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        Pentecost 24
Standing tall:

facing the fear of paralyzing what-if’s
In the beginning…
On this day in 1938, a 23-year old actor named Orson Wells went on the air.
His program?
A Halloween production of a book called the War of the Worlds, 

adapted for radio.

Throughout the broadcast,


Orson Wells described an invasion of earth by creatures from Mars.
Even though the CBS radio station reminded the audience four times 

that the program was only a drama,


America panicked.

Listeners prayed; 
many scrambled for shelter;

entire families tried to flee.

Newspapers reported that “a tidal wave of terror swept the nation”.

A culture of fear.

That’s what sociologist Barry Glassner called his book five years ago.

And that’s what he also calls America today…

67 years after Orson Wells went on the air.

A culture of fear.
In other words, terror is still sweeping our nation.
Barry Glassner’s argument for our “culture of fear” is quite convincing.

News programs – he says – search for the best scare of the week 
to attract our attention…and boost their ratings.
Politicians get us to fear the worst if their opponents get elected.

Advocacy groups move us to donate money to their causes

by painting frightening pictures if we do not control the spread of a disease.
Even preachers have learned how to play on our fears;

they warn us that  “America is overdue for God’s judgment”



that “we will suffer God’s wrath if we do not change our ways”.
Did you notice how often Glassner 

– in the examples he gives – mentions the word “if”? 
That’s right!  More often that not, we are anxious…we are afraid, 

not of real dangers today, but of imagined ones tomorrow.
We are terrorized by “what if” scenarios

not only on the evening news, but in our everyday lives as well.
What if?
What if I can’t find a job?  …can’t marry?  …can’t get pregnant?

What if I lose my job?  …my health?   …my loved ones?

What if my friend doesn’t like me? 
…my boss doesn’t promote me?  
…my family doesn’t care for me? 
What if?
What is your “what if”, my friend?
Zig Ziglar, in his book entitled Something to smile about,

says that less than 8% of our “what-ifs” become “Oh, no!”…



less than 1 of 12 fears ever becomes fact. 
Why, then, do we do it?
Why do we worry?

It’s a very destructive behavior, you know.

One of the Mayo brothers once said:


“You can worry yourself to death, 
but you can never worry yourself to a better life”.

So why do we do it?

Barry Glassner would say it’s an acquired behavior;


we learned it from our culture – a culture of fear

I say, if we learned it, we can unlearn it.

But how?

How can we deal with all the “what-ifs” that paralyze us? 

Did you know that God sent two people to help us?

One is his Son; the other is his spokesperson.

Jesus tells us what God says and does to help us wipe out our “what ifs”.
And a pastor named Paul tells us what we can say and do.
This morning, we’ll explore what these two men tell us.
Facing paralyzing “what-ifs”

1)  What God says and does (Matthew 6:24-24)
How can God help us face – and face down – those paralyzing “what-ifs”?

Listen to what God says

Listen to what his Son tells us:


Don’t worry. [Matthew 6:25]
I’m sorry; I’ve misquoted the very son of God.
This is what Jesus really said:


Don’t worry…don’t worry…don’t worry. [Matthew 6:25,31,34]
We don’t have to read any lips;


Jesus repeated the command three times.
Command?  Yes, command.

Jesus does not suggest that we break our bad habit of worrying.

He demands that we do it.

If we don’t, we disobey God.

Carol Kent, in a little volume entitled Tame your fears, writes this:

“Worrying about things that haven’t happened yet 
is a direct act of disobedience.”

Worry as disobedience?

We may not see worry as a sin…but God does.

And his Son explains why.

No one, said Jesus, can serve two masters. [Matthew 6:24]
If you’re worrying about a “what if” in your life…

who’s in charge of your life?

…whom have you chosen as the captain of your fate?
If you’re perspiring about a potential problem,


can you really say that you’ve let go…and let God?

If you’re consumed by trying to control the outcome,


can you really say that you’ve committed the cause to God?

The next time you find yourself worrying about “what if?”

find the answer to “who?”…or “whom?”

Whom am I trusting in life?

myself…or my God?

The pagans, said Jesus, trust themselves. [Matthew 6:32]
They refuse to trust God –

that heavenly Father who – Jesus says – knows all your needs and will give you all 
you need day by day. [Matthew 6:32-33]
One day, one of our bad behaviors drove Jesus to get a little cross;

three times he had to repeat the command: Don’t worry.

And another day, that bad behavior drove Jesus to a cross…


that cross where he paid the penalty for your worry and mine.

But let’s never forget this:

Jesus doesn’t only free us from the punishment for worry;



he can also free us from our penchant for worry.

And he can do that as soon as we open our eyes.
Look at what God does
Look…, says Jesus, 

look at what God does in the world.

There is a father in heaven who has a great track record on planet earth.
Look, says Jesus, at nature.

Look at the lilies and how they grow. [Matthew 6:28]
They don’t worry about losing their looks or losing their shape.
Yet – Jesus goes on – Solomon in all his glory was not…as beautiful they are. 

[Matthew 6:29]
Then Jesus turns people like you and me, looks us in the eye, and adds:

If God cares so wonderfully for flowers that are here today and gone tomorrow, won’t he more surely care for you? [Matthew 6:30]
Look, too, at the birds, says this ever-living and ever-loving son of God. [Matthew 6:26]
The birds don’t wonder “what if”…


they don’t worry if they have enough to make ends meet.

Why? Jesus tells us:


these creatures let their heavenly Father feed them. [Matthew 6:26]
Again, Jesus turns to people like us and says:


And you are far more valuable to him than they are. [Matthew 6:26]
Have you ever watched the birds?

Have you ever listened to them sing?

If you have, you’ve probably heard this song:

Said the robin to the sparrow,
“I should really like to know,
Why these anxious human beings
Rush about and worry so.”

Said the sparrow to the robin,
“Why I think that it must be,
That they have no Heavenly Father,
Such as cares for you and me.”
Do you want to conquer this human condition called worry?
Then look, says Jesus, at what God does in nature.

Jesus also could have told you and me 
to look at what God does in history.

That’s what another Jesus did.

It was that leader who used the Hebrew name for Jesus…


it was Joshua who wrote these words near the end of his life:

Not one of all the Lord’s good promises to his people failed; every one was fulfilled. [Joshua 21:45]
If you want to understand how God takes care of his people,

you can look at nature…

you can look at history…

you can even “look at me”.
Jesus could have said that, too.

After all, didn’t God give up his son just to get the likes of you and me?

And, if you like logic,


you’ll love this argument by that pastor named Paul:

So what do you think?  With God on our side like this, how can we lose?  If God didn’t hesitate to put everything on the line…by sending his own Son, is there anything else he wouldn’t gladly and freely do for us? [Romans 8:31-32 MSG]
What’s the point?

Just this…

If you’re inclined to worry about “what ifs”…

if you’re trapped into micro-managing your life,



remember you have a father in heaven –

a father who has been caring for people like you… 
a father who has been taking care of issues like yours
for thousands of years.

And if you accept the theory of evolution,


he’s been doing it for millions of years.

It doesn’t matter what kind of calculator you use;

it all adds up to a very good track record.

That’s why God’s son directs us

to listen to what God says...look at what God does.
God’s spokesperson, though, want us to focus on what we do and say.

That pastor named Paul claims that this, too, 

will help us face – and face down – those paralyzing “what-ifs”.

2)  What we can do and say (Philippians 4:6-9)
This morning, the good pastor suggests that we – first of all – erect a sign.
Erect a sign
“Just say no”

Do you remember that sign?

It was used by our government in a recent campaign against drugs.

Although it was easier to say than do,


studies show that the slogan did keep some young people from getting hooked.

“Just do it”

That’s another sign.

It’s was used in advertisements by Nike, 

not only to sell people sports shoes,



but also to help people succeed.

“No trespassing”
That’s the sign which Pastor Paul wants us to erect this morning.
“No trespassing”

When we start to think “what if”…


when we’re tempted to wander into the wasteland of worry,



we need to visualize this sign at the border.
What do we do when we see such a sign?

We turn away, don’t we?

That’s what “no trespassing” signs are designed to do --
turn us away…



turn us away from the wasteland of worry…




turn us to look at the garden instead…

the garden of God’s goodness.

That’s what the pastor named Paul tells us to do.
Forego the worry…and focus on the wonders.

This is what he says:

You’ll do best by filling your minds and focusing on things true, noble, … gracious – the best, not the worst; the beautiful, not the ugly; things to praise, not things to curse. … Do that and God, who makes everything work together, will work peace in you. [Philippians 4:8-9 MSG]
Did you get that?

Did you hear the promise?

Did you hear what happens 

when you and I avoid the waste-land posted with a “no trespassing” sign?

Forego the worry…

focus on the wonders, says Paul…

and you find the peace.

The pastor, however, not only tells us what to do;


he also tells us what to say.

He encourages us to express our fears.

Express the fears
Dr Paul Tournier, a prominent physician and psychiatrist, 

wrote a book entitled The Strong and the Weak.
He included this statement:


“As Christians, we are not exempt from fears, but we can take our fears to God.”
What the doctor says reminds me of a song I heard as a little boy.

This is going to date me, but one Sunday at church,

I listened to a men’s quartet sing an old gospel hymn 

called Just a little talk with Jesus.
It goes like this:


“I may have doubts and fears,


My eyes be filled with tears,


But Jesus is a friend who watches day and night.


I go to him in pray’r;


He knows my ev’ry care,


And just a little talk with Jesus makes it right.”

A simple song? Yes.

Simplistic? No!

For this song captures what that pastor named Paul tells us.


Don’t worry about anything, says the pastor.  


Instead, pray about everything.  Tell God what you need.




If you do this, you will experience God’s peace.  [Philippians 4:6-7]
Again, did you get that?

Did you hear the promise?

Did you hear what happens 

when you and I turn away from fretting 
and turn to the Father ?

Excuse yourself from worrying…

express your fears to the Father, says Paul…

and you experience God’s peace.

Yes, you and I have acquired a bad behavior from our culture.
We have learned to worry.

Studies, however, show that we can unlearn bad behavior.

It takes – on average – 21 days


and involves replacing a bad habit with a good one.

So…the next time your tempted to think “what if”, 

just replace that question with another one…with a “why not?”

Why not turn to God instead?

Why not tell him your fear?

Why not trust him to handle the potential problem?

After all, you’re turning and talking to a God 

who not only cares for you,



but who is competent…

competent enough to take care of whatever troubles you.

And that reminds me…

So often, when you and I turn to talk with God,

we do it as a last resort.

In other words, we reduce prayer to a re-active behavior.

Why can’t we see it as a pro-active behavior?

Why can’t we see our “little talks with Jesus” as a stimulus…

the stimulus that God uses to change people and events.

As Richard Foster says in his classic book The Celebration of Discipline,

when you and I pray, we are “working with God to shape the future”.
Let me repeat that:


when we pray, we are “working with God to shape the future”.

…even our own.

At the end…

I would like to close with a poem --

written by Helen Callicoat, 

entitled “My name is ‘I AM’”

You can find it on the back page of the outline for this message.

It’s one of those poems you may want to post on your refrigerator.

“I was regretting the past and fearing the future.


Suddenly, I heard God speaking:


“My name is ‘I AM’”.


He paused.  I waited.


He continued.


“When you live in the past with its mistakes and regrets,


 it is hard for you because I am not there.


“My name is not ‘I WAS’.


“When you live in the future with its unknowns and fears,


it is hard for you because I am not there.


My name is not ‘I WILL BE’.


But when you live in this moment,

it is not hard, because I am here.


My name is ‘I AM’”.
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