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Sermon
Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will
wear…

Reading Jesus’s words from Matthew today, I am reminded, there are lots of traditions in Christianity
that talk about having a personal relationship with Jesus. Not very often ours, but today, I am happy to
have a personal relationship with Jesus, so that I can say, “Easy for you to say, buddy.”

Jesus says, “Do not worry about tomorrow,” but Jesus didn’t have 24hr cable news… I have an HD
stream of the many, many reasons I might worry about today and tomorrow. I’m maybe giving Jesus a
hard time

I also need to say, since some translations render Jesus’s teaching here as “Do not be anxious,” if you
are person who lives with anxiety that is treated or untreated in any form… Jesus didn’t know about
brain chemistry. And if anyone has every used this text to tell you “just stop worrying about it,” and
that has felt dismissive and hurtful, and like you’re just not adulting right, I am so sorry. Given the rest
of his context about the empire and the gentiles here, I might suggest that you read Jesus as saying,
“Don’t let worry or anxiety rule you.” So, if you seek help, from talking therapy, or from medicine, or
anything that helps you in a healthy way to get out from under anxiety that feels out of your control…
you pat yourself on the back and say, “I have overthrown the tyrant Caesar this day!”

The speed of flame

There can be so much to worry about, particularly in the basic stuff of life.

I have been thinking a lot about fire this week. If you have seen the news, you have probably seen or
heard of the fires that are sweeping through California right now. To listen to the stories of those from
Paradise, CA, who have fled their homes, and then seen their entire town wiped from existence… is to
be reminded of the frailty and tenderness of our each of our lives, and the horror or paralysis of not
knowing where to turn in great loss. Many lost friends, all lost homes, and with them, a sense of
belonging, a sense of place.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Joel+2:21-27
http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Matthew+6:25-33


Fire is a great equalizer and creator of anxiety. It is amazing to see how much of our modern lives has
been built around the prevention of fire. We create city plans, building codes, occupancy laws, even
rules about the cushion on your seat… we do fire drills, we get expensive safes to protect our
important items… because all of those things could be gone in a flash. The families that have been
impacted in the past weeks know it, and we know it somewhere in our compassion for them, and in
our own fears and anxieties which may rise up in echo of theirs.

Do not be worried about what you will eat, or what you will wear, Jesus says. Paradise says, we have
no clothes, no food, we have no homes. And the worry and anxiety hits so close to home, because we
live in a world in which we are told over and over again that we have to earn those things, even the
feelings of being clothed, fed, and sheltered.

One of the most relentless challenges to the God’s coming realm of justice is that pulsing message
that we, ourselves, are not enough. Not smart enough, good enough, Lord knows holy enough, worthy
enough to be cared for… the anxiety that we are living on the knife’s edge of caring versus
abandonment, fullness versus starvation, prosperity versus ash.

…and so, we fret and fight, and scrabble for more than we could ever possibly consume within the
fragile confines of our lives… so we might feel… safe. Maybe if I have a backup extra set of clothes, or
enough food in a shed that I could eat for a week, or a big enough generator, or maybe, well, maybe an
extra place to sleep even… maybe if I build enough of a wall around myself, I can be… safe.

Now, Jesus is not a good role model for people who want to be safe. He flew in the face of his culture
at the time, and of ours today. Here, in reminding us of birds and lilies, he doesn’t sugar coat it.. birds
and lilies don’t last for ever… but he does show us how deeply connected and rooted in God’s love
they are. This image of nature in connection stands against the image of the Roman Empire, where
security is earned through submission, fealty, and tribute. You have to earn your way into the life of
Rome.

The question that Thanksgiving allows us to ask, and wonder in, is: can we listen enough to instead
sense the complex web of blessing and abundance that is so often behind and below us?

The library of community

The other fire I have been reading about is in The Library Book by Susan Orlean. It describes the great
fire in the Central Library of Los Angeles in 1986. The fire, before there were regulations about how you
built a library to keep it safe from fire, before a sprinkler system, tore through the building… the fire
reached 2500 degrees, burned 400,000 books, damaged another 700,000. The water used to
extinguish it flowed through the stacks and collected in pools greater than six feet deep. It was, quite
simply, a disaster for the intellectual life of the city, the burning of this hub of their lives together.

But what put me in tears as I was reading about this fire was the reaction to it. I imagined that in the
face of smoke and ash, and pages smoldering and dancing in the air, that so many in Los Angeles
might just have sat and wept at the sheer shock of it. Many of the librarians did. But also, the city as a
whole mobilized: people flocked to the library to volunteer, even before anyone knew what volunteers
might be able to do. Over the next days, they created human conveyor belts, lovingly hefting



sometimes one book at a time out of the burned shell of the library, sometimes piles of photographs
and relics of their city’s—their community’s—life together. Because when you put out a fire, you have
water… there was a sudden rush to rescue the thousands upon thousands of water logged books…
the local fish market made space so they could quickly get them below the temperature at which
mildew and rot would seal their fate.

It was, quite simply a beautiful reaction to this hub of human life, learning, and connection
endangered… and so the web that it had nurtured turned back to it and nurtured it back to life and
health. Whatever they felt about it, I will say I read it as the Holy Spirit, turning us back to the heart of
God who has nurtured us.

God’s Ecology of Thanks

See, Jesus says, “Strive first for the reign of God…” and I want to notice here that the prophet Joel
gives us a little window into what that will look like: birds, and soil, and trees, and yes, us… all of us in
an ecology of thankfulness and giving-ness, will be a sign of God’s breaking into our world.

I use the word ecology here, because our scriptures over and over again note that God’s reign will look
like a creation in connection and community with itself. That when we are striving toward that ecology,
we will be both caring for those who are impacted by the fire, and living more wholly with the earth in
ways that might counteract the changing climate which has certainly made the fires this week worse.
When we are striving for God’s kingdom ecology, we will be both nurtured by the resources of
community and nurture it in others.

Jesus’s call

Do not be ruled by worry. I hear Jesus plainly saying. Because there is a way to let your reaction to
worry make you a tyrant of your life, and of the world around you. A way that consumes the resources
of others, and the resources of the earth; a way that values security over connection.

Whatever the great fire, or fear, or unknown in our lives may be… the other way to live through it is
through that ecology of thanks and of grace which surrounds us with the reminder that we are enough,
we are worthy … because we do not have to be everything. God is there, and God’s Spirit is alive and
moving in the ecology around us,

I am thankful for that network of connection and care this day: because here I am, it is my first Sunday
and my heart is full to bursting with the joy of being with you, and a little tender because I know that
any pastor cannot contain or bring everything needed to hold us in times of great joy or great pain, and
amazed by grace in the knowledge that I don’t have to, because all that is needed is contained and
filled by God who is truly with us.

Let us be ruled by the knowledge and love of God, who here in our presence may even be heard to
say: we are enough. Thanks be to God. May we strive to live like it. Amen.


