly dangerous environment it was life saving.  A saber-toothed tiger could appear in the dense brush at any moment, and one needed to be vigilant to stay alive.   Anxiety beyond reason, however, is one of our major mental health problems.  Anxiety disorders are the most common mental health problem in our country, even greater than depressive disorders, which run a close second.  So, we keep searching for a level of serenity that will counter the discomfort of anxiety and make us feel safe, secure, and serene.  Frequently, rather than simply trusting our ability to make good decisions and handle whatever befalls us, with a sense of God’s help, our search leads us into places that may initially make us feel better, but ultimately are dead end streets of misguided efforts to find relief.
One of these dead end streets can be the quest for absolute certainty. The anxiety of unknowing is something that large numbers of people have a hard time living with, especially in regard to issues of faith and belief.  The only specific definition of faith in the NT is that it is “the assurance of things hoped for and conviction of things not seen” (Heb.11:1).  The emphasis here is on assurance and trust, relational dynamics that see us through and give us hope. Ours is a relational faith in which we seek to gain knowledge, but it does not require the possession of absolute truth.  Paul said that he dealt with suffering by knowing not what but in whom he believed (2 Tim.1:12).  The test of faith for the Christian is not whether or not we have all the right answers but if we have the right relationship with God in Jesus Christ.  Those who tend to insist on scriptural inerrancy and doctrinal purity may do so because they can’t risk not knowing precisely for sure.  Anxiety of unknowing cannot live with ambiguity, doubt, or unresolved questions.  For me, however, living with ambiguity is a mark of faith when we, like Paul, know in whom we believe.  Certitude is a dead end because we can never really get there.  There will always be more to know, and we will never possess the absolute truth.  The need for absolute certainty and the imposition of that need onto others breeds intolerance, extremism, or worse.  Writer and Nobel laureate Aristole France said “It is the certainty that they possess the truth that makes men cruel.”  We won’t find our serenity in a quest for absolute certainty, only more anxiety.
Getting everything we want is another dead end street in our search for serenity.  We live in a “gotta’ have it” society.  Technological gadgets have only made that more pronounced and evident.  Manufacturers know that about us so that when we have bought the latest and greatest device, they come out with a newer and more advanced model, and we gotta’ have it – and now!  Folks will line up all night, or longer, to be sure to be among the first of those who possess that latest and greatest device on the market.  For those who sell these items that is a good thing, and there is nothing wrong with using them, but the relentless pervasiveness of our desires and determination to possess everything we want does not do much for our humanity, and certainly not for our serenity. Writer/Philosopher Oscar Wilde once wrote, “In this world there are two tragedies.  One is not getting what one wants, and the other is getting it.  The last is much the worst.”  Technology is only one and the most current example of this inordinate human need to possess and control as a misguided way to find serenity.  Behavior moves beyond reasonableness and becomes obsessive in its excess.  It is connected to the great economic divides that have in recent years begun to characterize our society, creating great chasms between the rich and the poor and severely impacting the middle class.  We read that CEOs of major corporations, as a whole, earn 400 to 600 times the average earnings of the workers in their corporations. Could that be related to a search for serenity through wealth and power?  Studies, however, have shown that persons earning above $50,000 to $75,000 a year are no more content and happy with their lives than those who earn less, even much less, and in many cases are less content and happy than those lower, middle class income groups.  Those living on the dead end street of “gotta’ have it now” can never rest because more is never enough to bring serenity.  There is an addictive dimension to this search because we keep striving even when the endless striving is causing us pain in our relationships, our health, and our capacity for spiritual awareness.  Such behavior is a major part of the definition of addiction.  It is, in the words of Ecclesiastes, “a striving after wind.”  One way, in fact, to look at substance and behavioral addictions is as dead end streets on a badly misguided quest for serenity.  
One of the great stories of the Bible is the complex story of dysfunction, deception, and transformation seen in the story of Jacob, a man who wanted it all, no matter what he had to do to get it, until he feared he could lose it all, including his life.  Having colluded with his mother to trick his weak and blind father, Isaac, into giving him his older brother’s inheritance (older by minutes since they were twins and Esau came out first), Jacob fled in fear of being killed by Esau.  He went to live with his mother’s brother in a place called Haran.  Uncle Laban was a deceiver and liar like Jacob, so they were an interesting match for each other and consistently tried to outfox the other for personal gain.  There he married his uncle’s two daughters, a dramatic story in itself, and he prospered.  In fact, he prospered so much that Laban’s sons were jealous and plotting against him, so Jacob heard a word from the Lord telling him to leave Haran and return to the land of his father.  He gathered all his family, servants, and property and left in the darkness of night, herding his sheep and cattle on the long walk back home.  As he neared home he received word that Esau was coming to meet him with a company of 400 men.  Now why would he have 400 men with him unless he planned to wipe out Jacob and his household.  Jacob became very anxious.  The last thing he knew that Esau had said about him was, “If I ever see him again I will kill him.”  He sent messengers ahead with sheep and cattle as gifts to Esau, trying to ease his anxiety by an obsessive-compulsive effort to appease Esau.  It didn’t work.  On the night before they were to meet, Jacob was extremely anxious and fearful, but he knew he had to face his brother in the morning. He also knew he had to face himself and his life of deceit and manipulation.  So, he sent his family and flocks across the River Jabbok for the night, so that he could be alone.  There, the story goes, he spent the night wrestling with a man, or an angel, or a spirit somehow identified with God but also with his inner self, the former self that he was ready to have transformed.  It was a spiritual struggle so intense that it was as if he were locked in mortal combat with an adversary that was both himself and a spiritual presence.  As dawn was breaking, the adversary seeks to end the struggle and tells Jacob to let him go.  Jacob insists on being blessed, and he is asked his name. “ Jacob,” he replied.  He is told, “You shall no more be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and have prevailed.” Then he is blessed with a genuine blessing, far different from the blessing he tricked out of his father. That is the transformational moment in which Jacob changed. He built an altar there and said, “I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.”  No more the anxious deceiver, Jacob leaves with a limp, signifying his struggle, and prepares for the face to face meeting with Esau, still suspecting death but now as a changed man acting on a new courage.  In perhaps the most redemptive human moment in the OT, when these two brothers meet face to face, rather than finding Esau’s rage he found forgiveness.  We read that “Esau ran to meet him, and embraced him, and fell on his neck and kissed him, and they wept.”  It is ironic that Esau, who begins the story as the impulsive fall guy ends up as the hero of this dramatic moment.  We rarely hear of Esau again, but we hear a lot about Jacob.
A story that is filled with greed and deceitfulness ends with serenity.  How did that happen?  It happened when an internal change occurred, when a reality was accepted and faced for what it was, and self-centered striving ceased.  The lesson is that serenity can only be found within.  It is not something we posses, but comes from that by which we are possessed.  We find it when we finally stop looking outside ourselves and look within, when we change the lens through which we view the world around us.  That is what Jesus meant, I believe, when he said, “Don’t be anxious about your life.” He tells us to look at things around us differently out of a changed sense of self, not trying to manipulate others to get what we think we need, but with gladness and trust, living for today and seeking first the kingdom of God and God’s righteousness, and all we need will be available to us.  With that peace that passes all understanding, we will be able to sing, “It is well, it is well with my soul.”
Around 1932, when the world was deeply troubled and the US was struggling with a catastrophic economic disaster, theologian Reinhold Niebuhr wrote a prayer for a Chapel Service at Union Theological Seminary in NYC.  It somehow survived beyond that service and was found in 1938 by Bill Wilson, co-founder of AA, who adopted the first line as a prayer for AA meetings, and it came to be known as The Serenity Prayer.  Next to the Lord’s Prayer, this may be the world’s most quoted Christian prayer, used at every AA meeting around the world as the meeting closes with the words, “God, give me serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference.”  Yet, there is more to the prayer than the first sentence, and in profound simplicity, it is the most remarkable statement about serenity I know.  I use it regularly in my own prayer life and have a framed, artistic copy of it hanging on our living room wall so that I can stop periodically to read it and adjust my perspective for that moment of that day.  On occasion I also use it with clients in counseling.  It points us on the road to serenity by not only gaining courage and wisdom, but also learning to live one day, one moment at a time, reframing hardship into peace, avoiding judging others and trying to shape our world in our image, trusting God, and differentiating between reasonable happiness  and supreme happiness.  Join with me as we pray together this prayer of the heart.         

 God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference. Living one day at a time, enjoying one moment at a time; accepting hardship as a pathway to peace; taking, as Jesus did, this sinful world as it is, not as I would have it; trusting that You will make all things right if I surrender to your will; so that I may be reasonably happy in this life and supremely happy with You forever in the next.    Amen
                                                                                                                     
