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NON-ANXIOUS LIVING                                                      Exodus 32:1–14

                                                                                       Psalm 106:1–6, 19–23

                                                                                               Philippians 4:1–9

                                                                                               Matthew 6:25–34


Today, as always, the preacher is preaching to himself. Let’s begin. My friends, I don’t know about you, but my anxiety level seems to be at an all-time high. Much of my anxiety is generated from watching the news channels. I know I shouldn’t watch so much. It doesn’t do me much good except to cause me to become more and more anxious. Perhaps some of you have found ways to cope. If so, I’d like to hear from you. Perhaps as a congregation we should have a community gathering in order to share our insights.

But I have to be truthful – President Trump frightens me, especially when it comes to his defense of white nationalists, his dismantling of health insurance subsidies benefitting the poor, and his tough talk related to North Korea and Iran. Now, it seems that there is a website telling us what to do if a nuclear weapon were to hit Hawai‘i, as if we could do anything.

I am anxious, and I know from my conversations with you that I am not alone. As if our own fears were not enough, it is hard to imagine what life must have been like for Jews in Charlotte, North Carolina, when neo-Nazis marched past their synagogue, shouting anti-Jewish slogans, or what life must be like for poor black folk who are surrounded by death and violence in their own neighborhoods. It seems that we do live in an age of anxiety. A recent New York Times article on teenage anxiety reports that over the last ten years there has been a doubling of hospital admissions for suicidal teenagers. The same article reports that 62 % of college undergraduates suffer from “overwhelming anxiety.” 
Truly, we do live in anxious times. This morning, let’s see what the Bible might say about the problem of anxiety. Let’s begin by turning to the story of the golden calf from the thirty-second chapter of Exodus. 

We wonder: what led the people of Israel to make a golden calf? After all, the making of such an idol was in direct opposition to the second of the Ten Commandments: “You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water underneath the earth.” (Ex 20:4–5) The only clue we have for this reckless action is revealed in the opening words of the story: “When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain . . .” I like to think that it was the prolonged absence of Moses that caused the people of Israel, along with Aaron, to become anxious, so anxious that they then tried to deal with their anxiety by making an idol. 

Their anxiety caused them to act stupidly, which we human beings are often prone to do. Anxiety does this to human beings. Yet, we ask, could they not have remembered that God had brought them out of their bondage in Egypt “with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm”? Having remembered their saving history, could they not have been just a little more patient as they faced their present situation? On the other hand, having seen the Judean desert, I can understand their anxiety and their fear. There they were, in the middle of nowhere, facing the real possibility of death. And Moses, who had been their connection with God, was nowhere to be found. One can perhaps understand their anxiety. 

 The facing of our finitude, our limitations, can indeed cause us to be anxious. In the desert of life, we look about us, and see only dryness. And underneath it all, we have this growing sense that life is not going to get better for us. We have this sense that what is has always been, and will always be. There is no end in sight. We become anxious, and not only anxious, but also fearful. 

It is in this context that we then desperately turn to anything that promises to give us a sense of personal security. The ancient Israelites who found themselves alone in the wilderness, with the assistance of Aaron, made a golden idol in the image of a calf. The people said, “These are the gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt.” Better to have something we can see and touch, rather than an invisible God whom we cannot see or control. Perhaps this golden calf will save us from our anxiety.

For the ancient Israelites it was a golden calf. For us, the possibilities seem to be endless. In our society, anxious and alone, we seek to find our security in wealth or possessions, or the latest scheme to become successful or important. Focusing upon them, we think we can get rid of all that anxiety that besets us. But it doesn’t seem to work. We never seem to get enough security to satisfy us.

Even the church can easily become anxious and succumb to idolatry. Perhaps it is the church building that takes the place of God. Or, it may be tradition that becomes an idol. “We’ve always done it this way” is the response when someone suggests change. Or perhaps it is some gimmick or slogan that takes over the life of the church. To be honest, sometimes I feel that the whole “God is Still Speaking” campaign of the United Church of Christ has become an idol to distract us from the truth that our denomination is in serious trouble. We seem incapable of facing the truth that our membership continues to decrease, in spite of our best efforts to shore up our sinking ship. Facing the truth is never easy, but it may be our only hope.
It is as if Moses has disappeared and we do not know his whereabouts. Here we are, in the desert, facing our uncertain future as human beings and as a church. Instead of looking to Jesus and his journey to the cross, we cast about for something that we think will help us. Yet, the underlying anxiety that besets us never seems to go away.  
As you know, when I was in Nova Scotia this past month, my camera accompanied me. In the context of what we have been considering, there is one photograph that stands out for me. I have placed it on the table inside the entrance of the sanctuary. It is a photo of an old barn, weathered by the constant onslaught of rain and snow. There is a door opening in the foreground and another in the far background. Beyond the rear opening there is a patch of green. But between the two door openings there is an area of darkness. It seems that to get to the patch of green, which for me symbolizes life and wholeness, we need to pass through the front door and journey through the darkness. In the presence of God and one another, we need to enter into the anxiety that besets us and instead of trying to avoid it, acknowledge it instead. We need to be willing to dwell in the darkness before we can reach the light. After all, Jesus had to enter the darkness on his way to the cross. Otherwise there would have been no resurrection.  
I also think that in a way even as we acknowledge our anxiety, we need to resist the despair that besets us. Our other scripture readings seem to re-enforce this idea. In his letter to the church in Philippi, a church that surely knew all about anxiety, St. Paul says this: “Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication let your requests be made known to God.” (Philippians 4:6) Elsewhere, he says, “Stand firm in the Lord.” (4:1)
Jesus himself, in the reading from the Gospel of Matthew, tells us: “Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear.” (6:25) Do we not know that God will take care of us? “If God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith.” (6:30)
There we have it. The antidote to anxiety is faith—trust in God and God’s leading—the kind of trust that believes with Julian of Norwich, that “all shall be well and all shall be well and all manner of thing shall be well.” That’s the patch of green the far side of the darkness. 

Instead of looking for a quick fix to address these anxious days, which can so often turn out to be an idol, we would do better to take a courageous stand in favor of what we know to be true and enduring. Let us accept the truth that we will always know anxiety in our lives. It is only human. And even though the Apostle Paul advises the Philippians not to be anxious and Jesus advises his hearers not to worry, their words assume that anxiety is our human lot. 
In the midst of the anxiety we all cannot help but face, we are to hold fast to faith, to our trust in God and God’s leading. We are to stand firm in the Lord. We are to rejoice in the Lord always, for “the Lord is near.” 
Paul Tillich once wrote that in the midst of despair and anxiety, in the midst of all that threatens us we need to have the “courage to be.” Together, let us find the courage simply “to be” in the midst of the uncertainties we face. Let us stand firm in the Lord. And yes, let us rejoice. Let us pray without ceasing. Let us be gentle with one another. Let us hold fast to whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable. For then, the God of peace will be with us, the God who has always been with us, even when we did not know it or acknowledge it, the God who accompanies us even now, and the God who will be with us forever. Amen.
