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(Note: The introduction to this sermon was edited heavily Sunday
morning)

In truth, I come before all of you as a tired person today. I would note
that we are taking time next week to talk about the events of the past
few days. If you do not know, the Conference that our church belongs
to met as an Annual Conference on Zoom to discuss business matters,
to face challenges that affect our community as a whole, to mourn our
losses, and to celebrate our victories together.

If you were one of the lucky few to see me during that Conference, you
likely know how tiring attending Annual Conference can be to
individuals. As an ordained Elder in full connection, my own church
membership lies in the Annual Conference. Like any church member,
discussing important matters to my church means working with people
that I love and with people that are less easy to love. Like any church
member, I have opinions about matters and get frustrated when things
do not go the way I would prefer. Unlike being a member of a local
church, Annual Conference has the added benefit of discussing things
that affect my work life. Annual Conference can be very complicated: I
often see people that I deeply love and have experiences that trouble
me.

If you saw me during the meeting, you probably know that things did
not always go the way I wanted. If you were one of the select Trustees
working on the banner hanging out in front of the church, you may
have even heard me yell at my computer at one point. Apparently I



was out of patience. There are times in life when people just become
tired and this is one of those moments for me.

I share all of this with several purposes. The first purpose is simple: I
chose the topic of this sermon before Conference began because in
my experience some of the best sermons come from a place where the
preacher is preaching something that the preacher needs to hear. I
need to hear a word of love, grace, and acceptance today. I knew I
would need to hear a loving word before Conference even began on
Thursday. I am also certain that there are other people who need to
hear a word of love, grace, and acceptance this morning.

The second purpose is to model a simple truth: there are often two
responses that we can have to things that stress us out. We can
become stuck in being resentful or we can choose to let those things
go. Now that’s not an easy thing to do: it sounds simple but can be
very hard. I cannot tell you how to move past the things that may make
you resentful of life, the universe, and everything. The best I can do is
to model the truth that there is a peace from God that surpasses all
understanding.

There may be a good reason if you recognize the phrase: “the peace
of God that surpasses all understanding.” In the New Revised
Standard Version, Philippians 4:6-7 invites us to live into freedom from
resentment when it says: “Do not worry about anything, but in
everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your
requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which
surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in
Christ Jesus.” This truth is what I seek to model this morning.

When Paul wrote to the Philippian church, Paul presented a very deep
truth very simply. There is a simply expressed instruction to the



believers receiving the letter that holds true whether they lived in
Philippi in the years after Pentecost or whether they live in modern
America. Those who receive this letter are asked to choose to let their
requests be known to God through the act of prayer and by asking God
instead of embracing their worry. Other translations use the word
“anxious” instead of worry, which can be difficult for us because (in the
English language) the word anxiety can literally point to a medical
condition. The New Revised Standard Version expands this beyond
medical terminology to express a simple truth: if it makes you worry,
talk to God about it.

The promise that Paul expresses is that something will happen when
we trust the things that worry us to God. God’s peace will come to
guard our hearts and minds. To be clear, the passage does not say
that everything that bothers us will be removed: there is no promise
that the external challenges will be eliminated or even altered. Instead,
Paul promises us that God will protect what is inside of us where the
world cannot see. The peace of God will guard what’s inside of us
regardless of what is happening outside of us.

I believe God’s promise is true. In Philippians 4:8, Paul invites the
people reading these words to a simple practice: “whatever is true,
whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is
pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if
there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.” This
promise is something that I find to be true, pure, commendable,
excellent, and worthy of praise. I find the promise that God will guard
our hearts and minds with peace (when we choose to trust our worries
to God) to be a promise that holds a lot of deep truth in a few short
words.



I also find this promise to be a very difficult promise to grasp. It is hard
to trust God with our anxieties and worries. God is out there and the
things that worry me are often right in front of me! One of the difficulties
with this passage is the fact that we often hear it from people who
seemingly have everything together. A preacher shares these words at
a funeral, but they did not just lose someone they love! A friend offers
to pray for us, but they get to walk away from the difficulty at the end of
the day while we remain in the thick of it. We read it in a book, but what
would that published author know when everything appears to be
working out for them?

At an intellectual level we may know that the preacher, the friend, and
the author likely each have their own issues to deal with and very well
may be speaking from a place of prayer, sweat, and tears. We may
know that everyone has their struggles, but it can be easy to think that
these words are easily said by people that God clearly loves. We may
even at times be resentful of those persons because God seems to
take care of them while we are facing these big anxiety and worry
producing struggles.

Friends, the struggle many face with this passage is a very real
struggle. Paul invites us to trust but it can be hard to believe that God
is listening to us. Sometimes we spend years fighting and struggling for
a better existence only to have it fall apart in front of our eyes.
Sometimes we do our very best to be healthy and hear the doctor
share difficult words to hear. Sometimes we will spend a lifetime
building up a business and suddenly forces beyond our control shift
things to the point where it is no longer viable to continue. Sometimes
we will pray and pray but the kid in the hallways at school will still be
waiting with a sharp word or a hard fist. It can be difficult to believe that
God cares enough about us to spend the time to give us a peace to
care for the most vulnerable parts of our being. Even when God is



caring for us, it is far easier at times to see a bandage on a cut than
God’s care for our soul.

It is difficult to believe, but I want to invite all of us to consider a basic
starting point when it comes to this journey of trust. In the gospels,
Jesus shared the same truth again and again. Jesus taught it in many
different parables and in many different places. Jesus taught that God
cares about individuals and about individuals.

Jesus taught with simple true statements. Jesus taught that it only
takes a little yeast to change a lot of dough. Like many people, I spent
a lot of time baking bread during the early parts of the pandemic. Do
you know that I used to just dump a whole tablespoon of yeast into
bread? Bah! I learned that you could use a tiny bit of yeast and give
the yeast time to work. In time, it spreads everywhere in the bread! I
rarely use more than a quarter of a teaspoon in my bread today and it
is far fluffier and airy than when I used a ton of yeast and extra sugar.

It only takes a little bit of yeast to change all of that dough. Why does
that matter? Look in the mirror! On a good day, you might see a person
who is a champion of everything! On a more negative day, you might
see a person who has a lot of problems and issues at times. When we
look in the mirror, most of us see a person that is between those
extremes: an ordinary person who is neither perfect nor completely
flawed.

God doesn’t need perfection to work in this world! God doesn’t need a
whole bag of yeast to make the bread rise! God can work in this world
with a little bit of yeast. Can you honestly look in that mirror and say
that God could never work with that person? I said to be honest: God
has worked with smelly fishermen like Peter, angry Pharisees like
Peter, religious extremists like Simon the Zealot, and even with tax



collectors like Levi or Matthew. God forgave people caught in adultery
and cared for people living both naked and troubled by spirits in the
tombs. If God can work with a bunch of folks like the ones found in the
gospels, then is it possible that God could work with you? Can God
work in a life like yours or care for the heart and soul you carry within
you?

Jesus taught that the kindom of Heaven was like a shepherd who had
one hundred sheep. One of the sheep may have decided to act
sheepish and withdrew from the others. The sheep became separated
and lost. Did Jesus teach that the shepherd said that those were
acceptable losses? No! The shepherd went out and sought the one
sheep that was lost. The shepherd brought the sheep back to the fold
where it could be cared for and kept safe.

Jesus taught that the kindom of Heaven is like that shepherd. We may
find ourselves alone, isolated, and worried. We may think that we have
been abandoned by everything and everyone. We may believe that
there is nobody who cares about us in this world, but is that true? Are
we so certain that there is nobody who cares for us that we cannot
trust that God will come to care for us? If we have atheistic tendencies,
are we so certain that there is no God that we cannot be open to the
existence of a God who has the audacity to not only exist but to love us
deeply?

Jesus taught that the kindom of Heaven is like that shepherd, but the
kindom of Heaven is also like a person who lost a coin. The person did
not just ignore the coin, but sought it out. Just a little note for those of
you who may not have thought about this before: in the times before
couches and couch cushions, things like change still got lost. When
you have a dirt floor, things can be covered in dirt and disappear.
Sweeping the floor can be seen at a certain level as the ancient



equivalent of checking under all of the couch cushions and beneath the
couch! You move what’s on top to seek what’s beneath!

The story Jesus shares is that the owner of these coins did not just put
the other nine coins in a purse and shrug. They sought out the coin
and celebrated when it was found! Are we certain that God will not
seek us out when we feel lost? Are we so certain that we should
believe the people who might call us worthless? Are we unwilling to be
found? Are we willing to trust in the desire of Heaven to not only find us
but to celebrate us?

Throughout the gospels, Jesus is very clear that God cares about
people. Jesus taught this truth in parables, Jesus invited people to
consider the flowers of the fields and birds of the sky. Jesus even
taught that He was the Good Shepherd. Jesus said that he would face
the wolves to protect the sheep to the very type of people who would
one day have him executed by crucifixion on a cross. The words Jesus
shared were not empty promises backed by empty words. These are
words that Jesus backed up in His life on earth with His very blood,
sweat, tears, and life. Jesus gave His life on a cross in fulfillment of
words like the ones we read today. Jesus is the Good Shepherd and
Jesus knows His sheep. Jesus loved and loves His flock to the point
that He was willing to die for it.

These words are not empty words. God cares for people and that
includes us. Jesus loves you. Jesus loves me. This simple truth is a
starting point for many journeys, but today I propose it as the starting
point for one journey in particular.

How can we trust our worries and anxieties to God? How can we trust
that God will hear our prayers and what we ask for? How can we trust
that God will guard us on the inside where we cannot simply place a



bandage over a scrape? We start that journey by believing that God
can and does care for us. If that is asking too much, we act like the
wise father of a hurting child in Mark 9:24: we turn to Christ and say “I
believe. Help me in my unbelief.” If we cannot bring ourselves to trust
fully, we bring what belief we have and we give it to God along with
whatever hope we can muster. We trust as best we can and we leave
room for God to work.

In the end, trust and faith are still not easy. These words remain as
words that are really easy to say and very hard to embody in your life.
Whether or not you are a student, a business owner, a cashier, a
parent, unemployed, underemployed, overemployed, or any of the
other words we could use to describe ourselves, none of this is easy. I
say this as a minister who literally yelled in an office at a computer the
other day: none of this is easy all of the time. Even the best of us have
our struggles and moments of doubt, but I believe that God can work in
and through us. We are not a perfect people but we are perfectly loved
by a God who does see us and does care about us.

In a moment we are going to move towards entering the world to
experience God’s love throughout the week ahead while sharing it with
others. First, we are going to take a moment to pray for ourselves and
each other. Praying for ourselves is important, but it is also important to
both pray for each other and to know others are praying for us. Let us
enter into this moment of self-care and neighbor-care by praying to
God.


