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Don’t Worry, Be Happy

Philippians 4:3-7

4Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

Keine Sorgen. “No worries.” My family name Sorge means “worry” in German, and I try NOT to live up to it. Verse 6 in the German Bible begins with the word “Sorge” – “Worry not!” My parents mounted a plaque over the bed my brother and I shared as kids, quoting 1 Peter 5:7 from Luther’s German Bible, Alle Sorge werfet auf ihn. “Cast all your Sorges on him.” Every night they cast us, their little worries, into the Lord’s arms. 

Don’t worry, be happy. Really? It’s a cute pop song from the 1980’s, but hardly worthy of serious theological consideration. Or is it? Paul’s words here, after all, echo what Jesus said in his Sermon on the Mount. 

Jesus and Paul didn’t invent this message. The Psalms and Proverbs urge us to abandon worry, and trust in God’s care for us. Yet they also acknowledge honestly all of life’s problems. Setting aside worry does not mean sweeping real and pressing concerns under the rug. It’s not about digging our head into the sand. For sure it’s not about blithely dismissing injustice and suffering with platitudes that decorate coffee mugs but do nothing to make a difference. Let’s be clear on that.

Still … Anxiety is not part of the life to which Jesus calls us. Anxiety is rooted in fear – fear of calamity, fear of the stranger, fear of the unknown, fear of change. Playing on anxiety and its close cousin resentment draws a crowd quickly, but it is antithetical to the way of Jesus. Beware any voice, whether in the church or in the wider society, that stokes anxiety and resentment. It is contrary to the Gospel.

Why does this little passage about anxiety appear in the Advent readings? I suspect the lectionary gods put it here because of a little phrase smack in the middle of the passage. It’s easy to miss, and it seems at first glance rather out of place. Amid a series of practical exhortations on how to live, Paul says, almost parenthetically, “The Lord is near.” There it is, the Advent phrase. 

This little phrase works on several levels. One way to hear it is as a way of saying, “Jesus is watching.” He knows both what you do and what’s in your heart. He expects better of you than being consumed by anxiety. Taken this way, the phrase carries an ethical force. Jesus doesn’t scold us for our anxiety, because scolding never helps. Rather, he invites us to consider the lilies, to look around us and see all the ways God’s care is revealed in all of life.

We may also hear “The Lord is near” as an assurance of help – “You can do this!” The phrase is a source of profound encouragement. “You’re not on your own, the Lord is here to help you do something that is really hard. It can be done – with the Lord’s help.” 

“With the Lord’s help.” We would do well to append that little phrase to all our solemn resolutions, from wedding vows to ordination promises. Jesus warns against glibly saying “I will, and I do” then promptly doing otherwise. Better, he says, to say “No I won’t” then reconsider, than to say “Yes I will” but not follow through. I attend many services of ordination and installation, and I shudder at how breezily we promise to be everything we are called to be as ministers, elders, and deacons. We promise, for instance, to be continually led by Scripture and our confessions. Continually! When was the last time we even cracked open our Book of Confessions, except perhaps to find ammunition for an argument? We promise to be filled with energy, intelligence, imagination, and love – something way beyond our capacity to fulfill, as we’ve discovered in spades while trying to be good church leaders during the pandemic. Every one of the ordination promises should be appended with the qualifier, “So help me God.”

The nearness of the Lord in early Christian literature always has a further, eschatological reference. Jesus is coming, and he is coming soon. So why worry about the future if Jesus is coming soon to make everything right? We can’t change the world, after all, only he can. And he will. And he will do it soon. This lies at the heart of the New Testament message.

What do we make of this two thousand years later? Do we still believe that his coming is near? On Monday I got agitated waiting in the cashier line at the bank for 15 minutes. The guy behind me gave up and left. I departed with fresh gladness that I rarely need to go the bank these days, thanks to electronic banking. How about waiting not just for a few minutes, but for a lifetime, for generations, even for centuries?

Confidence that the Lord is near enables us to set aside our worries, even when the world around us is in serious trouble. What do we do with our troubles? Take them to the Lord in prayer, our text says. Pour out your requests to God; only then does the Lord’s “peace that surpasses all understanding” get a chance to grab hold of us. 

The Sorge translation of this phrase is: “the peace that makes no sense.” Seriously, how can we possibly be at peace at such a time as this? It makes no sense, when the world is roiled by political and nationalistic strife. It makes no sense when the world is brought to its knees by a raging pandemic. It makes no sense when climate change wreaks its relentlessly advancing havoc. It makes no sense when we or our loved ones receive an ominous medical diagnosis.

Disasters multiply. Don’t worry, the Lord is near.

Economic insecurity escalates. Don’t worry, the Lord is near. 

Injustice too often prevails. Don’t worry, the Lord is near.

It sounds crazy. It doesn’t make sense. Yet this is the mark of Advent people – they are confident enough that the Lord is near that they are at peace amid all this world’s turmoil. No matter how tough things may be, they continue to sing, “His eye is on the sparrow, and I know he watches me.”

This doesn’t mean we don’t care about the world’s ills. To the contrary, it is exactly what we need if we are to address them redemptively without getting exhausted.

The Lord is near. When we trust that to be true, the peace that makes no sense shelters our hearts and minds. Keine Sorgen. No worries. Really! Amen.
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