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 Jesus’s words are timely, because you’ve probably noticed that there’s quite a lot to worry 

about these days, maybe even more than usual. 

 There was, of course, the shooting on Parliament hill last week, prompting new anti-terrorism 

legislation by the government.  The enormous tribute to the Hamilton soldier Nathan Cirillo, who was 

slain at the War Memorial in Ottawa, says something about the anxiety many Canadians feel about 

world affairs these days.  Then there’s been the Ebola scare, with the US and other countries imposing 

strict quarantine measures.  And Canada has now closed its doors to visitors from West Africa.  And not 

so many weeks ago there was the great stock market plunge, which took a big bite out of a lot of 

retirement portfolios just after they had started to pick up following the great market crash of 2008.  

Even the low gas prices that many of us are enjoying are, for others in Canada, cause for a lot of worry.  

These worries, of course, on top of our usual worries about our families and our jobs and other such 

things. 

 Worry was on Jesus’s mind too.  He knew a lot about it, how distracting and disabling anxiety 

can be.  And his advice is: “Don’t.  Don’t worry.  Don’t be anxious about your life—about food and 

clothing, don’t worry about the essentials you need to survive.  Instead of worrying, make God’s 

Kingdom your priority, and you’ll find all that you need.”  

  It’s a very beautiful passage, about the carefree birds of the air and the easy-going flowers of 

the field, except for one thing:  it’s not completely true.   Take birds.  Someone who did the research has 

calculated that nearly 14 million birds die every day in North America—from cats, and diseases, and 

being poisoned and electrocuted on electric wires, and slamming into buildings, and some of them even 

starving to death.  And then those birds that survive don’t exactly have an easy life; they have to work 

hard.  They may not have to sow and reap and gather into barns, but have you ever watched a bird 

building a nest, one twig at a time, back and forth-- it’s a lot of work.  Do birds worry?  I doubt it, but 

then they have very tiny brains.  If birds had bigger brains I suspect they’d be worrying. 

 And as for the flowers…it’s true, flowers are very pretty, but flowers can also lead a precarious 

life.  There’s frost, there’s drought, there’s disease, and a lot of flowers never reach the blooming stage.  

And if they do, they don’t bloom for long.  As Jesus himself says, flowers wither, the grass gets mowed 

down and burned up.   Do flowers worry?  Well, no, but that’s because they have no brains.  If they had 

brains, they’d probably be worried too.   

 And then Jesus says, “You, you humans, you disciples of mine—you who do have large brains-- 

you shouldn’t be governed by anxiety, about what you eat, about what you wear, about your survival.  

That’s what the Gentiles do, that is, those people who live without trust in God.  Their worry is seen in 

their anxious striving to pile up things they need to survive and to safeguard their lives against risk.  

Don’t be like them,” Jesus says.  “You should make God’s Kingdom your priority—make God’s will for the 

world rather than your own security the object of your anxious striving--and then you will find all the 

things you need to survive.”    

 And again we might ask, is that really true?  Haven’t there been very religious, spiritual people 

who have died for the lack the necessities  of life?  Many of those West Africans who are sick and dying 

from Ebola are Christians.  Yet Jesus says they shouldn’t be worried about their lives.  How can they not 

worry?   Isn’t Jesus is being unrealistic?  



 I must confess that I find this teaching difficult, partly because I can get anxious, I tend to worry.  

My mother was a worrier.  When she was uptight, she’d often blurt out, “Oh my gosh, you just wait!”  

And I’m afraid I’ve picked up some of her way of looking at life.  In college I worried a lot…not about 

food and clothing, but whether my grades were good enough, whether I could have friends.  These days, 

when Julie’s is out with the car, I’m tempted to worry…I  want to call her on her cellphone, to find out 

where she is, is she OK?    Some of us just seem to have an anxious temperament, a worry gene, which 

makes these words of Jesus sound a little unreal. 

 And yet, these words come from Jesus:  “Do not be anxious about your life.  Do not worry.”  And 

since they’re from Jesus, I ask myself, how can Jesus say this?  What can he mean? 

 Well, Jesus tells us what he means.  First, he makes a common-sense observation about worry 

and control.   Worry, you know, can be pretty closely linked to our need to control.  “You think you can 

control everything?” Jesus infers.  “You can’t.  You might try to, but you can’t.  Can you add an extra 

decade or year or even hour to your life by worrying?”  Not likely.  More likely incessant worry about 

what you can’t control will make you die sooner.   Which makes  worry a very unproductive use of 

energy.  And Jesus cites a proverb:  “Don’t worry about tomorrow, each day has troubles enough of its 

own.”   

  Second, Jesus makes an observation about God.  It is this--two words.   God cares.  We can dare 

to relax our effort to control, because there really is a good God who, in spite of many worrisome things 

around us, cares deeply about the world and about us who live in it.  That’s not just pious talk.   Jesus 

would have known that the peasants to whom he spoke had plenty of reasons to worry about their basic 

physical necessities of life.  Will there be crop failure this year?  Will there be water in the well?  Will we 

have enough material things to get us through?  These are not frivolous things, and Jesus knew that.   

Nor did Jesus close his eyes to the unpleasant side of nature.  He knew that birds die…elsewhere he talks 

about sparrows falling.  He knew that suffering and evil exist in the world, that there are wars and 

persecutions and very personal disasters and sufferings, and that bad things do happen to good people.     

 And yet, Jesus also had the uncanny ability to see God’s provision, God’s handiwork, in every 

circumstance.  That’s what the prophet in our Old Testament reading also could see.  In the disaster of 

Israel’s captivity and exile, he could see the hand of God working for good.  The Gentiles don’t believe 

that, because for them, if there is a god he or she is not much to be trusted, and life is pretty much the 

survival of the fittest.  Amass things.  Build walls to guard your things.  Look out for yourself.  Live with a 

closed fist.  And enjoy what you have because tomorrow you’ll die.   But for Jesus, the birds and lilies 

offer a different narrative about life.  For him, the birds and the flowers are not Pollyanna-ish nature 

parables about the virtues of idleness and innocence.  Rather, the birds and the lilies for Jesus are living 

witnesses of the love of God.  It’s a God who does provide, a God who more often than we realize does 

break through in our times of crisis and suffering in surprising ways, to open new doors, to bring healing, 

to help impossible situations somehow work out.   And it’s a God who, when death comes, will be there 

for us on the other side.   

 A few weeks ago, there was an interview on one of the news channels with a woman in Liberia 

who had contracted Ebola, and had recovered.   She said, “I trusted in God.  I didn’t know whether I’d 

live or die.  But whatever happened, I knew I’d be OK, because God was with me.  And I had peace 

through it all.”  “Look at the birds,” Jesus says, “at how God feeds them, and also notes them when they 

fall.  Are you not of more value than they?”   

 And then comes the third thing Jesus says about worry.  It’s about what to direct our anxious 

energy towards.  Since we can’t control very much in life, and since a loving God undergirds the world 

and knows our needs even before we ask, Jesus says, let’s direct our anxious minds and strivings toward 

more constructive things, like God’s Kingdom.  I think that for Jesus, to seek God’s Kingdom  comes 



down to  living with an open hand, and working for good relationships over anxious striving for stuff.  It 

also considering the needs of others as important as our own.     

 And a lot of people also do have worries that are at least as big or bigger than our own.   During 

the world financial crisis of 2008, when lots of people were losing their life savings, one spiritual writer 

had some practical advice.   This writer was fully aware of people’s legitimate concerns and pain about 

their finances.  And yet, he advised those in a worry state to “be soulful of others.”  Here’s what he 

said:  “Most of the world's population live in poverty, on dollars a day. That won't help you pay the 

mortgage next month, but it does suggest that none of us are alone in this crisis-and that before we 

were affected by it, millions of human beings were experiencing poverty and crisis on a daily basis. It 

would be a huge benefit to you,” this writer said, “to find someone in crisis and do something for them, 

even though you yourself are in pain. Sometimes when we focus on the pain of others, our own pain 

lessens.”  Seeking God’s Kingdom first includes a lot of being “soulful” of others. 

 

 There’s a story about a man who hiked for miles across the desert with the hot sun beating 

down on his back.  His water supply was gone, and he knew that if he didn’t find water he would surely 

die.  In the distance he spied a deserted cabin which brought hope that maybe water would be found 

there.  He made his way to the cabin and discovered an old well.  He frantically pumped the handle of 

the well to draw water, but all that came out was dust.  Then he noticed a tin can tied to the pump with 

a note inside.  He took the note out and read it.  “I installed this pump and it works.  But the pump 

needs to be primed.  Under the white rock I buried a jar of water.  Pour one-fourth of the water into the 

pump and let it soak for a minute to wet the leather washer.  Then pour the rest medium fast, and pump 

hard.  You’ll get water.  This well has never run dry.  When you get the water, take what you need and 

then refill the jar and put it back as you found it under the rock for the next person who comes.” 

 What will the thirsty man do?  Will he drink that jar, or will he trust and follow the instructions?  

The choice that you and I make will reveal whether we are persons of large faith or whether—as Jesus 

says—we have “little faith.”    

 “Can we really trust in God?”  this story of the birds and lilies prompts us to ask.   For Jesus, the 

answer is a no-brainer:   “Of course you can.  You really can.” 


