Strive For the Kingdom

Luke 12: 4, 11-12, 22-34

August 12, 2007


Suppose you had a dollar for every time you’ve been worried about something, a dollar for every big thing and every little thing you’ve ever worried about:  would you be a millionaire, a billionaire, a zillionaire with zillions of worry dollars?  Oh, maybe not; maybe troublesome stuff just rolls off your back; maybe worry never upsets your sleep or your stomach; maybe you’re a person who never gets yourself all tied up in knots of stress and anxiety.  Maybe if you were the owner of my house and you’d found a tiny two-inch-long snake under the sofa, you wouldn’t have worried for weeks that there might be another snake lurking nearby, its big mama, and you wouldn’t have thought about putting the house up for sale.  Maybe, if dollars were given to those who have worry down to a fine art, you’d be a pauper, without a worry dollar to your name.  But, if you’re anything like me, you’d have a huge pile of worry dollars, with a steady supply yet to come, since life never seems to tire of throwing us stuff to worry about.  And then, as if you didn’t already have enough to worry over, here comes this morning’s Bible passage, which might contain something else to worry about.


Well, right about now you’re probably thinking to yourself, “Is Ilene crazy or what?  This is a beautiful Bible passage, comforting and calming, Jesus’ words so reassuring:  Do not worry; God is taking care of you.”  True, yet the words “do not” are very strong words, if not an outright command, then at least a very definite directive:  do not worry.  So, tell me, are you living that directive; have you stopped worrying?  Or is it the case that, because of what Jesus himself said, you and I now must worry about the fact that we worry?


Trouble is, it’s impossible for us human beings to “just say No” to worry and stop it altogether.  If we’re in touch with reality and its potential dangers and heartbreaks, we’re going to worry.  Even when we cocoon ourselves in layers and layers of denial, trying to convince ourselves that everything’s okay, and even if we’re very faithful people who trust God’s loving care, still there’s that inner worry wart, with all its “what if’s,” leading us to make mountains out of mole hills and do what 12-step programs call “awfulizing.”

Of course, with the 20/20 vision of hindsight we can see that the worry wart inside us dragged us through a lot of unnecessary stress and anxiety.  But, at the time, with no crystal ball to give us a reassuring picture of the future, we worried.  Human beings worry; it’s impossible for us not to worry.

So, I ask you:  would this Jesus of Nazareth, who understood and loved people, would he have demanded something impossible, thus setting us up for failure and shame?  I don’t think so, and especially not in light of the fact that worry is not always a bad thing.  It never feels good to be worried, but worry serves some good purposes.  Oh, sure, worry can burst its bounds, to become a monster that can make us sick.  But worry within appropriate bounds benefits our health.  Worry is a built-in mechanism, innate to us human creatures, intended to help us survive, to keep us alert and on our toes, able to make good decisions in light of possible consequences.  Worry is what urges us to look before we leap, and worry is sometimes what urges us into acts of loving care.

You’re worried about a friend, you pick up the phone and call and give support.  You’re worried about the plight of the poor, and the mentally ill who wander the streets, and children who don’t have healthy role models and need encouragement to grow beyond what they were born into, that worry urges you to look for ways to help.  You’re worried about people who are victims of prejudice, hatred, violence, injustice, you start confronting not only the bullies but also those people whose apathy maintains the status quo.  You’re worried about the planet and how we’re going to leave it for the generations to come, you start being a better steward of earth’s resources yourself.

Worry urges us into acts of loving care, and often it’s what urges us away from doing harm.  If we have a conscience, we worry, for example, about how something we’re thinking about doing might effect others negatively.  Worry can serve useful purposes, fostering our own survival, and urging us into acts of loving care and away from hurtful decisions and behaviors.


So, with worry often serving good purposes, it seems absurd to me that anyone would hear Jesus saying that faithful people ought never worry about anything.  But that is what some people hear Jesus saying, that we should just hand over all our worries to God, leave all our troubles and worries “at the foot of the cross,” as they say.  That’s what some preachers preach.  But that’s not what Jesus preached.

He didn’t say, “Just dump all your worries at the foot of the cross.”  He said, “Pick up your cross and follow me.”  He said, “I’ll shoulder that cross with you,” but not, “I’ll shoulder it for you.”  He never said, “Go live worry-free, while God works everything out.”  He did say that if you’re serious about being a disciple, if the call to follow Jesus has laid claim to your heart, you have work to do.  He says it in this morning’s Bible passage, that we are to strive for the kingdom, a striving which is not defined as looking for something or reaching out trying to get something, but striving defined as exerting your energy to work in and for the kingdom that’s dawning all around us.

We are to be tending and nurturing the seeds of the kingdom, spreading the seeds of kingdom love and kingdom goodness in people’s lives, striving to spread the good news of God’s love into the hearts of God’s children everywhere.  Thing is, striving for the kingdom, doing gospel work not only as volunteers with benevolent agencies, but also in one-on-one conversations:  that’s something which people who take discipleship seriously often worry about; we worry about our own ability to do that.  We worry about whether or not we have it in us, the strength and courage we need to speak up, to confront some of society’s systems which are harmful and to confront the people who tout and support those systems and benefit from them, and who won’t take kindly to our insistence that those systems must change.  We worry about our ability to persuade the hearts of people who are resistant to the ways of the kingdom.  But we worry also about our own discipleship skills when we meet people who aren’t resistant to the way of the kingdom and want to hear about it - from us, who put us on the spot to talk about God and God’s love.  We worry about what to say, how to put it, which words to use, how it will sound, and we worry about falling short, that the ineptitude of our words might turn people off instead of turning them on to the good news for their own lives.


Well, guess what:  that’s the worry Jesus is addressing in this Bible passage, our worry about our ability to be good and faithful disciples, working, striving for the kingdom.  About that, Jesus says, do not worry.  You’ll have what you’ll need, including the words to speak, when you are doing gospel work.  Now, that’s not to say that God gives us what we need only when we’re explicitly engaged in kingdom work.  God is with us all the time, and oh so close in every moment of worry and anxiety and stress.  We remember the 23rd Psalm playing out in our own lives, God sustaining us through dark valleys, getting us through what we don’t think we can ever get through, God leading us to the other side, where indeed our lives will not be the same as they were before, yet, though different and changed, with more goodness to come.  Certainly God is providing our deepest soul needs all the time.  But, in this passage, Jesus is specifically addressing the needs of disciples, our need for sacred sustenance as we strive for the kingdom, as we work to fulfill our sacred calling.  Having what we need for that, Jesus said, is something we don’t need to worry about.


“Don’t be afraid, little flock,” he says.  “Don’t be afraid, little flock of Presbyterians at the corner of Camden and Lexington,” he says.  The strength we need to plant seeds of the kingdom wherever we go, the courage and wisdom and willingness and generosity we need, the words we need, the vision we need of the Spirit soaring among us and leading us forward, everything we really need, God will provide.


Do not worry about your ability to be a disciple – that’s what Jesus is saying.  So, are we going to stop worrying about that?  Oh, probably not, but the good news is we don’t have to worry.  And maybe once in a while we’ll remember this promise of Jesus, and we’ll set that worry aside, and go out there not in fear but with excitement, to strive for the kingdom.
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