Messages from Mountains: Some Things Just Don’t Work
Matthew 6:24-34


Don’t worry.

When we hear those words from Jesus during his mountainside sermon, our first response may be, “You’ve got to be kidding.”

Worrying seems as natural as breathing. We do it at work—a colleague who’s angry, a looming deadline. We do it at home—a child who’s struggling at school, a mounting list of repairs. We do it just about everywhere—when we listen to reports about the latest outbreak of warfare, when we encounter increased security levels at the airport, when we watch our investments teeter-totter, when we wait for test results from our doctor.

And Jesus says, “Don’t worry.”

But he says something else first. He points out that some things just don’t work.

According to Jesus, our attempts to serve two masters—God and money—just don’t work. Jesus doesn’t say that money is bad, just that it can rule our lives if we let it. And Jesus notes that money makes a lousy lord—one that demands our loyalty, our allegiance, even our worship.

If we allow money to become our lord, we trust it to meet our needs. If we believe money can satisfy our deepest needs, at some point we discover that we never have enough. There’s only so much money—so we spend our time counting, tracking, and stock piling in hopes of avoiding the scarcity that seems to surround us.

But Jesus offers another choice. Instead of allowing money to be our master, we can enter into relationship with God. Choosing this relationship offers an infinite amount of love, grace, hope. It opens a world of abundance in which there’s more than enough for each of us. A world in which don’t worry actually becomes a possibility.

One writer points out that scarcity creates fear and fear creates devotion to those we think will protect us. Abundance, on the other hand, produces freedom—freedom from fear, from grasping things too closely, from closing our hearts.

Jesus invites us to enter into a world of abundance—one filled with trust, generosity, and openness. But accepting that invitation can be hard because we’re surrounded by so many images of scarcity—images that cause us to worry because we’re afraid we won’t have enough.

But Jesus reminds us that we have a choice. We can allow images of scarcity, fear, and worry to capture our loyalty. Or we can give our loyalty to other images—images of abundance, courage, and trust.

This week I sent an e-mail in which I asked many of you to share where you see sites of abundance, places of courage, and signs of trust in our world. In response, you shared images that help you focus on where God is at work caring for the world in ways that help you relax, take a breath, count your blessings, and trust in God’s providence. I share those images this morning in hopes that they will help each of us to do the same.


For one person, it’s things that just happen unexpectedly that feel like signs from God. Maybe an e-mail that comes and contains an inspirational message that speaks to you. Or missing a flight and finding out it was canceled in Chicago because of weather after it landed. It’s these little messages or signs that give one hope and trust.


More literal images touched another person: “I recently heard a speaker from a mission that has gone to provide dental/medical care in Haiti for the past twenty years. The speaker also brought slides, and in the midst of the still evident rubble from the earthquake, in spite of the unreliable food supply and lack of clean water, the people are still smiling, hopeful, grateful for what they have received. There I sat, fed, housed, warm, able to pay my bills and send my kids to college, thinking about how it is just a stroke of luck where you are born and get to live. I think the presence of God is in those people who have such a solid faith that they can smile, pray, have hope for others even though their own lives are so difficult. I don’t know if that is the mountainside ‘don’t worry’ message exactly, but I do know that faith sustains us through much.”


Another literal image came in the form of a photograph of a stunning sunset. The photographer shared that image because rainbows always make her think of God’s promises.


Nature also is a source of images for others. “I see peace in nature,” one person says, “even an island of woods in a rotary circle always brings me a little peace.” Someone else says, “Just look at God’s world! Land, trees, skies, animals, friends. . . .”

Another person points to the weather and shares: “Today is a most glorious day—beyond description. To take it in requires one to stop, contemplate the beauty of nature, take it in with a big breath, and just stay in the moment. The result is obliteration of worries and concerns over which we have no control . . . at least temporarily. Perhaps this is why God gives us a day of days weather-wise every once in a while.”


That sense of the temporary is at the heart of what inspires trust for another couple. They share: “The most important thing we have learned in life is that nothing is permanent nor forever, except God. Knowing that, we know that all negatives—such as anxiety, pain, distress—must and will come to an end, to be replaced by something better. If we could only remember this when times are rough or when we are saddened for whatever reason, then we would know how to view things in a more positive manner, remembering that God is the light at the end of the tunnel.

“Regrettably, the times that follow—such as fun, happiness, enjoyment—must also come to an end, and we should be prepared to face what comes next by placing, also then, our trust in God.

“The cycle continues. . . .”

Learning to focus as the cycle continues helps another person. She shares: “For me, when it gets tough I remind myself to focus on enjoyment of the passage of time. To stop and let go of that unachieved goal and appreciate what is . . . get grounded in the moment. Once I can take stock of the moment and all that it holds, I can then take aim again.”


Learning not to worry is a process for another person: “I find it easier, as I become older, to put aside concern for myself and ‘my’ world, and I truly feel that wonderful peace the Bible promises. Mostly, it is a matter of increasing faith through prayer and getting into the word. I find is it a process of increasing reliance on the Holy Spirit to guide my moves and decisions.”


The examples and actions of other people also can provide images of abundance.


One person shares: “I see courage that staggers my mind when I look at people around the world—we might even be tempted to call them powerless people—that struggle against oppression or injustice. Human history tells us that wherever and whenever powerful people want to diminish the lives of others, there will be a struggle. I don’t know if I would have such courage to put my life on the line for freedom and justice, to risk everything, but I am reassured that this seems to be a constant in the human experience—to struggle against the powerful for a righteous cause. It reassures me that our commonly held notions of power can be a mirage, and that righteousness is the greatest power of all.”


For another person, a reminder of abundance came in an e-mail from a former student. In that e-mail, the former student extended a message of care and concern.


The recipient of the e-mail notes: “This is the epitome of what having faith means to me. I deal with colonels, lieutenant colonels, majors, captains, etc., every day. I try my very best to provide the help and service they deserve. But, when least expected, one remembers. This is what keeps me always faithful—God always provides when you need. The key, I’m finding late in life, is to be open and observant and, most important, grateful.”


For another person, the reminder not to worry came from a much younger student. In fact, he’s less than two years old.


It was his first day in a mother’s-day-out program. His mother had taken care of the fair amount of work involved in getting everything ready for that first day. She’d followed the instructions, packing a change of clothing in a Ziplock bag with his name on it; a box of diapers and wipes; his lunch; his sippy cup with his special milk, labeled of course; and all the paperwork.


As she hurried around making sure she had all the right things, she felt butterflies in her stomach as though it were her own first day of school. She had to keep reminding herself that it’d only be a few hours, it wasn’t school, and it’d be OK if she forget something. Her son would be fine. She was the nervous one, not him.


The pair arrived as the other parents and toddlers were arriving. The nervous mother took off her son’s coat and hung it up on a little hook that had his name above it. Around them older toddlers were fussing, and one had to be carried flailing into the nursery as his father waved goodbye.


The mother introduced her son to one of the teachers, who held out her hand to the child. He looked up, smiled, and took the teacher’s hand; they walked together into the classroom. He didn’t even look back. His mother’s heart swelled with a strange combination of pride, longing, and happiness, and she stood there fighting back tears.


“I worry so much about my little boy,” she writes, “because I am a chronic worrier, but he is always telling me, in his many and varied ways, ‘Mom, it’s OK. I’m ready for this.’”


Don’t worry. Reminders are all around us. But we have to notice them.


And, as another person notes, we have to choose to accept and believe them. He shares: “For me, the admonition not to worry only means acceptance of what is, and faith that life and love prevail. The birds do not sow or reap but we know that they do ‘work’ at nest building, hunting, etc., which is to say they do what comes naturally. The splendid flowers do not labor (here I sense an older more traditional definition of labor meaning overly strenuous toil), but of course they too perform functions quite naturally until they die. This is what I feel we are called to do: to live and work naturally until we die, without the stress of worry. Signs that we should not worry: the birds of spring are already starting to arrive, soon flowers which we have not even planted will force their way sunward (I LOVE dandelions!), despite the suffering and death in the world, new babies are crying out with life and learning to laugh, and even in ravaged places like Haiti people are making music and art. We all suffer some pain and eventually die, but we need not worry!”


Don’t worry.

With those words Jesus invites us to make a choice. We can focus on images of scarcity, fear, and worry. Or we can remember Jesus’ teaching that some things just don’t work and then look for new images. Images that will help us enter a world of abundance filled with trust, generosity, and openness. Amen.
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