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        2 Thessalonians 2:1-5, 13-17 and Luke 20:27-38


When this month’s Worship Task Group first read the scripture readings that the lectionary had assigned to this Sunday, our collective response was “Huh??”  In Second Thessalonians, the writer is trying to calm down a group of people who’ve been listening to a teacher who’s been saying the world is about to end.  In Luke, Jesus is arguing with a group of people who are all tied up in knots about who a person is going to be married to in heaven.  We couldn’t really relate—those just aren’t the kind of things that keep us awake at night.  So we were tempted to just dismiss these scriptures as irrelevant to our lives—that is, until we started talking about our own worries.  


Once we started talking about our own worries, our conversation started gaining all kinds of energy.  We each have our worries, but beyond that, we all have the sense that we live in a very anxious culture, an anxious day and age.  Soon, we were diving back into the scriptures to figure out what kind of response, what kind of answer to worry we might find there.  In general, this isn’t a bad way to read scripture.  Beneath the particularities of a situation, there is a root issue.  Jesus, for one, seems to often respond more to the root beneath a debate than to the particularities.  He offers root responses to root issues.  Since worry lies at the root of today’s scriptures, let’s see if we can figure out what his root response is.  


Of all the places in the world where it seems like we could use some guidance today, dealing with anxiety, with worry, seems to me to be near the top of the list.  How do you deal with your worries?  We have a lot of options at our disposal.  For example, we can ignore them and hope they go away.  We can try to drown them out, to override them, by thinking of something else, or by doing something that gets our mind off of what we were worrying about.  Those tactics work in the short run, but they don’t work for long.  To deal with worries on a bigger scale, we really need to find spiritual solutions.


There’s no shortage of spiritual answers to worry, either.  I’ll tell you my two least favorite.  First there’s this one:  “I’ll Fly Away”.  That’s to say, there’s a spiritual school of thought that suggests that life here on earth is just a trail of misery.  But instead of worrying about our problems here, we should just keep focused on the next world, on heaven, on the city of God where everything is perfect and all our problems will be solved.  That might help with worry, but it sure doesn’t help this world very much.


Another spiritual solution to worry is this one:  “From a Distance”.  Now I know that song is a favorite of many people’s, so perhaps I should explain why I don’t like it very much.  It strikes me as a very close spiritual cousin to “I’ll Fly Away”.  The solution to worry, according to “From a Distance” is to step back—way, way back—and to look at the situation from the perspective of a distant God.  To me, that solution is just as detached from this world as one that is entirely focused on heaven.  Both solutions suggest that God doesn’t really care that much about the petty little problems of our daily lives.  Both solutions suggest to me that when we lift our worries up to God, God’s response is essentially, “So what?”


Since I believe that Jesus Christ came to show us what God is like, I simply cannot believe that God stands out in heaven waiting for us to finish with our trial here on earth, or that God watches the world from a distance.  Jesus shows me that God is great and awesome, but also intimately connected with this world, involved with birth and life and death and life beyond death.  If God is watching us, it’s as much from the cross as it is from the skies; it’s as much from the cradle as it is from the throne.  And because of that, I trust that my worries are not irrelevant to God.  Because of the story of Jesus, we know that God is present to this world, our lives, and by affirming God’s presence in the muck and yuck of life, we can begin to craft a helpful spiritual response to worry.


You can see this spiritual response to worry play out in both of the scriptures we read this morning.  When the Sadducees come to Jesus with their complicated questions meant to prove the impossibility of resurrection, Jesus doesn’t solve their riddle, but instead puts it inside a bigger framework.  “God,” he says, “is not of the dead, but of the living.”  When we affirm that—when we affirm that God is involved with life, that it’s amongst that living that God dwells, then we affirm a story that has echoes in the ancient stories of the Hebrew scriptures and resounds in the story of Jesus.  When we affirm God’s living presence in our story, we affirm that whether we live or whether we die, we belong to God.  That affirmation reduces the power and presence of worry in our lives, not because we have stepped so far back, but because we have affirmed that we are living into a story that is much, much bigger than our worries.


There’s a similar kind of re-framing in our scripture from Second Thessalonians.  There, where the people in the church have become overly worried about the end of time, the writer reminds them to stay centered in the core teachings that Paul had brought to the church.  And what are those core teachings?  The end of this morning’s reading reminds the church that it’s God’s love and God’s grace that gives them hope.  It’s not what we’ll experience at the end of time that matters—it’s God, who is loving and graceful, who holds time, who gives us hope.


In each of these readings, the worries that first seem so big are put into a new framework—a framework that is defined not by our problems, but by the nature of God.  That’s not to say that our worries don’t matter, that they’re insignificant.  But it is to say that God is big enough to hold them, to embrace them, to encompass them.  


Here’s another way to understand this re-framing:  Do you have a place in your home where you feel really safe and comfortable?  I do now, and I know I did when I was a kid.  I loved to burrow under all the covers of my bed, turn on my flashlight, and write in my journal.  And when I had a really tiring, really perplexing day when I was a kid, even when I was in high school, when I came home after school I would get under my covers and I’d start to relax and feel safe again.  Do you know that feeling?  Well, that’s one way to imagine God.  God is like to house in which we live, or even like the covers of our bed that can hold us and keep us warm.  When we find ourselves overwhelmed with worry, we can use our imagination, use prayer, to reframe our situation, and remember that God is bigger than our biggest worry, and in the end, we are living God’s story, not the story of our worries or our problems.  God’s story is a story of love and a story of grace, and we can rest in it, and find the strength there to live our lives in this anxious world.
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