Control the Controllables
1) We’re having a baby

a) When I get this level of stress I go into overdrive – let’s get every single possible thing ready for any situation that might arise.  Clean everything and get everything set up, worry about not getting enough sleep and how to do my job with a newborn, then I start spiraling off into worry about how to pay for college and what schools to apply to and whether they’ll get married and whether I’ll like their wives and whether they’ll raise my grandkids okay…
b) And of course, once I start thinking about all that stuff, my brain basically explodes and I become completely paralyzed.  I run around trying to do a little bit of everything – some cleaning, some researching colleges, some checking recall lists on the toys we have, and I end up exhausted, totally unproductive, and feeling like I’m going to be a terrible dad.
2) I know when Lindsay gets stressed she goes the opposite direction – she gets overwhelmed and shuts down.  If there’s too much on her plate, she can’t even get the first thing started.
3) I mentioned this in my blog a couple weeks ago – I was reading a book about Joe Paterno, legendary coach of the Penn State Nittany Lions for 45 years and one the sayings that he always tells his players is – “control the controllables.”  As human being we have a tendency to worry a whole lot about stuff that we have no control over and in doing so paralyze ourselves from doing the things that we do have control over and Paterno’s advice to his players was to just focus on the things that you can control.
Now I know that this isn’t a giant revelation to anyone and it’s easy to brush off the advice as something we’ve all heard a million times before in different ways.  It’s basically the same thing as “one day at a time” and the serenity prayer and “do what you can and leave the rest to God.”  But I wanted to bring it up again because of the conversation we had during fellowship last week and because of what we read in the bible this week.

This week in Jeremiah we continued to hear prophecies of judgment and destruction but we started to hear some words of hope like Jeremiah buying the field, the promise of the New Covenant.  We also heard this week about the Rechabites.

In chapter 35, Jeremiah contrasts the citizens of Judah and Jerusalem at large with a specific religious sect called the Rechabites.  Jeremiah has listed the many sins that the people of Judah have committed – reneging on promises to God regarding their slaves, making and worshiping idols, listening to false prophets – but amidst all this the Rechabites still remained true.  Even though there were all kinds of things outside the Rechabites control – what everyone else was doing, what other people thought of them, what was going to happen to their country, what was going on in the world – they still remained faithful.  Instead of spending time trying to control the things out of their control, they focused on what they could do.  And what did God promise them as a result?  That they would never lack descendants.  Their legacy remained intact because of their decision to do what they could and leave the rest to God.
See the irony of being human is that the more we try to control the future, the less able we are to handle it?  The more we try to control the future, the less we focus on the decisions we can make today.

I look at the serenity prayer like a three-legged stool.  If we’re missing any of the legs, the stool doesn’t work.  We need serenity to accept the things we can’t change, courage to change the things we can and wisdom to know the difference all working together at the same time.  We cannot have serenity and courage, but not wisdom or wisdom and courage but not serenity or serenity and wisdom without courage.
So the question this morning is which one do you need working on?  As an individual do you, when you get stressed are you like me?  Not at peace and trying to control everything from here to Sunday?  Are you like Lindsay?  Paralyzed by being overwhelmed and lacking courage to take the first step?  Or perhaps are you like the Judah-ites?  Not even realizing which decisions are yours to make and which decisions are God’s to make – trying to determine how the world should be instead of just accepting it for what it is?

And what about as a member of this church?  We are in a stressful time in the life of our church.  We all know that things will have to change one way or another and we have some disagreement about how we should proceed.  As you consider the future of the church (note that God does not tell us to ignore the future or bury our heads in the sand; he simply tells us to do what we can to plan for the future and leave the rest to him)…as you consider the future of the church do you find yourself trying to control other people’s decision?  Do you find yourself throwing your arms up and saying, “What’s the use?”  Do you find yourself micromanaging things 3, 4, or 5 years from now and ignoring decisions right in front of you?  Do you find yourself just ignoring the discussion as a whole?  Do you find yourself worrying about what other people think instead of what God thinks?  Do you find you’re most lacking serenity, courage or wisdom?

We all fall into these patterns when we are put in stressful situation and the patterns undermine the very thing we’re trying to accomplish.  Whether we micromanage the future, whether we shut down and are paralyzed by fear, whether we worry until we’re sick in the stomach – we are less able to make good decisions today AND we feel feeble, inadequate and afraid.
So brothers and sisters, let us follow the example of the Rechabites.  In spite of all that was going on around them, in spite of all the disasters God prophesied would come upon them, in spite of all the pressure around them to just give up – they remained faithful to God alone.  They did what they could with what they had and left the rest up to God.  In these stressful times, may we too have the serenity to accept the things we cannot change, courage to change the things we can and wisdom to know the difference.
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