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Over the last several weeks, our lead pastor, Doug, has preached a series of sermons on questions starting with “What if” – “What if Jesus wanted to be followed rather than worshipped?”, “What if love mattered more than sex?” Like many of you, I found them interesting, provocative questions that challenged us to open up our thinking and expand how we understand faith.

Then, last week, Pastor Bob looked at recent events in Egypt, challenging us to consider that the freedom won by the people of that country came when they asked, “What if we apply the nonviolence of Jesus, of Ghandi, of Martin Luther King Jr.?”

These “what if” questions have led to an inspiring time in the life of our church and in the world. And yet, even as we open ourselves to new ideas and new hope, we are still anxious about the future, worried about economics, employment, violence and war. We are asking another kind of “what if” question.

Perhaps you recognize yourself in one of these scenarios.

· You lost your job a year ago and still haven’t found a new one. “What if I never find work?”

· You are a high school student. You know how badly your parents want you to get into a good college. You worry all the time about your grades. “What if I get a B?”

· You are middle-aged, your body changing. “What if my spouse doesn’t love me anymore?”
· You are waiting for test results. “What if I have cancer?”
· You are sick, in the hospital, elderly. “What if God has forgotten me?”
· You read the news. “What if Egypt is taken over by Muslim extremists? What if we can no longer get oil? What if?”
We live in a time when the future is uncertain, and our “what if” questions lead us into deep and persistent worry. Our fears may be realistic and understandable, but our worry sucks our energy, keeps us awake at night, paralyzes us. 
So, when we hear the reading from Matthew that Adele read a few moments ago, Jesus words, “Do not worry about your life”, can seem, at best, empty, at worst, absurd. How can I not worry about my life? The idea that we might truly “let go and let God”, truly trust our lives to God’s leading, can seem so foreign, so unrealistic, that we dismiss it before we ever imagine what that might truly be like.

If we think about it, the words “do not worry about your life” must have seemed just as challenging to those people gathered around Jesus when he spoke them. For them, worries about food and drink and clothing were very real. Scholars tell us that between the high rent on farmland, outrageous taxes, mandatory religious tithes, and payments on loans, the line between subsistence and famine for most peasants in the first century was a fine one. In addition, the Roman Empire was not a safe or comfortable place to live. The Romans ruled through fear and violence and economic dependence. How could the people listening to Jesus not worry?

And for that matter, how could Jesus not worry? When we look at the life of Jesus, we see someone who challenged the religious, social and political systems of his day with nearly everything he did. He called the scribes and the Pharisees hypocrites, he turned over the money changing tables in the Temple, he spoke with women and lepers, he healed on the Sabbath, he upheld the dignity of outcasts.

John the Baptist had been beheaded for his prophesying. How could Jesus not worry for his own life? How could he say, “Do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own”?

Yet, what we see in scripture is that Jesus is calm and centered in his trust in God. What enabled Jesus not to worry was his intimate knowledge of who God is and what God is doing in the world. Jesus knew God deeply. He knew God was near. He knew God would not forsake us. And in knowing God, he could trust God.

We can begin to see the layers of Jesus’ trust in God in how he speaks in this text from Matthew. He is keenly aware of God’s love and compassion for all of creation. With that awareness, he reasons that if God provides for the least of creation, the birds and the lilies, God will most certainly provide for humans, who were created in God’s image. Jesus knows God’s love for the birds and the flowers, and Jesus knows God’s love for us.

Not only does Jesus have a deep sense of who God is, but Jesus knows what God is doing in the world. Jesus knows that God has created a kingdom of justice, of freedom, of hope, of righteousness. And that when we worry, worry becomes clutter, and clutter blocks our vision of the kingdom. And so he says, “strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness”. God will take care of the rest.

Jesus trusts God and in telling us not to worry about our lives, he tells us that we can trust God, too. The question is: are we willing to do that? By nature, it is difficult for us to give up control or accept a lack of control. Can we trust that God will provide for us, take care of us, heal us? It is a different question than do we believe in God. It is one thing to say that I believe that God, in some form, exists. It is another to say I trust God with my life.

For most of us, trust in God builds over time and with a lot of intentional hard work. As with any relationship, we bring into our relationship with God all the doubt, the cynicism, the brokenness and insecurity that we have stored up in our hearts. And so it’s not surprising that trust can be difficult. We each are left to ask ourselves, what stands between me and trusting God?

There are probably as many answers as there are people, but here are a few possibilities. For some of us, our concept of God has stayed whatever concept we learned in Sunday School or picked up as children. We learned one or two dimensions of God, such as God is all-powerful or God is all-knowing, but haven’t really struggled with what those things mean, with the consequences of an all-powerful or all-knowing God. That leaves us with a very thin understanding of God in which God is distant and, perhaps, sometimes frightening. A God who is sitting at a chessboard way up in heaven and we are the chess pieces. It’s hard to trust our lives to a God who seems so far away.

Perhaps others of us question how we can trust God when there is so much pain, so much tragedy, so much senseless death in the world. Or we ourselves are at a point of crisis in our lives when God seems to have disappeared, seems not to care, seems to have forgotten us. On the cross, even Jesus had a moment of doubt. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”

And still others among us may doubt ourselves more than we doubt God. We cannot imagine ourselves as worthy of the kind of unconditional love that God has for us. Sometimes, I think that is who Jesus is talking to in this passage from Matthew. “Are you not of more value than the birds of the air and the lilies of the field?” It is as if Jesus is saying, “I know that you don’t believe in your own value, but God does. Society may have taught you that you are unworthy, but God loves you and, like the lilies, you are beautiful exactly as you are.”

In just under two weeks, Lent will start, the season of self-reflection. Lent can be a good time to take a measure of your trust in God. Can you let go of worries and trust that God will care for you? If not, what stands in your way and what might you do to build that trust?

Perhaps you can spend more time with scripture, collecting the many images of who God is and God’s relationship to us. For centuries, humanity has struggled within the confines of language to express Godness. And so scripture is of full of metaphors and word pictures that can build our trust. God is described as father but also as mother, as lion, leopard, moth, eagle, as light and wind, as creator, comforter, healer, helper, as shepherd, as counselor. In scripture, too, we find the stories that attest to God’s character – to God’s faithfulness and forgiveness and love. How can you make these images and stories your own?

Or perhaps building trust in God will come for you from learning about the faith journeys of other Christians through reading or participating in a small group. Perhaps you will read the Christian mystics like Teresa of Avila or Thomas Merton or the poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke. Or maybe you will join a 24 Hours small group study, learning to know God through the stories shared by others in your group.

Or perhaps in order to build your trust in God, you will choose to spend more time in prayer and conversation with God. In journaling or some sort of artistic expression that leads you to honest questions and answers about who God is in your life.
In her book, “Models of God”, theologian Sallie McFague proposes that what is missing in contemporary Christianity is imagination or, more specifically, an imaginative but credible picture of the relationship between God and the world. And so I invite you to open your imagination to God. Rather than imagining all the “what if’s” that frighten you, all the bad things that might happen to you, clear out the clutter of worry. Ask yourself one of those hope-filled questions. What if I trusted my life to God? 
You may find a freedom you have never discovered before or thought you had lost forever. The freedom to live in hope. The freedom to celebrate your life in God’s abundant creation. The freedom to take all that energy you put into worry and turn it outward, turn it into the courage and strength and confidence to help build God’s kingdom on earth. 
May it be so. Amen.
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