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 Many of you know I have a practice of writing a prayer of thanksgiving almost every 
night and posting it on my Facebook timeline.  I also post the prayer on a Tumblr (a 
blogging platform) that I reserve only for these prayers.  I suspect I’m an atypical Tumblr 
blogger in that I only follow a handful of other Tumblrs.  There’s an architecture Tumblr I 
follow because he posts beautiful photos and I love architecture.  I follow the National 
Public Radio Tumblr, though I’ve probably heard on the radio 90% of the stories they post.  
And I follow a Tumblr called, “Humans of New York.” 

 Humans of New York” 
typically posts once a day – a picture 
of someone in New York and a 
paragraph-length quote from that 
person.  Last Monday, this was the 
picture posted.  And this was the 
quote that went with the picture: 

 “My wife urged me to take 
this little trip to New York so that I 
can clear my head.  It’s just for two 
days.  But my leash has been so 
short lately that it feels like an 
eternity.  Part of me definitely died 
when our daughter was born.  I was always a free spirited person.  I traveled a lot.  I never 
had a boss.  I had all the choices in the world.  But a lot of that disappeared in order to make 
things possible for my daughter.  I watch her during the day.  And I’m not mad about it.  
This is the happiest time of my life.  It would be great if my daughter was here right now.  
It’d be so fun to watch her run around the park.  But I’d also be worried about her safety.  
And the diaper bag.  And the car seat.  And the stroller.  And our next meal.  And our next 
place to stay.  There’s always a flickering flame of worry that doesn’t go away.…”1 

 I suspect that his words resonate with the experiences of many of you who have 
children, be they grown or still at home.  “There’s always a flickering flame of worry that 
doesn’t go away.” 

 This truth spoken by this anonymous human in New York contrasts sharply with the 
words of Jesus in today’s gospel reading.  “… do not worry about your life … can any of your 
worrying add a single hour to the span of your life?... Therefore, do not worry.” 

                                                        
1 A guy on a park bench, Humans of New York, 
http://www.humansofnewyork.com/post/180286164521/my-wife-urged-me-to-take-this-little-trip-to-new 
(posted and accessed 19 November 2018). 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=410188176
https://www.facebook.com/RevJSS
http://revjss.tumblr.com/
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 It seems to me that telling someone, “Don’t worry!” is a little like telling someone, 
“Don’t think of a pink elephant!”  Or at least it’s about a ridiculous.  Worrying is a normal 
part of life.  It can be an outgrowth of love – love for self and love for others.  Our human of 
New York has that constant “flickering flame of worry” because he loves his daughter. 

 So, what do we make of Jesus’ words? 

 I would start here:  love is not the only source of worry.  Greed can also be a source 
of worry.  And I’m not just talking about our own personal greed being a source of worry, 
though it can be that, too.  We can worry about not having enough or of losing what we 
have.  I think Jesus is addressing this specific worry.  Don’t worry about having enough food 
or about having fancy clothing to wear, he tells the people listing to his “Sermon on the 
Mount.”  And I admit to this worry – not for today or even for this decade.  I worry about it 
in retirement.  Not often, but sometimes I wonder if I will have the resources to make ends 
meet into my 90s. 

 The other greed that I was thinking about is corporate greed.  It actually harnesses 
worry to feed itself.  Corporations advertise to get us to think we need something so we’ll 
buy it.  There are three basic tools advertising uses to produce that sense of need:  fear, 
fantasy, and lies.  Fear is especially effective.  Typically, it’s a low-grade fear – you know, 
worry.  “This is such an awesome movie! Don’t miss it!” the advertisement tells us.  That 
pitch is actually working on our fear, in particular our fear of missing out.  Similarly, 
advertising targeting parents will manipulate their fear that they might be bad at it, and 
then offers their product as a solution. 

 Politicians do the same thing in their advertising.  First, they create something for 
you to fear, then they offer themselves as the solution.  And people end up voting for 
someone whose policies are much scarier than the manufactured fear. 

 I think Jesus would say that same thing to these worries:  don’t.  Don’t stew on 
whatever it is you’re worrying about.  That threat the politician is selling you?  It isn’t a 
threat.  Do your best and trust your parenting.  You’ll be just fine if you don’t see the movie.  
Save some money and trust the future. 

 About a year-and-a-half into the Great Recession, Old Testament scholar Walter 
Brueggemann wrote a reflection that addresses this challenge of not worrying.2  He 
identified that he called “three dimensions of the moral-theological foundations of the 
current economic crisis:”  autonomy, anxiety, and greed. 

 One of the operative myths in American culture is the myth of the rugged individual.  
This myth proclaims that we are each autonomous, owing no one anything, accountable to 
no one, and relying on no one by ourselves.  It resists what we might called the 
“communitarian reality” – that we are, in fact, connected and that we need each other.  This 
myth also encourages us to each organize our life around our individual needs, issues, and 
priorities.  Interestingly, a person who perceived themself as autonomous is called “the 
fool” in the Psalms, in large part because the autonomous person has no need for God.  In 

                                                        
2 Walter Brueggemann, “From Anxiety and Greed to Milk and Honey,” Sojourners, https://sojo.net/preaching-
the-word/anxiety-and-greed-milk-and-honey (written February 2009; accessed 20 November 2018).  The 
quotes that follow are from this article; I’m not bothering to footnote each one. 
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fact, the autonomous individual chaffs against any divine claim on them, especially the 
claims of divine restraint. 

 “But the downside of such theological autonomy is that without the restraint of God, 
one is also without the resource of God.”  The autonomous person has to believe they are 
self-sufficient, but creating security and satisfaction by oneself is impossible.  The outcome 
of living by the myth of the rugged individual is a life without security and satisfaction, a 
life filled with worry and anxiety.  To cope with this anxiety, in an effort to find security and 
satisfaction, the autonomous person needs to constantly accumulate.  The belief is that 
having enough will lead to a sense of safety and satisfaction, but it is never achieved.  So the 
autonomous person falls in to the trap of the endless rat race, chasing the unattainable, 
which in turn “produces bottomless anxiety—about the market, about performance, about 
self-worth.  The autonomous person in the end has nowhere to put [their] anxiety except to 
‘suck it up’ and keep moving. 

 “In Leviticus 26:36-37, Moses characterizes the anxiety of a person (or a people) cut 
off from God and fated to a life under curse:  ‘The sound of a driven leaf shall put them to 
flight, and they shall flee as one flees from the sword, and they shall fall though no one 
pursues.  They shall stumble over one another, as if to escape a sword, though no one 
pursues.’ 

 “Such a person finds threat, danger, and insecurity everywhere.  The only sensible 
response to [the] imagined threat is greater effort that in turn only produces a new round 
of anxiety.” 

 You can see where this is going.  Each round of anxiety leads to a round of 
accumulation.  The autonomous person attempts to calm their anxiety with greed.  When 
we understand this, “It is not difficult to understand why those with the most think they do 
not yet have enough,” says Brueggemann.  “And those with less imitate the ravenously 
greedy ones, so that there is collusion between those who have much and want more and 
those who have little but long for much.  This collusion readily produces subprime loans in 
which creditors see easy interest income and debtors imagine a better life beyond present 
deprivation.” 

 We need only look at the Bible for an alternative to “this hopeless, self-devouring 
process.”  One of the themes that runs through both testaments is covenant.  God covenants 
with creation at the flood, with Abraham and Sarah and their progeny, and with the 
Hebrews at Mount Sinai.  The people covenant with God and reaffirm that covenant 
throughout the dramatic arc of the Hebrew scriptures.  And Jesus established a new 
covenant at the Last Supper.  Covenant “binds the self to the holy, faithful God and to 
neighbors who are members in a common economy.” 

 Likewise, we regularly see an invitation away from anxiety and “to the abundance of 
God.”  From the picture of God as “creator who sets creation into its destiny of fruitfulness, 
so that the world teems with abundance,” to the stories of God providing for the escaping 
slaves in the wilderness, to Jesus feeding the multitudes, we see the abundance of God.  
“Whereas autonomous economics begins with a premise of scarcity, biblical faith is 
grounded in the generosity of God who wills and provides abundance.  And here persons 
who are members of a covenantal neighborhood respond to divine abundance with 
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generous gratitude, willing to share with sisters and brothers.”  It is out of this covenantally 
grounded vision of divine abundance that Jesus urges his followers, “Do not worry,… your 
heavenly Father knows that you need all these things.” 

 And the Bible offers an alternative to greed:  “the neighborly practice of generosity.  
The champions of acquisitiveness regard others as threats and competitors.  But in a 
covenantal frame of reference grounded in God’s abundance, others are seen to be brothers 
and sisters whose life is in a community of solidarity that shares the God-given resources 
for the well-being of all.” 

 A week ago, I thought this to be a strange gospel lesson for Thanksgiving Sunday.  
I’m not thinking that way now. 

 If Brueggemann’s analysis is accurate, and I think it is, a question remains – or 
perhaps it’s three questions: 

• How do we move from the myth of autonomy into covenant community? 
• How do we move from anxiety to abundance? 
• How do we move from greed to generosity? 

 I suspect there are several ways that can help us make these moves.  One that I have 
identified is this:  thanksgiving. 

 When we practice gratitude, when we conscientiously offer our thanks, we 
recognized that we are bound to each other.  I’ve noticed in myself and with others that this 
does not happen immediately – at least not typically.  We can be so immersed in the myth 
of autonomy that our beginning practices of giving thanks can actually reinforce it.  “Thank 
you that I was about to pull myself up by my own bootstraps today, God.”  But over time, 
the prayers will change.  “Thank you, God, that I was welcomed to that table by those 
people to share that wonderful food that so many prepared.”  Thanksgiving draws me into 
community. 

 Similarly, a practice of thanksgiving can move us from worry to recognizing the 
good gifts that God provides.3  Worry focuses on obstacles and threats.  Gratitude focuses 
on blessings.  The more we focus on obstacles and worries, the more aggrieved and 
threatened we are likely to feel.  The more we focus on blessings, the more we will see the 
abundance of blessings that have always been present. 

 Gratitude also greases the movement from greed to generosity.  Because gratitude 
focuses on gifts received, it relieves anxieties, and as anxieties are relieved, the greed 
response diminishes.  The more one recognizes that God’s economy is one of gifts, the more 
one is likely to join that economy and become part of the giving. 

 So, when Jesus told the people on the mount, “Don’t worry,” he just might have been 
inviting them into a practice of thanksgiving.  Which makes this a very appropriate reading 
for Thanksgiving Sunday. 

Amen. 

                                                        
3 This has been called the “Headwinds/Tailwinds Asymmetry.” You can learn more about it at 
http://freakonomics.com/podcast/why-is-my-life-so-hard/, among other places. 


