St eds 8 and St John's 11

And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labour or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendour was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? So do not worry ...
It's a beautiful passage that not one without its difficulties. If I were to "interrogate" Jesus' words from our gospel reading this morning, I would have two questions at least to ask.

Firstly, is it always the case that God provides food and clothing for those who put their trust in him? Which is to say, I guess there are plenty of examples of faithful and godly people who have found themselves thrown into abject poverty, often through no fault of their own. I can imagine there are some good Christian people in places like Ethiopia, for example, who have indeed suffered and died because they haven't had enough to eat.

That's usually a more intellectual question. It's a bit like the question, "Why does God allow suffering?" Of course, if it's you that is doing the suffering it is not just an intellectual question, it's a real problem with consequences but more often than not we ask these questions to try and understand with our minds the gap we see between our understanding of who God is and how life is actually experienced. So we believe God is all loving, all compassionate and provides for his children and yet we know that faithful people do suffer hunger and poverty. How to reconcile those two things?

But my second question for the passage is not so much a question for the intellect but one for the heart. "Do not worry". Tell me how! I feel that worry is not something I choose to do. I think some people are born worriers but even the most laid-back people will find themselves from time to time overcome with worry and anxiety. Our food, our drink, our clothing, are not things we consider optional extras that we can do without. They appear to us to be one of the only things that stands between us and complete ruin. And the same is true when we fear that we might lose our job or a marriage or our health. Surely it would not be human not to be anxious about these things? When things are tough and people say to you, "Don't worry" you can find yourself thinking very unchristian thoughts.

So those will be my two questions that I'd like to ask this passage. I'm not sure that I have two answers but I think it's important to understand one thing at least: we cannot separate these words of Jesus from the person of Jesus. If we do that then the words become just general good advice and we can take them or leave them but it is not as though these words from Matthew chapter 6 would be just as true whoever said them. There are plenty of self-help books telling you how to cope with worry and anxiety. Here's a random selection from Amazon.com, "Free Yourself from Anxiety", "Overcoming Anxiety", How Not to Worry, 50 Things You Can Do to Manage Anxiety, the Anxiety and Phobia Work Book,  the Worry Cure: Stop Worrying and Start Living." There are obviously a alot of worried people out there and I'm sure that many of these books have good advice to give but Jesus is not giving "good advice". Dietrich Bonhoeffer says, "This is not to be taken as a philosophy of life or moral law: it is the gospel of Jesus Christ." In fact says Bonhoeffer if we fail to see this then Jesus words will ring very hollow indeed, "either [it] is cruel mockery for the poor and wretched, the very people Jesus is talking to who, humanly speaking, really will starve if they do not make provision today. Either it is a horrible law which men are to reject with indignation; or it is the unique proclamation of the gospel of the glorious liberty of the children of God, who have a Father in heaven...."

So let's think about that for a moment. Jesus doesn't just say, "Don't worry, it's going to be all right." He knows that human beings need food, shelter, clothing, self-respect, healthy relationships, but he also knows that you and I tend to place too much trust in these things for our happiness. It is not wrong to want to be well fed, well clothes, well housed. It is not wrong to want a decent job or someone to love. But if we put our faith in these things, particularly in material things, for our eternal joy then we are putting our trust in things that can and will let us down. They cannot bear the weight of our hopes and expectations, they were never meant to. We are actually creating the very environment in which worry and anxiety can have a field day. 
And Jesus says, 
Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own
The fact is we must not worry about tomorrow by building around us a kind of protective carapace, defensive armour, because we cannot control tomorrow, and it is the illusion that we can that leads to anxiety. If we imagine that by removing all possible causes of worry and stress we will insulate ourselves from pain and trouble then we are believing in a delusion and stress will come as sure as eggs is eggs. The lilies of the field and the birds of the air are our model because they live for the present moment without attempting to control, organise or manipulate the gifts of God.

So when Jesus says, "Don't worry," he is not saying, "Follow me for a trouble free life" or patting us on the head and saying, "There, there, it's all going to be all right." Instead he is saying "Come and share my life" and live as those who seek God's kingdom first. The desire for security, the hope for a future, the need to know that we are valued are not wrong things. What is wrong is when we place those desires, hopes and needs in something other than the one who says to us, "Do not worry." Which is why we cannot separate the words from the person. We can be free from the anxiety that hoards, frets and jostles only if we reorientate our desires away from things other than God's kingdom. In fact, the whole of the Sermon on the Mount is about this reshaping of our desire. We are to root out desires that leads to  violence, unfaithfulness and lies and instead desire peace, integrity and truthfulness. And we can only do this when we are in the company and fellowship of Jesus Christ. Which is why at the beginning of the sermon on the Mount we are told, "His disciples came to him, and he began to teach them."

 Where are we going to find anything like freedom from anxiety? Not, I fear, from self-help books or good advice. Certainly not from storing up treasures here on earth. The glorious freedom from anxiety for which we all yearn is only going to be found when we come to Jesus Christ and share his life. Because Jesus doesn't want us to live lives that are crippled by anxiety about the future. He does not promise us that our lives will not have worries and troubles only that these things are not to define us. Instead, our lives should be shaped by the joyful knowledge that we can together gather around Jesus, hear his teaching, be set free and share in the fullness of his life.
