The 8th Sunday after Epiphany
February 27, 2011
Text:  Matthew 6:24-34
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.
_______________________________

Yes, this year is the 400th anniversary of the King James Version of the Bible; that’s one reason why we heard the Gospel in that King James Version.  But I chose to do it today because I wanted to hear that wonderful word, mammon:  You cannot serve God and mammon!
And up until 20 years ago, we would have heard that word mammon in our church services, because the 1946 Revised Standard Version of the Bible retained the word mammon.  Only the 1991 New Revised Standard Version changed it to wealth.

But I like mammon.  It is an Aramaic word, a Hebrew word….and thus it is the very voice of Jesus!  The Greek writers of the New Testament Gospels  decided not to translate it into Greek, but instead to pass on the very word that Jesus used.  Those Greek-writing Gospel authors do that only in a few places:
· Jesus calling God abba…father….that’s another Aramaic/Hebrew word.
· And that powerful word of Jesus from the cross:  Eli, Eli, lame sabachthani…My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?
Now in Aramaic, the word mammon really doesn’t mean wealth, but more simply, possessions, whether great or few.  And the way Jesus uses the word, he is referring to possessions which possess you!
And that’s why I like that word Mammon…capital M, Mammon.  It’s almost like a proper name….like the name of a false god!...like the name of an idol!  That’s the proper meaning of Mammon:  wealth regarded as an idol, wealth that you serve, wealth that has become your master!

Martin Luther told us that 500 years ago:   

The emphasis here, [Luther said], is on the little word ‘serve’.  It is no sin to have money and property…house and home.  But you must not let it be your master.  You must make it serve you, and you must be its master.  
You see, mammon refers to possessions which possess us!  It’s not whether or not you have mammon, whether or not you have possessions.  Rather, Jesus is telling you, Do not serve Mammon…do not let it become your master!
Don Henley is a singer/songwriter who started with the Eagles back in the 1980’s and then went on to a solo music career.  Here are some lines from his song, Gimme What You Got:

You spend your whole life just pilin’ it up there

[He’s really talking about Mammon, about piling up Mammon]

You’ve got stacks and stacks and stacks.

Then Gabriel comes and taps you on the shoulder

But you don’t see no hearses with luggage racks.

We’ve maybe heard some of those old proverbs ourselves:

· Wealth makes the worship of the world.
· He who would be quickly rich must turn his back on God.
Back in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s there was an American philosopher by the name of William James.  He coined a phrase you may have heard:  the bitch goddess success.  Here’s how he referred to it:  the moral flabbiness born of the exclusive worship of the bitch goddess success.
I think that’s just another way to describe mammon…..the bitch goddess success. Once again:  that does not mean you should not try to be successful.  Just don’t let that bitch goddess success be your master…or, in this case, maybe we should say, mistress.
When it comes to this bitch goddess success, you and I are called to be atheists.  That’s a god we refuse to believe in.

The remainder of our passage from the Sermon on the Mount for today focuses on worry and anxiety.  Five times in this brief passage Jesus says, Do not worry.  
And that is the right translation, Don’t worry about tomorrow.  Not the King James, Take no thought for the morrow.  We are not being told not to think about tomorrow….just don’t worry about it.  

And that’s one of the reasons why the King James Version is used so seldom today.  Oh, not because of the word mammon; the word mammon would send us to our dictionaries.  No, it’s because we would read, Take no thought for the morrow, and we would think we know what it means, but we would be wrong.
And do you see how our anxiety and worry is connected to mammon?  If mammon is our master, then we are bound to worry, we can be nothing but anxious:

· Do I have enough mammon stored up for my retirement years?

· What’s going to happen to me if the mammon I have invested in the stock market goes drastically south again?

At the root of the mammon question is the anxiety question.  Rabbi Hillel, who was a contemporary of Jesus, knew that, too; Rabbi Hillel said, The more possessions…the more care, the more anxiety.
Once again, it is an issue of who is our master:  do we trust in mammon or do we trust in God?  That’s the refrain that Jesus repeats here in this section of the Sermon on the Mount.
· Trust in God.  Look at the birds.  Your heavenly Father feeds them.  Won’t he do the same for you?

· Trust in God.  Look at the beautiful wildflowers.  If God clothes them with such beauty, won’t he clothe you as well?
Now….let’s make sure we don’t jump quickly to the opposite extreme.  Oh, God will take care of my every need?  I can quit my job, spend the day surfing the internet, and just wait for the food, the clothing, and my mortgage payment to be dropped from God’s hand directly into mine!

No, of course Jesus is not calling us to abandon our lives and our work.  Rather, Jesus is saying that excessive worry and anxiety can result from a life separated from God.  Jesus is simply saying that worries and anxieties will suck the joy out of life.  
Work, of course, needs to be done; it’s anxiety that needs to be taken away.  The birds, after all, are not an example of idleness, but of freedom from anxiety.  
But notice how Jesus encourages us away from anxiety and worry.  Do not worry! He says.  Don’t be anxious! He says.  In many other gospel stories, Jesus says something similar:  Don’t be afraid!
Let me ask you something about all of that – Don’t worry, don’t be anxious, don’t be afraid – is that Law or Gospel?  Well, it’s a command, it’s in that imperative voice, Jesus is ordering us…so I guess it’s Law.  But it’s an order which gives what it commands!  It’s Law and gospel together!
Do you see?  Since God is for me, I am removed from the lonely task of being the only one who is for me.  Since God is for you, you are removed from the lonely task of being the only one who is for you.  We are relieved of all the care and all the fear of being for ourselves!

Be not afraid!  You might remember that that was the life theme of Pope John Paul II.  He spoke those words of Jesus to the crowd in St. Peter’s Square when he was made Pope in October of 1978.  Less than a year later, Pope John Paul II goes to Poland and he speaks those same words to his countrymen there – Be not afraid! – words spoken to people who had been living under an oppressive communist regime for 35 years.  And ten brief years later the Iron Curtain falls!
Be not afraid!  Don’t worry!  Don’t be anxious!  Since God is for us, He gives what He commands.
Now let’s be honest with our text here.  When Jesus says here, Don’t worry, he’s really connecting it to mammon, isn’t he?  Don’t worry about your possessions.  Don’t worry about what you will eat or drink, or what you will wear.

Well….what about our anxiety for our loved ones?  Isn’t it especially that which wakes us up in the middle of the night with nagging worries?   
· What about that son or daughter who seems to be making the bad choices?  
· What about those of us who have lost a loved one to death, and we are just filled to overflowing with grief?  
· What about that mother or father who is slowly slipping away from us into that strange world of dementia?  Those are really the big worries, aren’t they?

Back when I was growing up in Iowa, there was a columnist I enjoyed reading in the Des Moines Register….Donald Kaul.  And I’ll never forget his advice in one of his columns:  Never cry over anything that can’t cry over you. 
There’s a qualitative difference, isn’t there, between the worrying we do over our loved ones – the ones who can cry over us – versus the worrying we do over mammon – that is, our jobs, our 401ks, the broken washing machine.
It’s natural, I think, to worry about our loved ones.  But can we allow Jesus’ words here – Don’t worry, don’t be anxious, be not afraid – can we allow these words to comfort us even in our worries over loved ones?

In 1546, Martin Luther was 63 years old – interestingly enough, same age as myself, at least for a few more days.  And in those medieval years, a fairly ripe old age.  He is called away from his home to travel 80 miles away to mediate in a quarrel between a couple of princes.  
It was a five-day trip.  He was extremely fatigued when he arrived, and the following three weeks were very trying.  His wife, Katie, back in Wittenberg, was worried sick about him.  Luther wrote to her:
To my dear wife, Katherine Luther, doctoress and self-tormentor at Wittenberg, my gracious lady.  Grace and peace in the Lord!  Read, dear Katie, John[’s Gospel] and the Small Catechism, of which you once said:  Indeed, everything in this book is said about me.  For you want to assume the cares of your God, just as if he were not almighty and were unable to create ten Dr. Martins if this old one were drowned in the river or suffocated in a stove.  Leave me in peace with your worrying!  I have a better Caretaker – Caretaker with a capital C – I have a better Caretaker than you and all the angels.  He it is 
who lies in a manger and nurses at a virgin’s breast, but at the same time sits at the right hand of God the almighty Father.  Therefore be at rest.

In a letter written a few days later, he writes:

I fear that if you do not stop worrying, the earth will swallow us, and all the elements will persecute us.  Is this the way you learned the Catechism and the Creed?  Pray, and let God have the care.  It is written [in First Peter]:  Cast all your care upon him, for he cares for you.
Now when I tell you, as I must, that Luther died on that trip away from Wittenberg, does that take the wind out of the sails of his advice to Katie not to worry, or out of Jesus’ words to us, Be not afraid?  I don’t think so.
Here is the last prayer which Luther prayed, recorded by those who stood around his deathbed:

O heavenly Father, one God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, God of all comfort, I thank you that you have revealed your dear Son Jesus Christ to me, in whom I believe, whom I have preached and confessed, whom I have loved and praised.  I beg you, my Lord Jesus Christ, to take my little soul.  O heavenly Father, though I must forsake this body and be torn from out of this life, I know for a certainty that I continue in you and that none can tear me from your hands.

I continue in you and none can tear me from your hands.  There is the death knell to all of our anxieties and worries and fears.  Since God is for us, who can be against us?
