
Philippians 4: 4-9 
In our Anxiety, The Lord is Near.  
 
Rev. Sharon Smith 
 
The Lord is near. Do not be anxious about anything. 
Or 
Our Honored chief is close at hand.   
Do not let your hearts be weighed down with anything.   
 
Paul writes these words from jail. He is in a context fraught with anxiety. 
A heart weighed down. 
 
And he leans into Presence. The Lord is near.  
 
 
Anxiety, take a moment… 
What does it feel like for you to be anxious or overwhelmed?  

- What happens to your thoughts? 
- What do you feel in your heart? 
- What do you experience in your body? 

 
Now take it a step further… 
When you are experiencing anxiety or overwhelm… 
How do you interact with others?  
 
 
Anxiety is a very uncomfortable feeling. It is more uncomfortable than fear.  
Because fear has a definable cause.  
It is a reaction to the known. Knowing what we are afraid of gives us some sense of control. The 
control we usually have in fearful situations is to stay away or avoid the situation. If we are 
afraid of snakes, heights, closed places, angry people, or whatever, we can avoid the feared 
thing by keeping our distance. This ability to distance provides us with at least some sense of 
control for ourselves.  
 
Anxiety is less tangible and more amorphous than fear. For this reason, we feel a lack of 
control. We become anxious over ‘perceived threats’ even if the threat is no longer there.  
 
Dr Peter Levine, rather humorously describes what anxiety would like in the natural world.  
Imagine, he says, a heard of zebra… (in just 10 days, I will be looking out over a heard of 
zebra’s), they are drinking at the water hole and they see a lion. Everything within them is 
startled and they begin to get jittery and run. All their stripes create a haze and the Lion gives 



up the pursuit. In the natural world, they almost instantly calm down. Their heart rate slows, 
their heightened senses (vision, hearing, smell) reduce to baseline.  
 
But it these zebra’s were like humans. They would start to think… oh oh. 

- What if the Lion is going to come back? 
- What if there is another Lion? 
- What if the striped haze doesn’t work next time?  
- What if I can’t protect my friend or child? 
- What if… 

 
That is the difference between fear and anxiety.  
 
 
We experience individual anxiety. And for some of us, it is part of our chemistry and we need 
therapeutic and medical assistance to cope with anxiety.  
 
But friends we also experience collective anxiety…  
Ronald Richardson in his book about Healthy Churches writes:  
 
Churches, like individuals, differ in the level of chronic anxiety they experience. A few 
churches have such a high level of anxiety that they verge on being paranoid. They see 
everything as threatening. Some churches feel completely safe in the world and do not 
see anything as a serious threat.  
 
Building on this Diana Butler Bass writes in her book “The Practicing Congregation”: 
 
“Occasionally a congregation asks me to consult with them during a time of conflict… whatever 
the situation, however different the church, one thing almost always remains the same – 
people want someone to blame for their troubles. The Priest, the Wardens, the Choir, the 
Newcomers. In the midst of conflict, however, people often fail to recognise the obvious: What 
if it is no one’s fault? Many changes and tensions do not arise from factors within religious 
communities themselves, rather they are the result of larger cultural changes” 
 
We are like walking mobiles, each one of us carrying the worries and anxieties of life dangling 
off of us. And when we are together these interact with each other.  
 
 
And there is another layer. And this is most profoundly observed in Indigenous Communities.  
It is the anxiety of historic trauma.  
 
Indigenous communities for so long have carried the generational trauma of the past. Trauma 
that we are only just beginning to openly acknowledge.  



I was in a class with The Rev. Canon Robert Two Bulls, Oglala Lakota, Vicar, All Saints Indian 
Mission, Minneapolis and Missioner, The Department of Indian Work & Multicultural Ministries 
for the Episcopal Church in Minnesota. He taught us on the spiritual and emotional needs of first 
nation’s communities.  

He described how the memories of past events, even if not conscious in the room, haunts the 
community. And creates this heightened sense of threat everywhere. He spoke of how this shows 
in behaviour – some cope with anxiety by being on the defensive and getting into fight mode. 
Others retreat and distance, some use alcohol or drugs, others become helpless and freeze.  

And in the wake of Archbishop Mark MacDonalds resignation – that sense of anxious threat is 
even more profound. We need to be praying for the self determining indigenous Anglican church 
of Canada and for Bishop Sydney Black as he steps in as interim.  

We cannot even begin to imagine their incomparable pain.  

We are living in a time of heightened Systemic Anxiety. We too find ourselves in fight or flight 
or freeze mode.  

And while the Apostle Paul’s words can sound like a PolyAnna religion. 

His invitation to lean into Presence is what we need to head to. The Lord is near. 

In our very breath.  
 
And this is our spiritual practice friends.  
 
When we are together, and we begin to feel overwhelm or anxiety.  
Pause. Check in within ourselves.  
Say the words: The Lord is near. Take a breath. 
 
Become more aware of our tendency to blame, to fight, to run, to freeze.  
 
And when we find ourselves doing one of these habitual tendencies, in humility lets begin to 
name this to each other. I am sorry, I am just very anxious today.  
Please forgive me, I have a lot of stress right now.  
 
This is our spiritual work.  
 
 
I end with a poem by Steve Garnaas Holmes:  
Little kids in a Karate class, 
the usual mix of discipline and squirreliness.  
Learning the moves, repeating the moves.  



The posture, the punch, the follow-through.  
They don’t all understand what they’re doing or why.  
Practicing the moves, the stance, the focus.  
Going through the motions  
until they are natural.  
 
No different from Yo-Yo Ma on the cello, 
Babe Ruth in batting practice: 
go through the motions. 
 
So I practice the moves.  
The gratitude, the forgiveness, the compassion.  
Go through the motions.  
The trust, the silence, the openness, the prayer.   
This is how you become a master.  
Today I will go through the motions.  
_____ 
 
In our anxiety The Lord is near. 
Amen  


