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My father was a great man, an artist of amazing gifts and skill.  He was also mentally ill, alcoholic, drug-dependent and the bane of my existence growing up.  Not that we did not love each other in our own weird ways.  One of the thoroughly annoying character flaws that I can catalogue about my dad is that he was the consummate “worrier.”  Almost everything in his life was the source of his worries:  his work, his art career, his family, especially his three boys, the city, the government, the politicians – you name it, my dad worried about it.  He worried about worrying, creating elaborate “what ifs” for our consideration that we would have never even bothered to think about, except his brain was always working on the next thing to worry about.  Although he nearly flunked out of high school, we discovered later in his life that his IQ was just short of genius.  Thus, he was so smart that he could be even more creative about what to worry about!  

This constant worrying about everything and what I considered mostly nonsense turned me into the opposite (or so I believed).  I lived for a long time in a perpetual “whatever…” life.  For me whatever happens, happens.  What can you do?  Simply deal with it and move on was my philosophy.  My motto was “Don’t buy trouble that’s not here yet.”  When the contemporary catchphrase, “whatever…,” became one of those sayings that we all get tired of, I was prone to use it whenever…  Let’s remind ourselves of the many meanings.  Originally, it seemed that it was a not-so-clever capitulation for not winning an argument.  “Whatever…” helped us to move beyond our impasse in a debate or argument, even it there was not resolution with frustration abounding.  Then, it seemed to morph into a slang phrase for almost any occasion to express:  “let’s get on to the next thing.”  We had created a verbal way to shrug or another way to say:  “So?”

I was happily in my life living out what I believed was a “Whatever…” attitude when my daughter was born.  Bam!  My father was resurrected in me as a parent!  Who woulda thunk such a thing!?  I worried about everything about her, especially when she became mobile and was out of our sight and control.  That was often since my wife was securing her second Masters degree and I was a work-obsessed young minister.  You could have sent me to the State Hospital the day she pulled out of our driveway on her first solo drive and pealed the tires as she left.  My only release was prayer – placing her and all those awful, conjured up disasters awaiting her, sometimes real, most times imaginary, into God’s hands.  As I had long preached, I was to surrender control, to let go, to trust.  Sometimes I am convinced that God calls the craziest among us into ministry, because it is the only way God can get at us.  Preaching is primarily a selfish way to work out our own problems by making us study the scriptures, live by faith and sometimes faith alone and listen to God once in a while, because that is what we pastors are supposed to do.  The other reason I believe God called me was to save me from the manic/depressive cycle in our family system.  Rearing our daughter almost drove me crazy nevertheless.  Even today I can work up quite a worry because my now grown and married daughter, who lives on the other coast, travels, mostly flying, all across the country for her work.  She often is alone in big cities, in hotels, restaurants, at night—just the thought makes me cringe, even though I have done the same thing when on national staff and know she probably takes better care of her safety than I ever did!  

Paul, the author of this beautiful letter to the Philippians, admonishes us in verse 6:  “Don’t worry about anything!”  Now I ask you, did Paul have a daughter in the 21st century!  No.  Match point, Harris!  However, in saner moments, I read further and Paul tells us how; what to do to confront and get control of that worrying.  Paul’s solution is the same I discovered:  PRAYER, praying always with a thankful heart.  And I confess, it has helped – a whole lot in my case!  I also confess I still slip almost daily into old pattern of “whatever…”  

While researching for this sermon this week, I found another wonderful contemporary song.  No, I am not going to sing it, nor am I going to repeat all the lyrics.  However, it is called “Whatever,” introduced in 1994 by Oasis, a British rock group whom many seemed to consider one of the great successors to the Beatles.  Their cover of that song hit the charts again last year.  I enjoyed listening to the YouTube versions of the original video and a later, shorter radio cut.  Basically, it begins:  “I’m freeeee to be whatever I want, whatever I choose, and I’ll sing the blues if I want; I’m freeee to say whatever I, whatever I like; If it’s wrong or right, it’s alright…”  It’s well worth looking up and enjoying because it is good music and excellent, upbeat lyrics.  The song celebrates the freedom to be...WHATEVER!  Such a great thought, leading to many possibilities for living, for LIFE!  I was impressed.  And it is a necessary spin on the word, “whatever,” which is leading us to the scriptures.  

In our Exodus reading the wandering Hebrews seemingly lost in the wilderness impatiently choose to abandon the absent Moses (remember he’s up on the mount receiving the Commandments at the time) and to abandon their faith that’s brought them thus far, giving in to their fears which produces a magnificent golden Bull (I am reminded of this idol every time I’m on Wall Street and see the great bronze bull smack in the middle of that cavern of buildings dedicated to manipulating our money.).  As you may recall this jaunt into idolatry did not get them much or very far, except, of course, God’s wrath, which had to be mitigated by Moses into God’s grace and mercy in the end.  By the way, let’s not forget what our worshipping financial success at any cost and our materialism has gotten us.  My, my! The scriptures can be almost contemporaneous!

Paul in this almost lyrically beautiful letter to the Philippians steers us in another direction – to a resounding “Whatever!” with an exclamation.  (Aside about punctuation:  Facebook sentences that could mean almost anything depending on the punctuation we use.)  Those little dots and tittles still mean a great deal.  Paul takes beyond simple freedom of choice, celebrated by Oasis in their song, but to JOY!  Reread verse 4.  

Here are some of his directions:

    1)  verse 5, treat each other with gentleness; not softness, but firmness in love.

    2)  verse 6, pray thankfully and stop worrying (waste of time!) Easier said than done!

    3)  verse 8, Paul’s “whatevers”


Whatever is …



TRUE



HONORABLE



JUST



PURE



PLEASING



COMMENDABLE



EXCELLENT



PRAISEWORTHY


Each one of these is a sermon in itself.  Paul tells us to dwell on these things – spiritual exercises for our brains; treasures that are gifts from practicing.  Remember how the great become skilled:  “Practice, practice, practice!”  

Paul promises results.  JOY (verse 4) and PEACE (verse 7), which is in essence PRESENCE (verse 9).

Now that would have been a grand ending to this sermon, but I have an epilogue; a coda for all you musicians out there.  There are those in my life in recent years who have questioned why I am almost always smiling.  My former boss at Valley Forge used to come up to me and grab my cheeks and say something like, “stop that for a few minutes!”  My daughter of the aforementioned worrying stuff is always getting irritated with me for my constant humming, which if you listen carefully when you are around me is almost always going on, just usually under most people’s hearing level, except of course my daughter’s.  We are tuned in to the same wavelengths, much to her chagrin at times.  Here is the final word:  Despite one hell of a life and there have been some really dark times, God has given me such JOY & PEACE that I am in a constant state of BLESSEDNESS, which is the fulfillment of the promise of verse 9:  “God who gives us peace will be with you.”  

AMEN

