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The Angel of Death was walking toward a city, when he encountered a man walking 
toward him on the road.  The man stopped and asked the angel where he was headed.  
“I am going to kill ten thousand people in the city tonight,” the angel informed him.  
Immediately the man ran back to the city to warn as many people as he could.  The next 
day, the man again met the Angel of Death on the same road as he was leaving the 
city.  “Hey, I got a bone to pick with you!” he shouted after the angel.  “Yesterday you 
told me that you were coming to the city to kill ten thousand people, but over seventy 
thousand people died last night.  What gives??”  “Well,” said the Angel of Death, “I 
assure you I only killed ten thousand people last night.  The rest must have worried 
themselves to death when they heard about my visit.”   

Can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life?  That is a question 
Jesus asks his listeners roughly 2000 years ago.  It is a question that we might ask 
ourselves today.  Basically does worry do us any good?   

It’s a good question, because there is no question about the fact that we DO worry.  
Whether it’s the baggage retrieval system at Heathrow or what’s happening in the world 
today, the health and safety of our loved ones or that big interview you have coming up, 
the threat of terrorism and violet crime or the rising price of gasoline – we have plenty of 
things to worry about.  And most of us at one time or another find ourselves caught in 
the grip of worry that just will not let us go.   

As for me, the days that I find myself racked by worry are usually Saturdays – the day 
before I am scheduled preach.  I do not usually consider myself a worrier, but I 
generally get pretty worked about preaching.  I worry about what I am going to say and 
how I am going to say it.  I worry that I don’t actually have anything to say, and that I am 
just wasting 15 or 20 minutes of your time.  I worry that I have waited to long to start 
writing and that I will have to get up here and speak not knowing how the sermon is 
going to end.  I worry that I won’t be able to communicate the truth I have come to 
understand, or articulate the question with which I have been wrestling in a way that you 
all can understand.  I worry that what seems interesting, or funny, or meaningful to me 
won’t strike others the same way.  I worry that I might offend someone, or fail to be 
sensitive to someone’s situation or needs.  And I worry most of all when I stand up here, 
whether I will be able to speak with the conviction of one led by the Holy Spirit.   

Talk to someone else, and you will get a different list of worries, but you will most likely 
get a list of worries.  Life is generous in providing us with a cornucopia of opportunities 
for investing our worry and angst.   

But does all this worrying do us any good?  As Jesus asked his listeners and now asks 
us – do we have anything to show for all our worrying, even an extra hour added to our 
life expectancy?   
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Most, if not all, of us would probably agree that worrying doesn’t do us any good.  But is 
there any harm in it?  As it turns out – there is. 

Increasing, it is becoming evident that not only is worrying not any fun and yields zero 
positive results, it is also literally hazardous to your health.  According to the results of a 
study published 2 years ago in the Mayo Clinic Proceedings medical journal, chronic 
worry could actually be behind the loss of not only hours but years from a person’s life.  
The study began over 40 years ago when 7000 students at the University of North 
Carolina took the Minnestoa Multiphastic Personality Inventory.  Now if you want to 
know what the Minnesota Multiphastic Personality Inventory is, don’t ask me.  But one 
of the things that it measures is an individual’s tendency to be optimistic and 
pessimistic.  Of the 7000 students who took the inventory, 1,630 were found to be clear 
pessimists, 923 were found to be clear optimists, and the rest fell somewhere between 
those two extremes.  Over the next 40 years, 476 of those who had taken the tests died, 
with the causes ranging from accidents and illness to suicide and homicide.  By tracking 
and collating all this information from that 40 year period, researchers determined that 
pessimists had a significantly greater likelihood of dying sooner from any cause than did 
the optimists.  The conclusion of the report states: “those who scored as pessimistic had 
decreased rates of longevity compared with optimistic individuals.”  It went on to say 
that “the current results replicate…those of earlier studies that suggest that optimism is 
associated with increased survival.” 

All this is to say that modern science is backing up what Jesus insinuated in the Sermon 
on the Mount – not only will worrying about things not add anything to your life, it 
actually takes something away from it.  Now I have given something for all the worriers 
among us to really worry about! 

So worry doesn’t do us any good, and it may in fact do us harm.  Ergo, the solution is 
simple.  Just don’t worry.  As Jesus said, look at the birds, think about the flowers, and 
stop worrying about stuff!  Have more faith, and let tomorrow worry about itself.  If only it 
were that simple! 

And that is where I get stuck.  Because I do believe that it is that simple – the solution to 
problems with worry is to stop worrying and have faith.  But saying that to someone who 
is worried is like telling someone who is depressed to just be happy, or asking someone 
who has been nursing hatred for decades to just forget the offense and forgive their 
enemy.  To name the ideal solution may provide a goal, but it lacks the means of 
achieving that goal, and we can be left feeling helpless to change the state of worry that 
we find ourselves in whether we like it or not.  And what’s worse, we may conclude that 
there is something wrong with us or that we don’t have enough faith if we find ourselves 
worrying.  In fact, Jesus even says that much, addressing his listeners as “O you of little 
faith.”  But Jesus doesn’t offer much in the way of methods for quitting the worry habit, 
and I doubt that he was privy to our contemporary understandings of psychology.  I can 
imagine people in his audience hearing him say “do not worry about your life” and “do 
not worry about tomorrow” and thinking – “I’d love that – I need that – but how do I do 
it?”     
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I think that is perhaps the real question we need to wrestle with – how can we go about 
taking Jesus’ mandate to not worry seriously.  What methods or techniques can we 
employ to reverse the course when we find ourselves worrying about something (or 
everything)?   

A place to start is to name it.  You all had the opportunity to name some of your current 
worries earlier in the service.  Sometimes, just committing the worry to a piece of paper 
goes a long way toward removing the hold it has on your life.  But at the very least, 
writing down your worries will enable you to be clear about what it is that you are 
worried about, and give you an inventory of the “stuff” that is weighing you down.  
Naming each worry prepares you to engage each as a problem that must be dealt with 
in some way.  It can also relieve the sense of overwhelming that comes when 
undifferentiated worries are allowed to accumulate and snowball in our consciousness.   

Once named, there are literally an infinite number of methods that can be used to 
engage and defeat worry.  One that I especially like comes from the native traditions of 
the people of Guatemala, where many people make use of “worry dolls.”  The tradition 
is that a person can tell each doll a worry before going to sleep, and then the doll would 
work on solving the worry while its owner slept.  The next day, all their worries would be 
gone.  Another method comes from J. Arthur Rank, an English executive, who decided 
to schedule a time on one day each week dedicated to dealing with his worries.  When 
anything happened that gave him anxiety and annoyed his ulcer, he would write it down 
and put it in his “worry box,” to be dealt with the following Wednesday.  He discovered 
that usually when he opened his worry box on Wednesday, most of the things that had 
disturbed him the past six days were already settled.  Perhaps you will want to take the 
worries you have named on your list this morning, and do something like this. 

More spiritual approaches are also possible.  You might take your list of worries and 
pray – naming each worry separately, surrendering each to God, and asking for the faith 
to let go, and let God handle it.  You could pray the same prayer every day, as long as 
the worry persists.  Or you might find some way to ritually and prayerfully and physically 
offer a worry inventory to God on a regular basis.  I might suggest one possibility of 
what to do with the list of worries you created this morning is to prayerfully put it in the 
offering plate as an offering to God this morning.   

Regardless of how you might choose to deal with specific worries, there are also ways 
that you can prepare yourself to better deal with worries in general, or better still, to 
alleviate the tendency to worry.  One of the best is to train yourself to live in the 
moment, and to deal with only one thing at a time.  Jesus said, “Don’t worry about 
tomorrow…today’s trouble is enough for today.”  In this, we can take a lesson from the 
Persian Wars.  In 480 BCE, the vastly outnumbered army of King Leonidas of Sparta 
held off the attacking Persian troops of Xerxes for days by fighting them one at a time 
as they advanced through a very narrow mountain pass.  The famous preacher C.H. 
Spurgeon said, “Suppose Leonidas and his handful of men had gone out into the wide-
open plain and attacked the Persians – why, they would have died at once, even though 
they might have fought like lions.”  He went on to say that Christians stand in the narrow 
pass of today – if they choose to face all difficulties at once, they’re sure to suffer 
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defeat.  But if they trust God and take their troubles one by one, they will find that their 
strength (and their faith) is sufficient.” 

Another way to help make our lives worry-proof is to regularly engage in the practice of 
spiritual disciplines.  The Christian tradition is rich in time-tested possibilities, such as 
breath prayer, which are too numerous to list here, as are other faith traditions, many of 
which are now finding their way into Western Culture.  The Buddhist practice of 
mindfulness meditation, the Hindu practice of Yoga, the Taoist quest for balance – all 
can be valuable ways of training the heart and mind to be at one and at peace in the 
moment, and make them less hospitable to worried thoughts.   

Yet another way of counterbalancing the tendency to worry is to invest in something 
bigger than yourself and your family.  On this count, Jesus was very specific – “strive 
first for the kingdom of God and its righteousness, and all these things will be given to 
you as well.”  Time after time, when people become give themselves in service to God 
and others, the report that comes back is that they find themselves with a greater sense 
of thankfulness, happiness, and peace.  There is truly joy to be found in giving of your 
self, and the more of you that you give, the less you there is to worry about. 

And one final way to cope with and contest a tendency to worry is to maintain your 
sense of humor at all times.  One rather wordy dictionary definition of humor is “that 
quality which appeals to a sense of the ludicrous or absurdly incongruous.”  How 
appropriate a way to think about worry – to recognize that in a world of over 6 billion 
people, in a universe vast beyond our wildest imaginations, our worries are rather 
ludicrous and absurdly incongruous with the reality of the world we live in and the 
enormity of the God we worship.  So as we learn to take ourselves less seriously, 
perhaps we can learn to take God more seriously?  Maybe this is what Jesus was 
getting at when he evoked the ludicrous images of birds working the fields and 
gathering food into barns or flowers spinning cloth to clothe themselves.  Such things 
would just be silly – and so is worry.  And maybe if we can learn to laugh at our worries 
– to see the humor in even our worries and our fears – maybe we will find ourselves a 
little closer to the Kingdom, and a little more at peace with ourselves.   

And that is why every evening I turn my worries over to God.  He’s going to be up all 
night anyway.   
 


