How many of you here know the song “If I Had a Million Dollars” by the Canadian band The Bare Naked Ladies? Would you indulge me this morning and help me teach a little of it to those who might not be familiar with the song? I have the words up on the screen…I’ll sing the first line and you sing the echo, okay? (Lyrics: If I had a million dollars, If I had a million dollars, I’d buy you a house, I’d buy you a house, If I had a million dollars, If I had a million dollars, I'd buy you furniture for your house,  maybe a nice chesterfield or an ottoman, If I had a million dollars, If I had a million dollars, I'd buy you a K-car, a nice reliant automobile, If I had a million dollars, I'd buy your love, If I had a million dollars, If I had a million dollars, If I had a million dollars, If I had a million dollars, If I had a million dollars, I’d be rich!)

This song is iconic, capturing second place in the CBC’s Top 50 Canadian Sound tracks ahead even of Stompin’ Tom’s “The Hockey Song” if you can believe it! And I think the reason why it has been so popular over the last 20 years is that the lyrics, as silly and humorous as they are, resonate quite powerfully with so many people. We’ve all had moments where we thought: “if I just had a little more money…maybe not a million dollars…but $5,000 to pay off the credit card, or $10,000 to pay off the car, or enough money to pay off the mortgage…life would be so much better…I’d be so much happier.” “Just imagine the freedom” Lotto 6/49 ads promise…freedom from worry and anxiety…freedom to pursue whatever you want. Surely much of the stress and worries of life would disappear if we had a little more money.


Turns out, however, that there is scientific evidence to back up the old saying: “money doesn’t buy happiness.” The World Database of Happiness is an ongoing register of scientific research on the subjective enjoyment of life. They measures happiness a number of ways, but most importantly by asking the question, “How happy are you?” After surveying the countries of the world, the top three countries whose citizens self-report as the world’s happiest are Denmark, Iceland and Norway. Canada finished in a tie for 5th.  The United States was 17th on the happiness scale. After reviewing all the data, it appears that the citizens of countries that tend to be more socialistic rank among the happiest in the world.  They are willing to pay much higher taxes in order to receive better health care and education, and a more even distribution of wealth….and that apparently brings a sense of peace and contentment. Never knew that paying taxes made you happy, did you? Conversely the willingness to sacrifice personal wealth to assure care for their “neighbours” seems to be missing in those countries further down on the list. The United States, home to many of the world’s wealthiest people (422 billionaires in the U.S. compared with second ranked China which has 66!), only self report to be happy 54 per cent of the time. In fact, on any given day, one quarter of American citizens are actually mildly to severely depressed, and every year Americans spend 6 billion dollars on anti-depressants!

Our Scripture passage today exposes the correlation between the love of money and worrying. The text begins with the word “therefore.” Anytime you see the word “therefore” in your Bible, you know that whatever follows is connected to what immediately precedes it. In a very real sense, then, today’s sermon is a continuation and expansion of what Pastor Bob preached last Sunday. So let me read a bit of the preceding text:  “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth…but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven…For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. The Sound Eye

Serving Two Masters

No one can serve two masters…You cannot serve both God and money.” And now today’s passage: “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear.” Over and over again in this text we hear the phrase: “do not worry.” The Greek word that is translated “worry” in our Bibles conveys an acute sense of anxiety or extreme fear, often associated with sleeplessnesss. In a very graphic way, this text is showing us how our preoccupation with treasures on earth: money, clothes, food, material possessions, can make us slaves to worry. Not that these things are wrong in and of themselves: quite the contrary, they are essential for survival. But when they become our focus…when we rely on the things we own or the status we have achieved to give us a sense of worth and identity, we are, in effect, controlled by the circumstances around us. When things are going well and we’re prospering, we feel happy; when things are crashing around us, we become despondent and stressed. And our anxiety levels rise and fall depending on how much or how little we have of the stuff from which we derive our security.
 But that is not the abundant life God longs to bestow upon his children. Jesus came to expose the false idols of this world…wealth, in particular, with its deceptive promises of security and freedom and happiness. Our God wants to free us from the worry that can consume our life when we become obsessed with acquiring more and more things. “Our hearts are restless,” wrote St. Augustine, “until we find our rest in Thee.” So any restless anxiety over what tomorrow may hold is a sign that our hearts have not found their true home in the Living God.
So how do we find our true home? How do we stop the endless and destructive patterns of worry and seek instead treasures in heaven? One way is through worship. “Look at the birds of the air,” our text tells us, “Consider the lilies of the field.” In the Greek, these are very strong verbs. They mean to suggest more than a casual glance; they invite us to study and to scrutinize the carefree world of nature. Jesus commands us to look, really look, at a world where God provides freely and lavishly, a world where anxiety plays no part, and God’s care for and delight in his creation is evidenced time and time again. “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands,” declares the Psalmist. The indescribable beauty of creation reveals the heart of a God who delights to lavish his children with extravagant gifts, far better than we could ever ask for or imagine. And such contemplations rightly bring us to a place of praise and worship to the One who delights our senses and sustains our universe and joyfully gives of Himself to us. “Consider the lilies.” John Killinger writes. “Maybe noticing the lilies would bring us back to center again, would have the effect on us that Jesus intended for his disciples, of reminding us of whose world it is and how holy it therefore is and how reverently and attentively we should be walking through it.”
Worship brings us back to the centre. It helps us to find our rest in God and God alone. Worship is the antidote to worry. It reminds us again of WHO God is: our Lord and Creator, our loving Father, our faithful Provider, our Rock, our Fortress, our Shelter in times of trouble. But worship also reminds us WHOSE we are. We are not slaves to the god of money. We are not victims of our circumstances. We are not defined by the things that we own or the jobs that we do. We are children of the King. Beloved by the God of the universe and held in the palm of his hand. Take a look at this picture and let’s pause a moment to reflect on the wonderful truth that we belong to God.
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The French have a story about a millionaire in his palace who spent his days counting his gold. Beside the palace was a poor cobbler who spent his days singing as he repaired people's shoes. The joyful singing irritated the rich man. One day he decided to give some gold coins to the cobbler. At first the cobbler was overjoyed, and he took the coins and hid them. But then he would be worried and go back to check if the coins were still there. Then he would be worried in case someone had seen him, and he would move the coins and hide them in another place. During all this, he ceased to sing. Then one day he realized that he had ceased to sing because of the gold coins. He took them back to the rich man and said, "take back your coins and give me back my songs." Brothers and sisters, may we never stop singing the goodness of God. May we consider the lilies instead of the glitter of gold. And may our true identities as children of God give us the courage to continue to sing no matter what circumstances surround us.

There is another way in which we are invited to find our true home in God. “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness,” Christ commands, “and all these things will be added to you.” I struggle with this verse because I’ve known many godly people, earnestly committed to making God the centre of their lives, who struggle to make ends meet. I wonder how the amazing, courageous people Sara has met during her trips to Haiti feel when they hear this verse…how do they continue to trust in God when these basic physical needs are so far from being added to them? But I wonder if my struggle with this verse is in the interpretation…an interpretation that is influenced somewhat by a health and wealth prosperity gospel..the assumption that somehow if I do the right things, and act the right way, God will reward me and give me what I need or want or desire?
That’s not to say God isn’t concerned about our physical needs. Quite the contrary, he cares very deeply about all the intimate details of our lives. And, as this passage reminds us, if he cares for the lilies and birds, how much more will he care for his beloved children. No…it’s not the care of God that’s in question in this verse. But I wonder if we’ve made wrong assumptions about how all these things will be added unto us. Tell me: what happens when we seek God’s kingdom and his righteousness? Doesn’t seeking the kingdom mean seeking after the things that matter to God? Doesn’t living righteously mean continuing the work that God is already doing? Seeking those who are lost, caring for those who are sick, sharing with those who are poor, welcoming those who are on the fringes, standing up for those who are oppressed. The truth is when we seek the kingdom, we will give as generously and as lavishly from the store of good gifts our Father has given to us, and none will go poor, none will be excluded, none will be in need. That’s what happened in the early church. Acts 2 says: “All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need.” All these things…money, food, clothing, housing…were added as the believers sought the kingdom and God’s righteousness. And we’re invited to be a part of God’s kingdom provision for his children. When we send a team to El Salvador to build a house for Maria…a woman who lived for 6 years in a glorified tent after her home was destroyed in an earthquake. When she moved into her brand new house, God added all these things to her because of kingdom seeking team we sent to Alegria. When we support Sara in Haiti or Tom and Grace in China, we are adding these things to the people they will touch. When we collect clothing and hygiene products for Homeless Connect or art supplies for Nova House or canned goods for the Food Bank, we become the hands and feet of Jesus to the people of our community. And God adds all these things to their lives through our kingdom acts of righteousness.

Last week, Pastor Bob shared how a simple invitation transformed his former church. He gave $100 bills to 10 people and instructed them to use the money to bless someone else. They couldn’t donate it to another charity…they had to pray about how God would have them use the money personally to do the work of his kingdom. I’m sure we were all touched and inspired by the stories of how people invested the money. I’ve been thinking about what I’d do with that $100, and I want to share with you now as Marilyn, not your pastor. Two dear friends of mine have been battling with breast cancer this past year. I know the pain and struggle this dreadful disease creates, and in particular, how scary the first chemo treatment is. And so I’d like come up with an extravagant gift basket to give to a patient after their first chemo treatment. I’m going to talk to my friends and see what should go in…maybe some really good skin cream to treat the radiation burns, some Ensure for the nausea-filled days, maybe a nice head scarf, maybe someone could knit them a warm hat for when their hair falls out. Maybe you have some ideas or you’d like to contribute something to this. Have any of you also been thinking about what you’d do with $100? This morning, I’ve printed off some fake $100 bills. The reality is most of us can afford some amount, whether it’s $100 or $50 or $5…we can afford to spend a little extra to bless another person. If God has prompted your heart and given you an idea about how you could invest your money in practical kingdom work, I invite you to take one of these $100 bills after you receive Communion. And then come and share with me and Pastor Bob after you’ve spent the money. Tell us how you helped add all these things to another’s life as you sought God’s Kingdom and righteousness and we can share some of these stories in our worship services.
One final story before we conclude: Tony Campolo tells of a reluctant deacon who just didn't seem to want to do what he was supposed to do as a deacon. One day the pastor said to the deacon, "I have a group of young people that go to the old folks home and put on a worship service once a month. Would you drive them to the old folks home and at least do that?" The deacon agreed.
The first Sunday the deacon was at the old folks home, he was in the back with his arms folded as the kids were doing their thing up front. All of a sudden, someone was tugging at his arm. He looked down and here was this old man in a wheelchair. He took hold of the old man's hand and the old man held his hand all during the service. The next month that was repeated. The man in the wheelchair came and held the hand of the deacon. The next month, the next month, and the next month. Then the old man wasn't there. The deacon inquired and he was told, "Oh, he's down the hall, right hand side, third door. He's dying. He's unconscious, but if you want to go down and pray over his body that's alright." 
The deacon went and there were tubes and wires hanging out all over the place. The deacon took the man's hand and prayed that God would receive the man, that God would bring this man from this life into the next and give him eternal blessings. As soon as he finished the prayer, the old man squeezed the deacon's hand and the deacon knew that he had been heard. He was so moved by this that tears began to run down his cheeks. He stumbled out of the room and as he did so he bumped into a woman. She said, "He's been waiting for you. He said that he didn't want to die until he had the chance to hold the hand of Jesus one more time."
The deacon was amazed at this. He said, "What do you mean?"
She said, "Well, my father would say that once a month Jesus came to this place. ‘He would take my hand and he would hold my hand for a whole hour. I don't want to die until I have the chance to hold the hand of Jesus one more time.'" Sisters and brothers, let’s extend the hand of Jesus to the world around us. May our worship overcome our worries as we return to our Centre and find our home in God, and God alone. And let us seek his kingdom and his righteousness, so that all these things may be added to all his people to the praise of his glorious grace!
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