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“Making Room for Hope:  Letting Go of Harmful Anxieties”


The Second Sunday in Advent						      December 6, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								          I Kings 17:8-16
Epistle Lesson									              I Peter 5:6-11
Gospel Lesson									        Matthew 6:25-34


Advent is a season of hope.  It’s a season where we celebrate hope, where we try to renew hope; but there has to be room in our lives for hope.  Quite often we hang on to things we shouldn’t be hanging on to, and they take up all the room in our life where hope would reside.  

Today I’m going to focus on making room for hope in our lives by releasing the anxieties of our lives that take up all the room there.  Every once in awhile when the grandchildren act up and they get a little bit owly and rebellious, and they start talking back to their parents, my son-in-law gives them a quizzical, funny look, and then he says to them, “Why, that’s `crazy talk.’”  And he’ll have none of it.  He just tells them they’re talking “crazy talk,” and they go on from there.  I wonder how many times when Jesus got done speaking, people simply looked at him and said, “That’s crazy talk.  That’s crazy talk.  That’s all backward.  It makes no sense.”  The things that Jesus said are crazy talk, if he were not the Son of God.  But we find out that he is the Son of God, and so what he says is not crazy talk no matter how backward it might sound.  Everything he did he did in weakness, and this seems a little crazy.  When he entered this earth he came as an infant, as a child, helpless.  When he walked the earth, he walked it with no power, no armies to back him up.  His greatest accomplishment was being crucified unjustly on a cross.  And in the moment of that apparent defeat he said, “It is finished.  I have won.”  Well, this of course is crazy talk.  Until three days later he came back from the dead, and in his resurrection he looks at everyone and said, “Well, maybe it isn’t such crazy talk after all.  Maybe God is making himself known in me, and maybe in my weakness he makes his power known.  And maybe in my crazy talk is all the truth you really need to live.”  And then he ascended into heaven.  As he ascended into heaven he said, “I’ll be back.  But, until I get back you live, you live in what I have told you.  Even if the world thinks it’s crazy talk, you live in it.” 

So, as Christians, we do our best to live our lives as we wait for Jesus’ return, following his crazy talk.  But it’s very difficult for us, because the things of Jesus have a hard time finding space in our lives sometimes, because we won’t give up other things that fill the space.  My mother-in-law had a strange habit.  She would every once in awhile get new furniture.  And that’s not strange.  She would buy a new couch for the living room or a new recliner or something like that.  There’s nothing strange about that.  The strange thing is she never got rid of any other furniture.  Her living room had four couches in it.  I have no idea how many recliners, because I couldn’t keep track any more.  It was one of the most cluttered rooms you can imagine.  There was furniture all over the place.  Then when her grandson moved in with her, they couldn’t agree what to watch on television, so he brought his own television and set it on top of hers.  So, not only was there all this furniture in this room, but there were two televisions—one on top of the other—with competing programs.  This was not a relaxing place to be.  

I had a fellow once as a member of the congregation.  He was a very poor person.  About every six months he would buy a two hundred dollar car.  He would run it until it wouldn’t run any more.  Which wasn’t a bad idea, except he never got rid of the other car when he got a different one.  His farmyard was filled with dead automobiles.  Whenever I think of my mother-in-law’s living room, and I think of this person’s farmyard, I think of the typical Christian’s soul—cluttered with stuff that should be thrown out.  We try to import new things like hope; we try to import new things like joy into our lives, but sometimes the things we just won’t let go of clutter our souls, and what God wants to put there can’t exist.

In our Gospel lesson this morning Jesus says, “Stop being anxious; stop being anxious.”  What he is actually saying is, “You have no need to be anxious.  You have no need to be anxious.”  Then Jesus goes on to say, “But you can’t do a negative.  You can’t do a negative.  What you have to do is practice positives until they drive the negatives away.”  You have to practice the presence of God.  And as you practice the presence of God, you have to let go of all those anxieties that are cluttering your soul—all those things you worry about as a habit of life.  Once they go, then you have room to bring in the habit—the habit of the presence of God.  In this Gospel lesson Jesus says, “The key to this is to get your bearings--to practice the presence of God.  So, what you do is instead of worrying about all sorts of stuff, you look at the birds of the air, and as you look at this simple thing around you all the time, by practicing the presence of God you see that God is present, and God takes care of them, and they are OK.  And let the practice of the presence of God fill your soul.  When you get to worrying about clothing and things like that, why don’t you just focus on the beauty of all these little flowers that are just here for a day, and how God is present in taking care of them, and even if they’re only here for a day, his power is there.  Practice the presence of God and your anxieties will die on the vine.”  And he says, “You’re probably worried about your life.”  He says, “Don’t worry about your life.  You aren’t going to make your life any longer by worrying about it.  Focus on the fact that God gives you life, and practice the presence of God in your bodily existence.  When you see the power of God in the breath you take right now, the presence of God will drive away the anxieties that are holding you back.”  

Well, Jesus gave three examples of how to practice the presence of God.  In the tradition of the season, I’m going to give you twelve, what I think are sort of modern things you can do to practice the presence of God.  In the twelve days of Christmas, here are twelve things we can do to practice the presence of God.

The first thing you can do is to trust that God is involved.  So many times your worries about your life, your worries about your world only bother you, because you think about them without God as part of the equation.  But that’s exactly what Jesus is saying.  He says, “Never think about life without God as part of the equation.  And everything you look at in life trust that God is involved.  Trust that God is part of this.  And trust that God’s greatest attribute is his redemptive power.”  It’s not that fact that he makes everything go smoothly; it is the fact that no matter how things go, he is present with his redemptive power.  He is present with his redemptive power.  I was so looking forward to last week.  I took three days off to get rested.  I was going to come into last week and I was going to accomplish so much to get ready for the Christmas season, and I ended up with a virus and couldn’t even come to work.  I lay in bed and I started my mind taking off with me into fretting--Now what’s not going to get done?  Now everything is going to fall apart.  Everyone just thinks you’re just sick.  I started to say, “Wait a second.  This is just God telling me I have to rest.  This is just God telling me I have to be more patient.  This is God telling me that even in my weakness he will accomplish his purposes.”  So I had a great time last week.  I slept all I could.  I put the worries and anxieties out of my mind.  I gave the parish over to God, and I said, “It’s yours for the week.  Do what you can.”  But I did everything I could to put God into the equation, and my anxieties died on the vine.  

Second thing we can do is we can use every bit of our mental energy to know the value of things.  The world we live in is constantly giving us false values.  The world we live in is constantly saying, “This is something you should give your life for.  And this can wait for another week.”  That’s how we get lied to.  But it is up to us to put God into the equation and let God put the price tags on everything in life.  So as we go through life we say, “This is truly important and this will get my energy.  This does not affect my life.  It does not amount to a hill of beans.  It is magic beans, and I won’t give it any of my energy.”  Many of you have heard this story before.  I was on a canoe trip once and the canoe tipped over.  I saw a can of Pringles floating in the river.  I went over to get the can of Pringles.  The can of Pringles was in an eddy.  I couldn’t get out of that eddy.  It dawned on me, “I’ve been a lifeguard all my life, and I’m going to die over a can of Pringles.”  I got my wits about me, and I got out of the eddy without the Pringles.  I was able to save my life.  I didn’t drown on that day, but it’s been with me the rest of my life.  Don’t lose your life over a can of Pringles.  Practice the value of things and put your life where the value really is.

The third thing you can do to have your anxieties dry up on the vine is don’t fall in love with your plans.  It’s a big problem we have as human beings—we fall in love with our plans.  We base our happiness on our plans coming to be exactly the way we wanted them to be.  The fact is very few people’s plans ever work out in any way at all.  The minute we start saying, “I’m going to be happy when my plans work out,” we have condemned ourselves to constant anxiety and no happiness.  We can all make plans.  Someone said to me about three weeks ago, “If you want to hear God laugh, make plans.”  Don’t fall in love with your plans; fall in love with the beauty of today, with the ability to go in different directions, with the ability to let different options be the way you go.  Fall in love with today, and what’s happening now--not your plans.  

A fourth thing you can do is you can accept the fact that permanence is a delusion.  There is no permanence in this life.  People crave permanence; they want permanence.  It’s a delusion.  It has never existed.  There is no such thing as permanence.  When you can accept the fact that there is no such thing as permanence, then you will not lament the loss of permanence that you perceive.  Then you won’t fall apart when you look at things and say, “Oh, that’s different now.”  Of course it’s different.  Permanence is a delusion.  The joy in life comes from God’s presence at this moment, not from some delusion that things are always going to be the way we want them to be.  

A fifth thing you can do to get rid of your anxieties, and this is extremely important, you can follow the Holy Spirit.  You can follow the Holy Spirit to gravitate toward gracious people.  I discovered something that people do to make themselves miserable, and that is they gravitate toward miserable people.  They take miserable people seriously.  Follow the Holy Spirit.  All around you the Holy Spirit is working in people’s lives to make them gracious people, to make them confident, trusting people—gravitate toward them.  They will lift you up.  If you follow the Holy Spirit, and you gravitate toward gracious people, they will not judge you, they will not put you down, they will not criticize you, because they are gracious people, and the Holy Spirit working in their lives will lift you up.

A sixth thing you can do.  Get to know older people who are growing in wisdom because they are learning from their lifes experiences.  A lot of people simply get older and they never learn anything.  But many people in this world are learning as they are getting older.  They are getting wiser, they are getting more compassionate, they are getting more patient.  They see evidence of God’s presence around them like they didn’t twenty years ago.  If you can find some older people in your life who are actually growing in wisdom, gravitate toward them--learn from them.  And as you fill your life with the goodness they have, your anxieties will start to die on the vine.  

A seventh thing you can do.  Get to know younger people who have values.  Get to know younger people who have ambition.  Get to know younger people who have courage.  Get to know younger people who have compassion.  There are a whole lot of people in this world who simply make themselves miserable and anxious by constantly saying, “Every young person is a waste of time.”  It is absolutely not true.  This world is filled with young people who are courageous, ambitious, compassionate, trusting Christian people.  Get to know them.  And as you get to know them, and get to share in their vision of life, your anxieties about the future will die on the vine because you will see what God is doing in the lives of younger people.

Here’s an eighth thing you can do to reduce your anxieties.  Don’t obsess about your health.  Don’t obsess about your health.  Do what you can, and let it go.  God has been making your body go since your conception without much of your help at all.  Your heart has been beating, your diaphragm has been working, your circulation system has been working, you’ve been having thoughts—believe it or not—all this stuff has been happening and you haven’t put any effort into it because God has been supplying you life from the point of your conception.  Take good care of yourself and then live well.  So if, by the grace of God, you might live a long time, live well, don’t just live a long time—those are two different things.

Number nine, if you want to be a hopeful person and you want to quit being anxious, do everything you can to develop immunity to grumpiness.  Develop immunity to pettiness, to negativity, to excuse making, to harshness and other general end-of-the-world thinking.  Too often we are affected by other people’s grumpiness, other people’s pettiness, other people’s negativity, their excuse-making, their harshness.  We run into somebody who dumps all this stuff on us and it ruins our day.  Do everything you can to develop an immunity to those things.  Every once in awhile my wife says to me, “Did you hear what he said?”  I honestly say, “No.  It bothers me when I listen to what he says, so I quit.”  Develop immunity to the negativity of people around you.

A tenth thing you can do.  Every day of your life you’re going to hear that things around you are aging.  Whenever someone tells you that things around you are aging, simply remember that they always have been.  Then remember that all things are constantly being renewed as well.  That’s how you bring God into the equation.  See, whenever you say, “Everything is aging,” you’ve taken God out of the equation.  Of course you’re anxious.  No God—lots of anxiety.  But when you look at the world you say, “Well, yes, things are aging but they’re also being renewed daily because God is constantly renewing.”  See, you’ve brought God back into it.  And when you bring God back into the picture, you’re anxieties begin to die on the vine,

An eleventh thing you can do to reduce your anxieties.  Believe in heaven.  Believe in heaven.  I’m amazed at how often you hear people talk and when you listen to them speak it’s pretty hard to get from the way their speaking that they believe in heaven.  But Jesus is always telling us to believe in heaven.  Those loved ones who are gone from us—they’re in heaven.  That’s where we’re headed.  That’s where the world is headed.  When you believe in heaven a whole lot of your anxieties simply die on the vine, because you bring God back into the equation.  

And twelfth and finally, learn from the past, but don’t live there.  Live toward the future, but don’t worry about it.  Live in today.  Live today well.  Trust.  We’ve seen this before.  We’ve seen this before.  Today is the day the Lord has made.  He is present.  Today is a great day.  No matter where my life is taking me today; today is a great day.  Trust that.  Bring God into the equation.  Your anxieties will die on the vine, and hope will come to live in your spirit.  

Well, I said I had twelve, I really have thirteen.  If none of this works for you, then I suggest you do number thirteen.  Number thirteen is guaranteed.  Listen carefully.  Instead of watching the news at night, watch Andy of Mayberry.  Quit watching the news, and start watching Andy of Mayberry.  Why?  Because both Andy of Mayberry and the news are equally realistic views of life.  One is overly negative, and leaves you as anxious as you can possibly be; the other is overly optimistic, and leaves you as non-anxious as you can possibly be—and that’s a good bargain.  So that’s the sure-fire thing.  If you want to live in hope, not in anxiety, quit watching the news and instead watch Andy of Mayberry.

Now, you say, “Pastor, that’s crazy talk.”  I think that’s where we started.  Amen
