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To my mother, Shirley Fadling Kipp.
May grace be with us both as we find our way
from unhelpful anxiety to fruitful peace.
I dedicate this book to you in your eighty-third year.





  
    May God’s empowering presence,
his measureless generosity,
and his great goodness be with you,
seeking you before ever you seek him.
And may grace bear the fruit of
deep well-being, freedom from anxious care,
and a soul at rest in the presence of
God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
Amen!

  





  

 
1

  Becoming a Master
of Anxiety



  
    For most of my adult life, I’ve been a master of anxiety. I’m working to become a master of peace.

    Without realizing it, I became a student of anxiety as a child. I grew up in a home with a mom who learned anxiety in a post–World War II midwestern orphanage. From ages four to fourteen, she, together with her older brother and sister, learned the ways of worry. And growing up, I sat at her feet. Am I blaming my mother for my worries? No; I’m no victim. I’m simply telling my story.

    We all have our reasons for wrestling with worry or anxiety. But our reasons are not insurmountable. As followers of the Prince of Peace, we can place ourselves at his feet to learn to live in his way of peace. We can learn peace for our hearts and minds, peace in our relationships (as far as it depends on us), peace in our vocational life, and peace in our perspective about the future. This peace is not dependent on things going the way we like. It does not require that everything happen the way we prefer. The way of peace that Jesus leads us into is a way that begins from within us in relationship with him. It does not require peaceful circumstances to survive.

    So this book is not a theoretical research project. It isn’t a message I’m preparing for others. Writing this book has been a necessary personal quest. Anxiety has, at times, diminished me, hindered me, even paralyzed me—it really has. I’m writing as a fellow student and not a master. I have been on a journey to discover the way of peace.

    
      THE RISE OF ANXIETY

      Anxiety has been on the rise for a while. A study by the National Institutes of Health indicates that anxiety steadily increased in the adult population from 2008 to 2018. In that same time frame, anxiety doubled among eighteen- to twenty-five-year-old young adults.1 But in the first year of the pandemic, the World Health Organization measured a 25 percent increase in anxiety and depression worldwide.2

      We all had different experiences of anxiety during the global pandemic. My first was sitting on a plane in Delhi, India, in the early morning hours of a mid-February Saturday in 2020. Covid-19 was just beginning to hit our news feeds, but it felt mostly an “out there” issue for me at the time.

      As our scheduled departure time came and went, I noticed flight attendants conferencing in the first-class galley. After more than an hour delay, the flight purser announced that there was a passenger with flu-like symptoms whom they were assessing, who needed to be deplaned before we could depart. Anxiety!

      We were told that if we brought that passenger with us back to the States, the whole plane load of us would be quarantined for two weeks; the first cruise ship had recently been quarantined in Japan with infected passengers. It took about ninety minutes before they convinced the passenger to deplane, and we finally left the gate. As we taxied toward take-off, an announcement was made, requesting that if there was a doctor on board to make themselves known. We had already left the sick passenger behind. Now what? More anxiety.

      Just before we pulled onto the runway to leave, an announcement told us that yet another passenger was found to have flu-like symptoms and that we would be returning to the gate. There was an audible gasp from the rest of us. Even more anxiety.

      Once we got back to the gate, it didn’t take long for this second passenger to do the walk of shame from the back of the plane to the exit. I had needed the restroom for some time, but we’d been told to remain seated. Once the passenger went by and departed, I jumped up and ran into first class for the restroom that I could see was not in use.

      While in there, a text notification went off on my smartphone. When I got out of the restroom, I read the text. It essentially said that because of our departure delay, the crew had timed out and would not be able to depart on the flight any longer due to FAA regulations on shift lengths and such. I showed the text to one of the attendants standing there and he looked as concerned as I felt. I went back to my seat and wrestled with what I was going to do in Delhi for twenty-four more hours. I had no local contacts or plans. Still more anxiety.

      After about fifteen minutes, an attendant came on to say that if we would be seated immediately, they had been given special permission by the FAA to work a longer than allowed shift and take us home. Finally, after a total delay of three hours, we departed. Nearly twenty-four hours later I arrived home, gave my wife, Gem, a kiss hello, and we both soon found ourselves in bed for the next month with Covid-19.

      I began to feel this pandemic crisis emotionally, therefore, a month before what would become a worldwide shutdown. And it began a season in which my anxieties would assail me in new and surprising ways.

    

    
    
      WHAT ANXIETY LOOKS LIKE

      What I’ve been learning is that anxiety is a deep-rooted habit that has formed in me over time. It’s easy enough to worry about things that feel or look bad to me, but I can also worry when things are going well (When is all of this finally going to turn bad? I wonder). Acknowledging the reality of anxiety as a habit has been good news for me. With work, habits can be changed.

      The ways in which I have let anxiety malform me can be reformed.

      
        I am not trapped.

        I am not hopeless.

        I am not helpless.

      

      I have been learning to cultivate perspectives and habits of peace.

      I’m learning how to upgrade my internal operating system from anxiety to peace. An operating system is the software that provides a foundation for the basic functions of a computer. Though we are far more complex than a computer, our souls have a sort of operating system as well. Few of us think much about the operating system for our computers. And too few of us think about the ones that run our lives.

      Anxiety has too often been my basic way of approaching situations and people. It wasn’t as though there was a moment when I sat down and decided that it was the system for me. It was the system I’d received growing up. I’ve built programs on this foundation that “work,” but not very well. Anxiety has proven to be a bad habit of soul hurry that I can unlearn and have been unlearning.

      What does this operating system upgrade look like for me?

      
        	
          ♦ It has replaced a tunnel-vision perspective with a more spacious and options-rich one.

        

        	
          ♦ It has replaced an energy-demanding and energy-draining dynamic with one that has proven energy-renewing.

        

        	
          ♦ It has replaced knee-jerk assumptions about my past, present, and future with a freeing vision of many very good options that surround me.

        

      

      When I call peace an operating system, I’m saying that it is possible to learn to allow peace to be the underlying framework of our lives. Instead of accepting insecurity as my default, I’ve learned to assume confidence and resourcefulness as my foundation. I’ve replaced a lot of internalized stress with more inner peace and calm. Peace might even become something unconsciously trusted rather than frantically sought. I’ve found that while peace is a fruit of the Spirit, anxiety is not. Peace is creative. Anxiety isn’t. Peaceful is resourceful, but worry isn’t.

      I’ve been discovering that peace isn’t hiding from me and playing hard to get. Peace is in me because my very body is a temple of the Holy Spirit. That Spirit bears the fruit of peace from within me. It makes a great deal of difference to remember that I’m living in the Prince of Peace and he is living in me. The peace of God can bubble up from within at any moment and in any place. The sort of peace the world offers is profoundly dependent on optimal conditions and situations.

      A lot of my worries are triggered by circumstances. Something happens (or threatens to happen) and anxiety is triggered. I imagine disastrous trajectories inevitably growing out of present dynamics. Anxiety has sometimes felt like my only reasonable option in the face of certain perceived hazards or threats. But I’ve never regretted upgrading my operating system from anxiety to peace.

      I wish that it were a permanent upgrade, but I often have to reboot into this more peaceful way of living. One way I do this is by recalling that the Lord is shepherding me well (Psalm 23:1). What more could I want?

      It may not seem realistic to be at peace every moment. I’m not claiming to have arrived in a place where I never feel anxious or worried anymore. We all live real lives with challenges, obstacles, and threats. And anxiety still erupts in me in reaction to unpleasant surprises. When I talk about a non-anxious life, I’m talking about something that can begin within us. I’ve often said that busy is a matter of calendar, and hurry is a matter of soul. In that spirit, anxiety is a result of focusing on our circumstances, and peace is a fruit of focusing on the Prince of Peace, the Shepherd of our souls.

      It’s been good to remind myself that anxious living isn’t a faithful reflection of my present reality in God’s good kingdom. Rather than being on the verge of presumed danger, I am in the presence of powerful love. The faithfulness of God-with-me is measureless. My anxiety doesn’t take that into account.

      And anxiety is not a tone of voice used by the Spirit of God. The voice of anxiety in the back of my head is not the voice of the Spirit’s counsel. But sometimes the weight I give that voice might lead someone to think that I’m taking it as a divine word. The way of God is a way of peace. Shalom. Well-being. A life rich with reliable goodness. I can live in peace because I’m in the presence of Peace.

      Anxiety is not an especially wonderful counselor. The advice anxiety has given me over the years has not borne good fruit. It has driven me to mindless activity. It has gotten me stuck in narrow, untrue visions of my life. It’s been more like a false prophet than a wonderful counselor. It helps when I’ve downsized anxiety’s mentoring role in my life and done what I can to disregard its warnings more often.

      My anxiety reminds me of a common experience I have with squirrels when I cycle on local bike trails. I like squirrels, but not along the bike trail. I was cycling the other day when a squirrel darted out in front of me, just missing becoming a squirrel pancake by about twelve inches. In the process, he provoked a jolt of adrenaline in me that felt like anxiety at full volume.

      Do these little guys have a death wish? Are they daring one another to jump in front of those big rolling things that race by? I think I know what’s happening: they hear me coming and it sounds like danger. In reaction, their little squirrel brain urges them to find safety. Go home! Except that it seems like their home is always on the other side of the bike trail.

      So the instinct to race home puts them in more danger than if they took a moment to see what they were hearing and decide on the best course of action. That would be to stay put, but they don’t seem to understand that.

      My anxiety is a lot like this squirrel instinct. Something shocks me or threatens me, and I go into self-protection mode. “Get safe!” is what my safety-seeking brain cries out. But if I don’t take a moment to look around, I may put myself in the way of greater harm by operating in the tunnel of anxiety. I hope I’m smarter than a squirrel.

    

    
    
      ANXIETY ZOMBIE

      I’ve had a strange, zombie-like relationship with anxiety. I’ve been semi-aware of its presence with me, but I’ve sought to avoid it at the same time. This doesn’t make it go away. Anxiety is active, but it isn’t alive; it’s a kind of living death. It’s frantically busy, but not vitally alive.

      Too often, my go-to strategy in dealing with anxiety could be summed up in three words: numbing, escaping, and avoiding. Instead of finding true rest amid my anxious feelings, I’ve escaped through food, drink, or mind-numbing media engagement. I’ve escaped into my imagination, into endless online journeys, and into familiar video games. I’ve avoided my life sometimes by over-checking my email and social media, and at the cost of avoiding important work.

      If I can resist the temptation to numb, escape, or avoid, it helps because these are counterfeits of peace. Numbing prevents me from feeling the anxiety that is in me. Escaping is an attempt to run away from anxiety. Avoiding is my effort to do an end-run around anxiety. But I can learn to be present to my anxieties in the presence of God. I can feel anxious and learn to not let that drive me to worry.

      So when I numb, escape, or avoid, I don’t feel my anxiety for a while. But not feeling anxious doesn’t mean that the roots of anxiety have been addressed. I’m simply numb to them for a while. Numbness and peace don’t really feel the same. One is a lack of feeling. The other is a sense of well-being, or being relaxed, or becoming confident.

      I choose numbing in my lack of vision for how anxiety might actually be resolved. I prefer to feel numb than to feel anxious. But learning to receive peace is better than not feeling anxiety temporarily. It’s hard to be healed of that which I cannot feel.

      For example, I often find myself feeling a dull anxiety as I begin a typical workday. I have a nebulous dread that I’m not going to be up to the work that lies ahead. I’ve too often attended more to the anxiety that whispers its dark insinuations than to the peace of God that is always with me. This is draining. I sometimes feel worn out in seasons with a monotonous schedule, unbroken by outside speaking or travel. Anxiety suggests I’m just about out of gas for the work to which I feel called. And for some reason, I find myself listening to and believing its counsel.

      How do I navigate what feels like paralyzing anxiety when I have work that needs to be done? How do I overcome these strong negative feelings? What does the fruitful path forward look like? Is it true that this experience is a necessary weakness so I might grow strong in grace? Is this sort of thing like Paul’s thorn in the flesh, or is it something that simply should be resolved through counsel, coaching, or medications?

      I’ve worried a lot. I sometimes worry about how much I worry. Then I worry that I’m worrying about my worries. There are layers of present worry that reinforce layers of ancient worry laid down in my very body. Anxiety is obviously a problem for me.

    

    
    
      A VISION OF ANXIETY

      For years, the cars Gem and I drove were older models donated to us through the nonprofits in which we served. One day, the red check engine light came on as one of our sons was driving. We took the old car to our mechanic to figure out what was wrong. A few days later, he called to say that he’d run every diagnostic he could think of, but nothing resolved the engine light. His opinion was that the computer itself was malfunctioning, and that replacing it on such an old vehicle was not worth the cost. He recommended that we simply continue driving the car for as long as we’d own it with that light stuck on.

      I think the red-light indicator of my own habitual anxiety is like that check engine light. It comes on, often stays on, and warns me of some major problem that may not even exist. It claims to be warning me of a problem, but it may itself be the problem.

      It’s important to notice my anxiety, to discern whether its warnings are helpful, and to respond accordingly. Too often, I assumed my anxiety indicator was an infallible source of truth about my past, present, or future; it often hasn’t been.

      My anxiety is also like trying to time-travel into my past or my future. Anxiety recalls unpleasant or painful experiences for me to replay, rehearse, and ruminate on. Anxiety paints a dystopian image of what lies ahead of me. Letting anxiety tempt me to time-travel like this isn’t productive. The grace of God is available to me now, but anxiety overlooks the present moment. And it can’t actually see the future about which it makes such confident proclamations of doom. The future it predicts has rarely been as disastrous as threatened.

      Anxiety is never satisfied. If I listen to its frantic warnings, it does not stop there—it finds something else to warn me about. Anxieties followed tend to multiply into more anxiety. Anxiety has not led me to a path of safety and therefore peace. It leads me to fretting and more anxiety. It is not a path of life. It does not bear good fruit in my soul, my relationships, my work, or my leadership.

      My anxiety is like buying into a conspiracy theory. Anything that supports the conspiracy is embraced as trustworthy authority; anything that contradicts the conspiracy is rejected as part of the conspiracy. Anxiety flourishes in that kind of insecurity and doubt about the goodness of my path with God.

      Non-anxious living is more than dealing with anxious feelings. It’s an orientation to life. It’s learning to live a life of shalom, of well-being, of healthy rhythms, of cooperation with the kingdom ways of God. I’m seeking to describe a non-anxious life in far broader and more global terms. I’ve been learning that it is a kind of pace at which I live, and relate, and work.

      Now, let me be clear: a non-anxious life is not a life without concerns. It is not a life without difficulties or hardships. It is not a life in which I never feel nervous. A life completely free of cares would be a life in which nothing matters to me. The great commandment is, at its heart, a command to care. It isn’t baptized stoicism. It is peaceful caring that is with us in our actual troubles.

      I’m grateful for many resources that have helped me with my anxiety. I have benefited from years of psychological therapy. I have done important work with issues that arise in my adult life, rooted in childhood and youth experiences. I’ve found fruitful freedom from forms of anxiety that used to often overwhelm and even paralyze me. I have recently taken advantage of medication for depression and anxiety. All of this has helped. What I’m exploring in this book is how we might embrace the resources available to us in the peaceful kingdom of God and in the presence of the Prince of Peace.

    

    
    
      CONTINUING AS WE BEGAN

      In contrast to anxiety is trust or faith. Paul offers this counsel to his friends in Colossae: “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live your lives in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness” (Colossians 2:6-7). While the language of peace isn’t explicitly present, these have been words of wisdom to deepen my experience of peace in the presence of God.

      How did I receive Christ Jesus as Lord in my youth? I received Christ like I would receive any gift. I trusted in the generosity of the Father’s gift of his Son. There was nothing I could do to make myself deserving of such a gift. I could only welcome divine generosity with open hands.

      What has enabled me to find peace in this kingdom counsel has been Paul’s little phrase “just as.” My continuing journey can be lived in the very same spirit in which I embarked on this journey. I live my life in Christ Jesus as Lord just as I received him—still receiving his generous initiative and kind provision.

      This has been a grounding and stabilizing reality for me. I’m living my life in response to the kind and lavish work of God in Christ. I’ve learned to find growing confidence in the life already available to me from God the Father through Christ the Son empowered by the Holy Spirit. Confident trust in this triune communion has deepened my peace. This way of living has caused gratitude to well up in me more often. I am finding this a peaceful way to live even when circumstances tempt me to worry and to be anxious.

      My worry is often rooted in trying to manage something that feels unmanageable to me. It helps when I recognize that the One I’ve come to follow is not overwhelmed by what overwhelms me. I’m ultimately safe in the presence of a very good shepherd. Do I always feel safe? No. Am I never threatened by people or circumstances? That would be nice, but not real. I am safe, though, from ultimate harm. As Julian of Norwich heard in a divine vision during a dark time in human history (disease and war were rampant), “All shall be well”—I’m coming to trust that simple statement as a description of my own present and my own future. And in this I am finding peace.

      I think of Jesus’ words to Martha, and to us, in Luke 10. He speaks with great compassion to our many worries. He doesn’t accuse us, shame us, or condemn us. He seeks to lift our eyes to see his good presence with us to protect our hearts and minds. I think some people imagine that Jesus’ repeated “Martha, Martha” is spoken with arms crossed, head shaking, and brows furrowed in disappointment. But I imagine the face of Jesus full of compassion. He is, after all, the Prince of Peace who takes no pleasure in the anxiety of his beloved children.

    

    
    
      A FELLOW TRAVELER

      I set out to write a book about living a life free of anxiety. Somewhere, in the back of mind, I hoped I’d find a life where I’d never even feel anxious. I didn’t discover that place. I also imagined I could write this book from the position of an expert. I’ve had to settle back into writing it as a student. I’ve been a student of anxiety most of my life. I’m seeking to be a student of peace now—inner peace, relational peace, and peace in the world about me.

      But I write this book with a great sense of hope. My lifelong journey with anxiety has not been fruitless. I am learning how to live in the peaceful kingdom of Jesus. I’m learning that Paul just might be right when he suggests that I needn’t worry (Philippians 4:6-7). Instead, I can learn how to regularly entrust my worries into the care of One who cares. I can live in a way where peace really does stand guard over my heart and mind. I’m learning that Peter just might be right that I can hand my worries over to Jesus because Jesus is interested in them and is Lord over them (1 Peter 5:7).

      Whatever I have to say of value about anxiety in this book will be most helpful if it is spoken from actual weakness rather than presumed strength. We need to hear messages of lived mercy and grace. Talking about unlived theories doesn’t help much.

      So, a non-anxious life is about a certain pace of soul, pace of interaction, pace of engagement. Living a non-anxious life is about learning the pace of the kingdom, and God’s kingdom has a particular pace. It’s slower in all the best ways. It is an unhurried pace. It’s admittedly a definition in the negative—God’s kingdom is not in a hurry. But I’ve tried to offer unhurried as a virtuous, positive word for our purposes. Perhaps non-anxious can do the same work.

      Peace is rooted in the robust and full-orbed meaning of the Hebrew shalom. It is more than an absence of tension, stress, conflict, or trouble. It is the presence of the Prince of Peace, the God of peace, the Spirit of peace. Peace is the atmosphere of heaven. And heaven surrounds and permeates us with peace we can breathe.

      In the pages ahead, we’ll see how Jesus can be our wise guide into the way of peace. We’ll learn about good friends of peace like grace, hope, joy, and humility. We’ll learn how to practice the presence of the Prince of Peace together.

      Jesus embodies peace and gives to us as the world can never do. It is the peace of presence, not the peace of absence. Therefore, it is a peace that can guard our hearts and minds amid anxious feelings, anxious circumstances, anxious relationships. It is a peace we bring to our lived reality rather than a peace that we do not yet have and must seek elsewhere. Let’s explore this non-anxious way of life together.

    

    
    

      NON-ANXIOUS REFLECTION

      You will find questions at the end of each chapter to use in reflection and journaling. You may want to discuss them with a spiritual friend or small group as well.

      
        	
          ♦ How have you experienced God’s peace in challenging situations that didn’t resolve? What did that feel like? How did it compare to the peace of welcome circumstances or lack of trouble?

        

        	
          ♦ Was there one of the anxiety metaphors that felt especially descriptive of your own experience (an operating system, a not-so-wonderful counselor, an anxious squirrel, a broken warning light, attempting time-travel, or a conspiracy theory)?

        

        	
          ♦ What is currently tempting you to worry? What would it look like to translate that worrying into praying? How might you let anxious thoughts and feelings prompt you to pray rather than move you to worry? Ask for the help of God’s Spirit in this.
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Anxiety Isn’t for
the Birds




The spiritual practice of silence has been important to my learning the ways of peace. Silence doesn’t always quiet my anxious thoughts and feelings. Something in me wants to get noisy and busy again so I don’t have to see how strong my anxiety is. Silence has often been more diagnostic than therapeutic for me.

So, in a particular moment of silence, sitting in my backyard on a sunny spring day, I was seeking to enjoy the presence of my Father in heaven. I felt the approach of familiar anxiety. But I also noticed the sound of birdsong surrounding me. One bird had a song that was a rapid-fire burst of chirps. She seemed nearly as insistent as my anxiety, but her message sounded something inviting, like, “I’m happy this morning. I’m well cared for. We have a Maker who watches over our lives. We are loved. It’s why I sing this morning.”

I heard the wisdom of Jesus in this. I heard Jesus inviting me to pay attention to the birds, as he invited a crowd to do on a hillside two thousand years ago (Matthew 6:25-27). The birds seemed to be reminding me that they do not go without. Without shopping or farming, they find a daily meal even in our backyard.

In the spirit of Jesus’ birdwatching advice, I’ve taken to saying to myself, Jesus just might be right about worry. I’m not actually much in doubt about this idea. But my guts sometimes harbor a different sentiment than my cognitive confidence. Reminding my anxiety that Jesus might be right is my way of backing into truth. Jesus says that my noisy anxious thoughts and feelings do not have the last word.

The more I speak with leaders about hurry, the more I realize that a common form of soul hurry among us is anxiety. It’s certainly true for me. My friend and bishop, Todd Hunter, once said in a sermon, “If it can be done in anxiety, it can be done better in peace.” Doesn’t that sound like kingdom wisdom? Doesn’t it seem rather obviously true?

But, honestly, the first time I heard it, something in me rose up in strong resistance. Part of me disagreed with this word of wisdom; something in my gut questioned. I found myself wondering whether I’d get much done without my anxiety. I worried that I might not press myself to the same high standards that anxiety often pushed me to. I was strangely viewing my anxiety as an asset when Jesus was telling me that it was a liability.


BIRDS AS MENTORS

What does Jesus have to say about my worrying? How about his teaching on anxiety in his Sermon on the Mount? The idea about doing things better in peace drew me back to the original wisdom of Jesus, “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life” (Matthew 6:25).

How does Jesus want to help me overcome my habits of worry? He suggests a bit of birdwatching. “Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they?” (Matthew 6:26). Jesus wants us to notice that the birds don’t appear to live in anxiety. They are not frantically worried about their next paycheck, or their next bill, let alone their next meal. Unlike us, they don’t even do the work of sowing, reaping, and saving, and yet the Father cares for them.

I’ve taken Jesus’ encouragement literally. Little by little, I’ve set up various birdfeeders in our backyard. There is a tray feeder with mixed seed that draws many different birds. There is a tube feeder with nyjer seed for the goldfinches and other small birds. There is a suet cake feeder that has drawn woodpeckers, scrub jays, crows, and even an occasional squirrel. Also, we keep a grape-jelly-and-sugar-water feeder for bright-yellow hooded orioles when they’re up visiting from Central America.

I’ve enjoyed getting to know each bird’s name and habits. They’ve become my friends. I’ve loved unexpected visitors, like the little pin-tailed whydah who decided the tray feeder was his personal domain. I find myself giving thanks for a family of scrub jays hanging around for a season. Over the last few years, I’ve noticed when some migrate in and back out.

Most of all, though, the birds have become my teachers in non-anxious living. I keep a downstairs office at home with a sliding glass door that looks out on all these feeders. At any moment, especially an anxious one, I can look out and see the birds enjoying what I’ve provided. And I can remember in that moment that what is provoking my anxiety is not outside the Father’s provision for me. This reminder has been helping.

The care of God for his creation, such as the birds, is an expression of pure grace. God’s provision is more like a gift than a paycheck. Grace precludes any orientation to earning, but my anxiety tends to be rooted in an earning perspective on my life and work. Do I or don’t I deserve what God provides? The birds don’t seem to be wrestling much with this. God isn’t assessing whether I deserve what he gives moment to moment. God’s nature is generous, and so God’s interaction with me is rooted in grace.

God cares for the birds who aren’t doing much to change the world. They are precious to God, but we, made in his image, are far more precious to the Father. If God graciously cares for little birds who are here today and gone tomorrow, how much more will God care for women and men made in his very image who will live forever? In light of this reality, anxiety is a less realistic response than confidence and peace is. This isn’t a condemning correction. This is a simple, kind statement of kingdom reality. We have a Father who cares for us well and constantly.

My anxieties are a kind of soul amnesia. I forget that God is constantly caring and providing for me. Perhaps this is why God invites us to “remember” so often in Scripture. Remembering the care of God is a good practice for our souls.




A MISGUIDED EQUATION

I grew up assuming the truth of this equation: anxiety equals love. I believed that the only way I could prove that I really cared about someone or something was to frantically worry. But if you’ve ever been the one being frantically worried about, you know it doesn’t feel much like you’re the focus of the caring. When I frantically worry about another person, I don’t think they actually feel care from me. I’m more likely putting pressure on them to do something that will make me worry less (as though my worry were mainly dependent on something they do or don’t do).

Instead, I’ve come to believe in a better equation to describe what anxiety does: anxiety equals care minus God. We use the word care for both anxiety and love. We speak of not having a care in the world: that’s about anxiety. We tell someone we care for them: that’s love. The thing is, peace and love are very good friends. Anxiety and love have a hard time hanging out together.

Anxiety is concern that isn’t rooted in the faithful presence of God. It has become detached from the love of God or has lost touch with its reality. Without faith I can’t be at home in the pleasure of God. In anxiety, I can’t either. Worry has a way of blinding me to the measureless faithfulness of Christ, who is Immanuel—God-with-me. God-with-me is my greatest protection from anxious fretting. Worry focuses on my shortcomings or challenges and doesn’t notice the far greater realities of God’s goodness, power, and love with me.

Care does good things for the beloved. Anxiety doesn’t. It is a negation rather than a positive action. I find that I’m more able to love others when I’m rooted in the soil of trust, confidence, and knowing myself loved by God. I then care for others from abundance. My worry doesn’t give good things to the ones I’m worrying about.

This is what praying our anxieties helps us remember. We can root our anxious concerns into the love of God. We can offer our worrisome cares into the care of our Father. This can transform them from fruitless worries to fruitful love. I can redeem the passion and energy of my worries.

My anxiety often feels like an echo chamber of my own thoughts that becomes noisier over time. When I allow God’s Spirit to draw my attention away from my own concerns to notice and engage the concerns of others, my anxiety often quiets. When I think about others, pray for others, reach out to others, care for others, I am less overwhelmed by my own anxious thoughts. My attention is drawn away from the centrifugal force of my own worry. Love displaces both fear and worry.




I CALL YOU FRIENDS

Jesus speaks about his and the Father’s love for us in his words to his inner circle in the upper room. “You are my friends if you do what I command. I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you” (John 15:14-15). What inviting words Jesus speaks.

I’ve found that my inner vision of Jesus impacts my anxiety levels. How do I assume Jesus is relating to me: as a servant, or as a friend? When I think of myself first as servant—mostly as someone who does things for Jesus—I tend to measure myself by what I am (or am not) accomplishing in my service. But Jesus tells his inner circle that he doesn’t think of them (or us) first as servants, but as friends.

Jesus tells them that servants are not in on the master’s business. They serve the master’s purpose but are not included in the master’s counsels. They get assignments. They are given orders. But friends? They enjoy conversation, hear the master’s heart, and learn the master’s purposes.

Jesus wants us to experience his Father’s table, not just serve at it. Servants visit the table. Friends sit at the table. Servants serve at a distance. Friends are invited to linger in the master’s presence. Such loving friendship with the Father and the Son is a place of peace. It is in this way that we best honor the Father—not first with our service for God but through our cooperative friendship with God.

So, I come first as a friend listening for Jesus who wishes to walk together rather than first as a servant who is working for him at a distance. Growing in this friendship has borne in me the fruit of confidence, authority, and fruitfulness. It is living and growing in this friendship with God in Christ that causes our lives to be like the good branch that bears much quality fruit.

Later in his teachings to the inner circle, Jesus again affirms that the Father loves them in the same way that they have come to experience the affectionate friendship of Jesus. “No, the Father himself loves you because you have loved me and have believed that I came from God” (John 16:27). When my soul is aware of the reality of the Father’s love for me, it’s hard for anxiety to remain strong. Jesus wants us to trust that the Father’s posture toward us is as loving as his. Love really does cast out fear and displace anxiety.

There lingers in me the gut image of a God that is unpleasable, harsh, or demanding instead of loving. So much of my recent journey with Jesus has been about cultivating the habit of becoming at home in the loving presence of God. Trusting in the reality of God’s love creates an atmosphere that has weakened the potency of anxiety in my life.

I’ve realized that trusting in the love of God in Christ can be an overarching reality even in the presence of strong and unpleasant emotion (like my anxiety). I don’t have to avoid or hide from anxiety. I can acknowledge its presence amid the greater presence of God’s love. At home in God’s love, I thrive and anxiety doesn’t.




YOU DON’T HAVE TO WORRY

As Jesus continues his teaching in Matthew 6, he goes on to give us a very good reason to let go of our worrying habits by asking a very simple question: “Can any one of you by worrying add a single hour to your life?” (Matthew 6:27). Worrying doesn’t extend my life even an hour; it might even shorten it. Worrying doesn’t make me one inch taller; it just might make me shorter as I stoop under the burden of my worries.

When Jesus tells us, “Don’t worry about your life,” I don’t primarily hear him saying, “You shouldn’t worry!” That sort of should has a way of making me worry more about my worrying. That doesn’t help. Instead, I believe the spirit of Jesus’ gracious counsel is more like, “You don’t have to worry.”

Worry doesn’t help. It doesn’t improve anything. My worry is rooted in an unfortunate experiential blindness to the reality of God’s presence and God’s care in my present situation. But Jesus says worry does nothing to improve my life or my situation. As I’ve said, Jesus is speaking to my strange assumption that anxiety is somehow an asset to me. I assumed that it was anxiety that best got me going and kept me doing good work. Anxiety kept me busy, which I assumed was good. Anxiety, combined with perfectionism, drove me to high standards and big achievements. What could be wrong with that?

Anxiety might get me moving and get things done, but if anxiety is fuel, it’s fuel that burns dirty. It has a way of fouling my health, my relationships, and the actual quality of my work. Peace, on the other hand, gives me access to the green energy of fellowship with God’s Spirit. It burns clean with joy and hope. Anxiety presses me into tunnel vision, when peace would give me a grander perspective and a relaxed approach to my next step. Anxiety drives me into some frantic next thing, when instead I might be able to see many good options before me. Anxiety has a way of keeping me busy with things that don’t matter, whereas peace keeps me in a place where I see with perspective what really matters.

So, again, Jesus just might be right about my anxieties. When my anxiety claims to provide me reliable information about my immediate future, it’s been wrong far more often than it’s been right. Anxiety is a miserably poor predictor of my actual future. You could call it a false prophet and you wouldn’t be wrong. As Mark Twain put it, “I’ve had a lot of worries in my life, most of which never happened.” Yet I still often assume that my feeling of anxiety is a reliable indicator that something terrible is going to happen soon.




NOTICE THE FLOWERS

To birdwatching, Jesus adds his recommendation that we notice the beauty of the flowers. “And why do you worry about clothes? See how the flowers of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these” (Matthew 6:28-29). God gives the flowers a beauty that we can’t match with our best creative efforts. Flowers don’t make themselves beautiful. They are the creative expression of the Divine Artist.

Flowers aren’t anxiously attempting to be more beautiful. They aren’t investing immense energy in managing their appearance to other flowers. God has given them beauty. And the beauty of our own lives is not primarily a thing we achieve, but something we are given. What makes our lives winsome and attractive is given to us; it’s not self-created. It is more rooted in who we are than in how we look. The majesty of our lives is established and shines from our divinely created being.

The beauty of flowers is measured in days or perhaps weeks. “If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith?” (Matthew 6:30). Jesus is letting us know that the beauty of our lives is of a lasting sort. Flowers come and go. We enjoy having cut flowers in our home. We also enjoy keeping around live plants that bloom. Over decades, we’ve had hundreds of flowering plants that have come and gone. But the beauty with which God clothes us—you and me—is intended for eternity. It is greater than the beauty of youth that also comes and goes. The beauty of a soul reflecting the glory of its Maker is the beauty that lasts.

We live in a culture that is captured by the cuteness of youth. We spend immense amounts of time, money, and effort attempting to hold onto youth for as long as we can. But time always diminishes, little by little, the glory of youth. True beauty runs much deeper than this. Jesus points to its source—faith. Worry and anxiety are opposed to simple trust; they do not add anything to the beauty of our lives. And simple trust is the mirror by which we reflect the faithful, gracious, glorious beauty of God in Christ.
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