The 22nd Sunday after Pentecost
October 12, 2008
Text:  Philippians 4:1-9
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Not that we really needed a cover story to tell us that we might have some fears over the recent downturn in the economy, but here is last week’s cover story for U.S. News & World Report:  How Scared Should You Be?  What the credit crisis will do to your 401(k), home value, and job security.

And how does the inside of the magazine answer that question on its outside cover?

· They report on a note that JP Morgan sent to its clients, summing up the catastrophe with these words:  The fat lady sings.

· They quote a financial historian:  This is the big one – the biggest financial crisis since the Great Depression.
· And in a more humorous vein, they suggest you get yourself a T-shirt printed with this slogan:  I just paid a trillion bucks to bail out Wall Street – and all I got was this lousy economy!
Some of us, I know, are more directly affected by this crisis than others of us.  It all depends upon where you are standing.
· Some of us are unemployed….some for almost a year now.
· Some of us have faced the foreclosure of our homes.

· Some of us are having difficulties selling our homes.

· Some of us are moving toward retirement in the next year or two or three or four – or are already retired – and we shudder to look at what has happened to our retirement fund.

How bad the news is all depends upon where you are standing.  And the good news, too, depends upon where you are standing.  That’s what the Apostle Paul tells us today; he tells us where to stand:  Stand firm, he says.  And not just stand firm anywhere; no, Paul says:  Stand firm in the Lord.
You and I are not somewhere alone!  We live as Jesus lives!  We are in him.  In Jesus Christ, we are no longer in the far country with the prodigal son; we are back home again.  In Jesus Christ, we are no longer out on the streets, but we are already inside the banquet hall, wearing our wedding robes, feasting at the wedding banquet. 
Since so much of this economic crisis is connected to the housing industry, maybe we should remind ourselves of every realtor’s mantra:  location, location, location!  That’s true for us Christians, too; and our location is Jesus Christ!  We have been baptized, and that means that we have put on Jesus Christ like a robe, like a wedding garment.  You and I are not somewhere alone; we are standing firm in Jesus Christ.

Four times in our Second Reading today, Paul reminds us of our location in Jesus Christ:
· Stand firm in the Lord.
· Be of the same mind in the Lord.

· Rejoice in the Lord.

· The peace of God will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

Four times Paul tells us where we should stand!  So, for Paul, it’s “location, location, location, location!”
And then Paul says:  Do not worry about anything.  Oh, Paul, tell us how to do that!  Wouldn’t that be an amazing gift?  If Paul could really keep us from worrying?

Well, Paul does tell us how to do that:  Do not worry about anything but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.  Easier said than done, we might respond.  Or more appropriately:  easier prayed than done.
Let’s talk about worry, fear, anxiety, shall we?  Paul Tillich is the theologian who taught me this distinction between fear and anxiety:

· Anxiety is a fear which has no object.  Anxiety is the fear of the unknown.

· Fear, as opposed to anxiety, has a definite object.

In this present economic crisis, some of us may have fears, some of us may have anxieties, some of us have both.

Let’s be honest:  anxiety and fear is a common human condition.  Don’t beat yourself up because you are anxious or fearful.  But at the same time don’t let it paralyze you; don’t wallow in your fear and anxiety.  When we stand firm in Jesus Christ, then our fears and anxieties can take on their right proportion.  When we realize that we are already safely in Jesus Christ, then the clamor and the clatter of our fears become muffled, and there is peace.
That’s what Paul promises us.  It’s a three-fold process:

· Do not worry about anything.

· But instead take it all to God in prayer.

· And then the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds….where?.....in Christ Jesus.
Our African-American ancestors who were slaves could teach us a thing or two about this.  Oh, certainly they sang songs like:  Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen, nobody knows my sorrow, nobody knows the trouble I see….but then, after a while, they also sang:  Nobody knows but Jesus….because Jesus is standing with them!  Nobody knows but Jesus…glory, hallelujah!

Or they would sing:  Sometimes I feel like a motherless child, a long way from home.  But before that spiritual is finished, they had added this positive statement:  a true believer, a long way from home.

A pastor told about a conversation he had with one of his parishioners who lived to be 105 years old.  He asked her the usual question, “Tell me, Amelia, tell me what it is that has kept you living so long and so vital so long?”  She gave the usual answers first:  I don’t drink; I don’t smoke; I’ve lived a clean life.

But then she thought and she gave this answer:  “I’ll tell you what’s given me this long life.  I have learned how not to be afraid.”

Some of us might be familiar with that hit song from back in 1988:  Don’t worry, be happy.

Don't worry be happy 
In every life we have some trouble 
When you worry you make it double 
Don't worry, be happy......

But the apostle Paul is not talking about happiness in his letter to the church at Philippi.  He’s talking about joy.  Remember, this is his letter of joy.  And joy is something different from happiness.  When Martin Luther preached a sermon on this text from Philippians, he emphasized the truth that you can find a peace of God, you can find joy, even in the midst of the evil which is causing you fear and anxiety!  Luther preached this:

It is not theirs to inquire whether the evil will be short or long in duration.  They give themselves no concern on this point, but ever leave it to God’s regulation.  They are not anxious to know when, how, where or by whom the end of the evil is to come.

That’s also how the theologian Karl Barth described it:  “Joy in this world is always in spite of something,” Barth said, “it is the “defiant nevertheless.”
Way back in April, on the same Sunday I left for my sabbatical, I shared with you this new hymn I had discovered by Paul Gerhardt.  New to me, but of course Paul Gerhardt wrote it back in the 1600’s.  The hymn has this last verse:

My soul, then with assurance

Hope still, be not dismayed;

He will from each encumbrance

Again lift up your head;

With grace and mercy blended,

His goodness will appear,

When God has fully ended 

What caused your needless fear.
What I didn’t share with you back in April were the circumstances in which Paul Gerhardt wrote that hymn.  Gerhardt had come to be one of the pastors at St. Nicholas Church in Berlin.  His hymns grew in popularity and many people came to hear him preach.

At this time in Germany there was a struggle between Lutherans and Calvinists.  Elector Friedrich Wilhelm of Prussia, himself a Calvinist, sought to force  all the clergy to sign a document promising that they would refrain from any references in their sermons to doctrinal difference.  
Gerhardt himself had always been moderate in his preaching, but he felt that to sign such a document would be to compromise the faith.  He refused, and he was removed from his call as a pastor.  He was also prohibited from holding private services in his own home.

He met all these misfortunes with true Christian fortitude:  “This,” he said, “is only a small Berlin affliction; but I am also willing and ready to seal with my blood the evangelical truth, and, like my namesake, St. Paul, to offer my neck to the sword.”

At the same time, Gerhardt’s wife and his son died.  Three other children had died earlier, and now this defrocked pastor was left with a single child, a boy of six.  Eventually, he was called to another church.  He continued writing hymns….and today he is regarded as the great German hymn-writer, more so even than Martin Luther.
Yes, the air around us is filled with anxiety and fear, but remember where you stand:  you stand in the Lord.  You and I are not somewhere alone!  And because of that you can live with joy in spite of everything.  And you can look forward to that day when God has fully ended what caused your needless fear.
