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Matthew 6:24-34

From time to time I like to ask the youth classes which I teach this question: Did the first human beings live at the same time and along side the dinosaurs? I will give you a minute to think of your answer. The answer, of course, is NO. That is unless you attend the fundamentalist Christian Bob Jones University and its local educational adherents who believe that Noah and T-Rex were compadres 10,000 years ago. Well, you know, the world is no longer flat, the moon isn’t made of blue cheese and storks don’t deliver babies either.
The fact is dinosaurs lived on this earth between 250 million years ago to 50 million years ago. They lived on this earth for 200 million years! Compare that to human existence on earth. Even if we include Lucy, our Australopithecus relative from the Olduvai Gorge, as a human, that only puts humanity on the earth from about 2.5 to 3 million years ago. That is a blink of the eye with regards to any respectable brontosaurus’ genealogy. 
Thus, for 200 million years dinosaurs roamed the earth and then suddenly they all but die out. There are all sorts of theories as to why the dinosaurian age came to a rather sudden halt. The current popular theory is that an asteroid smacked into the earth somewhere down off the coast of Venezuela and caused such trauma as to kill off every land dwelling creature. Now, my point is not to debate how dinosaurs became extinct but that they became extinct. 

If the dinosaurs were at all religious, when the asteroid hit, there were probably fabrosauruses going around preaching that the world was coming to an end. Judgment Day! Armageddon! All of this before the Aztec Calendar, the Mayan Calendar, Nostradamus and Tim Lahaye. The difference being the dinosaurian prophets of doom would have been right!
Now, my presumption is that every one of us in this room believes that if an asteroid were the cause of the extinction of the dinosaurs, it was a result of a basic law of physics or if you are not science oriented, a basic law taught to all novice automobile drivers in driver’s education classes. And that is: two objects cannot occupy the same space at the same time. When they try, there is going to be a collision. 
I think that all of us would agree to this. Doesn’t it make way more sense that a renegade chunk of matter careening through the universe willy nilly happens to hit the earth than the idea that God sent the asteroid to hit the earth in order to kill off the dinosaurs? Who here thinks that God intentionally did this? The only people I can think of who would think that God intentionally ordered this to happen would be insurance companies because such a cataclysmic event would be considered under an insurance policy as “an act of God.”
Act of God! Who here thinks that the earthquake in New Zealand was “an act of God?”  I consider it “an act of God” that a fellow who was about to be married this week found and helped rescue his bride-to-be in the rubble of a collapsed building as well as others who were trapped there. I consider it “an act of God” when people donate a kidney or part of a liver to save another person’s life. I consider it “an act of God” that any of us make it through this life with love in our hearts and faith that God even exists! I hope that there is not a person here who believes that natural disasters are controlled by God for whatever reason even if that reason is to bring us closer to God.
As I said, my hunch is that none of us believes this. I think we believe that if an asteroid hit the earth (just like an earthquake striking New Zealand or Northridge), that this happened because we live in a world----a universe----where natural things happen due to the laws of physics and not due to God’s command.

My belief is that God doesn’t destroy but rather redeems that which is destroyed. My belief is that creation is always happening and that we are co-creators with God creating a future that has yet to be mapped out. Everything which we do or don’t do now in this present time conditions and shapes that which we will choose to do or don’t do in that which we call the future and that which will become the present. If we mess up or nature acts like nature, God showers us with opportunities of redemption----i.e. occasions to repair that which has been destroyed. God woos us forward, but never coerces or controls. Together, thus, we and God go forward. We are free to choose our own destiny. And if our choice is destruction of ourselves or others God will go to the cross and die to get us to change our minds, but if we don’t, then destruction happens. And God, then, takes the pieces, holds them up in prayer and says, “Together, let’s try and rebuild. I will show you how, but I will not do it for you. I will give the strength and guidance and love and options, but you, by your free will, will need to choose.”

Okay, that is my belief regarding creation. Thus, creation isn’t a Genesis thing. It is a now thing. It also means that God is not omniscient. In other words, God does not know the future because we and God haven’t created it yet. Thus, in my belief system, life is a process that progresses as we and God construct it. It is my understanding that God is not a controlling God, but a loving, forgiving, redeeming God. 
This is also is my understanding of the cross and resurrection. I don’t believe that God sent Jesus to earth with the idea that he was to be killed and THEN, God, already knowing this, says to humanity, “What you did was wrong even though what you did was in my plan all along.” If this is true, then Judas is completely innocent! And then after the crucifixion, which, as a result, can’t be our fault, God raises Jesus to show that evil doesn’t win. Isn’t this rather an elaborate, complex scenario all for what? Why go through all of that when God has the power to save us and could have saved us and avoided all the trouble by simply granting us salvation by the wave of God’s hand? 

Instead of this convoluted, twisted scenario, it seems to me that God chose to allow us the freedom to determine our own destiny, and God’s role would be to offer us opportunities to change, but if we don’t, then to redeem that which we messed up. Then, the cross and resurrection actually have some meaning. Without free will and undetermined future, the cross and resurrection make no sense.
Now, I understand that this is not what a lot of churches preach. For instance, recently a young, high school parishioner came to interview me for a school project. One of the questions he asked me was: did I believe that God created some people as already predestined to be saved and others as already predestined to be damned? Listen closely to that question. Some people are selected by God before even being created in order to be created with a destiny of suffering, against God, and then, pre-programmed to spend eternity in hell! How can any thinking person believe that? How can any believing-in-God person believe such nonsense? Which would you prefer? Would you prefer an arbitrary and merciless God who has your future entirely mapped out (afterlife included) or would you prefer a God who doesn’t know the future because God and humanity are creating it together AND God redeems the places we mess up? What is your choice? Seems like a no brainer to me.
If you believe that the dinosaurs became extinct because two objects tried to occupy the same space at the same time and thus there was a collision and the dinosaurs became collateral damage and that this was NOT an act of God, then how can you not believe that the same principle of freedom is happening now? And before you respond, I already know the answer. This cognitive dissonance is caused by anxiety due to freedom.

“Don’t worry, be happy,” says Jesus…..excuse me, Bobby McFerrin. Don’t worry because God is in charge. Don’t worry about what you will eat or what you will drink or what you will wear. God takes care of all of nature which is far less of a concern than God’s love for humans. Soooooo, chill out! God’s got it.

God’s got what? I was in charge of a diocesan youth retreat once many years ago. We had a renowned---rather evangelical----speaker for the retreat. At one point, as he was emphasizing his faith and trust in God, he said life to the true believer was wonderful. Belief in God makes all be well. God is in control. At this point, I asked him if he thought good, believing Christians could suffer the pains of a divorce. He replied no. Suffering was only for sinners. Believing, true Christians don’t divorce or suffer in life.
If you think that believing in God will make your life wonderful and that you will not suffer horrible events in your life, then you are sorely mistaken. God doesn’t protect us from hurt or pain. Rather, the Christian God in Jesus Christ suffers with us and offers us partnership in love. God does not control our lives protecting the bad from assaulting us. 
I understand that we want God to be a protective parent. I understand that freedom, free will and a free relationship with God, who only offers and redeems, creates huge anxiety issues. But that is the price of freedom. Do you know why Calvin came up with the whole predestination thing? It was not to be cruel. Actually, he was trying to relieve our anxiety over salvation. He was trying to tell us not to worry about whether you are going to get into heaven or not because God has it all already mapped out. As humans, we feel safer when someone or something is in control and we know the outcome. 

Let me give you an example. Most of us here have been to Brent’s deli. Well, when you go there for lunch, the place is mobbed. Most likely, you will have to wait for a table. Then, when you finally get to sit down, the server will give you a menu that probably would take any normal person a week to read over completely and then make a selection. Am I right?

Well, the servers are busy. They are in a hurry. There is no way you can read that entire menu. So, if you are like me, you ask the server, “So, what would you recommend?” In other words, sometimes too much choice----too much freedom-----is stultifying. Sometimes we would prefer no option. We give up freedom for security and less anxiety.
We do that same thing in life. Inherent in free choice/free will is anxiety because nothing is determined. No outcome is certain. What ifs take over. “For God’s sake”, we say, “just tell me what to order! That way I don’t need to worry.” We see it in the type of government we choose. We see it in the type of God we believe in. It is far easier to believe in a God who is in charge of everything and in control than a God who says, “Let’s sit down and design this thing called life together.” That is far more worrisome.
So, then, what the heck does Jesus mean this morning when he tells us not to worry? What he is trying to say is that God is a loving, forgiving God. God knows each of us by name. We are everyone who ever was and everyone who ever will be. There has never been anyone like us in all of creation nor will there ever be. God loves each and every one of us totally-----warts, sins and all. As a matter of fact, God loves us so much that God tries to fix those things we do wrong as well as fix us through the guidance of love. We, certainly, are not to worry about salvation, not because we are predestined but because God has forgiven the sins of humankind once and for all in Jesus Christ. Anxiety over the afterlife? Forget it! God has forgiven all. The slate is clean. No debt is owed. All will be with God. So, now, live a life with God that is as free of worry as it can be because no one is judging you as unworthy. Be yourself. 
That reminds me of a wonderful quote by Dr. Seuss: “Be who you are and say what you feel because those who mind don’t matter and those who matter don’t mind.”
Should you worry about your pension? Your health? The fate of the world? The fundraising dinner at California Pizza Kitchen this Wednesday night? Sure! But deep down know that God has your back in that you are loved and will never be left alone or abandoned by God. By humans? Sure. But not by God. Find the solace, the peace in your inner being. Find the meaning of life in meeting the living God inside of you despite what is going on outside of you. 
This line from Kipling’s poem “If” comes to mind: if you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs. 
Stay in the present and don’t worry about tomorrow. Today’s troubles are enough to handle. Don’t borrow trouble. Take it from one (me) who can worry with the best of them. 
Do you want to know my biggest worry? It is that my freedom of choice will be curtailed or eliminated by others or a God who offers me relief from my anxiety by taking control and limiting my choices in order to reduce my worry in the first place. I would rather be predestined to hell for eternity than to arrive in heaven (predestined) and to discover that those I loved were not there not by any free choice of their own, but because God decided it to be so. Then, what did Jesus die for if it is all said and done? I prefer anxiety to no choice at all. 
“Don’t worry,” says Jesus. “What me worry?” responds Alfred E. Newman as well as his generation who still think that Woodstock is the answer. Now, that is worrisome.
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