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The American Psychiatric Associate recently released a study pointing to a substantive spike in 
anxiety over the last two years. Across the board, across age and class and gender and race, there 
was an increase in the anxiety people experienced in five different areas: health, safety, finances, 
relationships, and politics. By generation, millennials continue to be more anxious than baby 
boomers, but boomer’s anxiety increased by the highest margin. Black folks reported more 
anxiety than white folks. People with Medicaid are more anxious than those with private 
insurance. 
 
I could go on. 
You get the idea…. 
 
The President of the APA writes that, “It highlights the need to help reduce the effects of stress 
with regular exercise, relaxation, healthy eating and time with friends and family.” Those all 
seem like good practices. Go thou and do ye likewise…. 

 
But I’m struck by the underlying dynamic. 

A good run and a long hot bath will help you feel better, but does it actually address the 
anxiety just under the surface? We’re in a robust economic expansion and yet our federal 
debt has gone over $23 trillion – an additional 2 trillion added in the last two years. The 
partisan politics of the day is loud and vulgar and omnipresent. Our constitutional system 
is buffeted by hard winds. Health care and educational costs are budget-breakers. While 
violent crimes have decreased there are still shootings, or terror, or an eruption of mental 
illness just around the corner. 24/7 access to social media seems to lend itself to little 
more than envy, distraction, and anxiety. 

 
I could go on. 
You get idea…. 
 
Do you know a measure of anxiety? 

While you’re peddling as hard as you can does it still feel like it all might just break 
apart? Are you anxious about health or family dynamics or the world your kids will 
inherit? Are you anxious about the direction of our country or the vandalism of creation? 
Is there some way to address anxiety with more than just a day at that the spa and nice 
cabernet? And does this ancient text, with Jesus at his apocalyptic best, shed any light on 
the anxiety that lurks just under the surface? 

 
Consider our text. 
 
Jesus has ridden into Jerusalem on a wave of populism, tangled with the authorities, and sided 
with the poor over against the temple tax system. These are his last few days. So, in response to 



his disciples gawking at the beauty of the temple, Jesus launches into a speech about its razing. 
Our text doesn’t include it but other versions of this exchange suggest that the disciples were 
absolutely buffaloed by what he said…. 

For, although this temple was built primarily by Herod, it was the de facto center of 
Jewish life and hope. It’s size and beauty and symbolic strength were overwhelming. And 
it was something akin to a “wonder of the world.” That it would come down was 
unthinkable. 

 
The writing of Luke’s gospel is dated after the destruction of the temple in 70 C.E. So, Luke 
includes this discourse and it’s foreboding forecast as encouragement for a beleaguered and 
persecuted minority who were suffering under the thumb of Roman oppression. And, with that 
reading this text has a sort of ceiling. For people living in dark days it was a call to endurance. 
For those living with uncertainty and anxiety this was a word of hope. 
 
Others read this text as a primer for the end-times and interpret Jesus’ words more 
eschatologically – this is a prophetic picture of what’s to come before the curtain comes down on 
creation. The destruction of the temple is a window into a day when this old world will be close-
up shop and some manner of divine judgment will be rendered. 
 
But, whether you read this text as locked in the first century or pitched toward the last, the tenor 
is the same: Things are going to get worse before they get better. 
There will be war,  

and famine,  
and pestilence,  
and earthquakes,  
and kingdoms will rise and fall,  
and everything will come-a-tumbling-down. 

But! Don’t be afraid, you are held by God so that ultimately, metaphorically, not a 
hair from your head will perish. 

 
What’s remarkable about this text is that Jesus doesn’t promise comfort, or protection, or 
success. Instead, he promises just the opposite. He promises trouble, turmoil, and terror. 

He doesn’t say that things aren’t that bad if you just look at them from the right angle or 
that life will be abundant with blessing. He doesn’t say send $229 for “prophetic 
instruction” in how to defeat your enemies – which is what Paula White, the President’s 
pastor and spiritual advisor, mailed out this week. He doesn’t say that we should prepare 
defenses, hoard resources, and hunker down to ride out a bad spell. Neither does he say 
that we will be beamed up to heaven before the trouble starts. He says that it will all fall 
down. 

 
In the mid-seventies Woody Allen wrote a play entitled: “God: A Comedy in One Act.” It’s a 
satire of a Greek drama with the memorable characters: Hepatitis, Diabetes, and Trichinosis…. 

In the final act, when all hell is breaking loose and humanity is embroiled in endless 
conflict and terminal trouble, Diabetes cries out, “Oh great Zeus! God, help me.” And, 
the god Zeus, with a crash of thunder and lightning bolts extruding from his hands, is 



lowered onto the stage to straighten out and solve all of humanity’s problems. Enter deus 
ex machina. 

 
However, as Zeus is lowered the wire harness wraps around his neck and strangles him. He 
dangles there limp and lifeless in the center of the stage. The actors are stunned. The Greek 
chorus cries out, “The entrance of God!” But, everything is awkward and silent. Then one actor 
says, “God is dead….” And the other responds, “Ad-lib the ending.” 
 
Ad-lib the ending. 
 
I think that’s part of what contributes to anxiety. 

When life seems out of control or creation seems adrift, without tether or rudder, it can 
feel like we’re left to ad-lib the ending. Underneath our collective anxiety is the question 
of historical trajectory. Does human history have purpose and direction or are we floating 
through space willy-nilly like a wayward balloon expelling air? Is the best we can muster 
to make it up as we go or does life have a narrative arc, some fixed meaningful ending? 

 
Dear friends, this morning’s text is not meant to be a prophetic predictor to find our place on 
history’s calendar. The descriptions it contains of the human predicament are timeless. So, 
without reducing this text to therapeutic sentimentality, end-time curiosity, or postmodern 
despair can we read it as antidote to anxiety? 
 
Let me offer this reading…. 
 
When all hell breaks loose, when nations rise against nations, and kingdoms against kingdoms, 
when droughts, firestorms, pestilence, plagues, floods, cancer, heart disease, and depression 
come, when everything falls down there is still the promise of the love of God expressed in 
Christ Jesus – who claims that ultimately all manner of things will be well. 

You may be hated and reviled,  
you may find yourself betrayed and alone,  
and may be pitted against overwhelming forces,  
but (metaphorically) not a hair from your head will perish. 

Because finally all of this is held by God in Christ. 
Therefore, don’t be afraid. Don’t be anxious. Stand firm…. 

 
In the early eighties I drove a van all over the southside picking up widows and children for 
worship at Roseland Christian Ministries Center. One of those women was Jo Ellyn Walker. 
While small of stature and bent by arthritis she had a delightful spirit and a deep gravelly voice 
that was created to sing the blues. She raised children, grandchildren, and great grandchildren. 
And she buried too many children and grandchildren. In the midst of poverty and violence and 
addictions that can grind folks down, Ms. Walker cared for her family and her community. She 
faithfully served as a church deacon and before there was a thrift store she sorted and organized 
used clothing for those in need. 
 
But, what stands out 40 years later is that while her hands were eventually twisted and gnarled in 
such a way that holding things was hard, she would often come forward in worship, clutch the 



microphone, tap her feet, gently sway, and as the pianist changed keys to find the beginning 
chords she’d let out a deep smoky moan. And then she’d sing:  

 
Trouble in my way. I have to cry sometimes. Trouble in my way. I have to cry sometimes. 
I stay awake at night, but it’s alright. I know that Jesus. Jesus he will fix it. Jesus he will 
fix it. After a while. 

 
You felt like you were sitting on the porch of a sharecropper’s cabin or marching for the right to 
vote. And in Ms. Walker you caught a glimpse of godly hope and endurance. Without fear, or as 
a way to fight back anxiety, she trusted in a Jesus who would fix it – after a while. She knew that 
there would be trouble and tears, but her enduring hope was in Jesus. 
 
Our text closes with Jesus saying, “stand firm and you will win life.” The Greek has it as “in 
endurance you will possess your life/soul.” In other words, as you endure in the midst of struggle 
and suffering you are fully and finally who God has created you to be. You will possess your 
life. To love God and neighbor is to live. And, while there may be trouble in your way, and 
sometimes there will be tears, you don’t need to ad-lib, you belong to God in Christ. 
 
For, our only comfort in life and in death is that we are not our own, but belong body and soul to 
our faithful Savior Jesus Christ who “has fully paid for all our sins with his precious blood, and 
has set us free from the tyranny of the devil. He also watches over us in such a way that not a 
hair can fall from our heads….” 
 
Seems a lot better than ad-libbing. 
Amen. 


