In any given year, 18 percent of Americans will suffer from an anxiety disorder. That's twice the number of those who suffer from depression.

 If you broaden the study to include anyone who experiences an anxiety disorder at any time in his or her lifetime, the number increases to nearly thirty percent. 

Our levels of anxiety also have increased dramatically over the last fifty years. According to psychologist Robert Leahy's book Anxiety Free, "The average American child today exhibits the same level of anxiety as the average psychiatric patient did in the 1950s."

 Material comfort and security typically are higher today than the 1950s. But other prevailing issues like separation from extended family, loss of community and neighborhood, uncertain employment, threats of terrorism, uncertain futures, high medical costs, immersion in technology, and lack of emotional support contribute to this extra anxiety. 

As psychologist Robert Leahy puts it, "We live in the Age of Anxiety …. We've become a nation of nervous wrecks."

In the midst of all this anxiety, I invite us to ponder about God as being our strength and our loving protector. No matter what happens, God is with us to help us. All God requires of us is belief – complete trust. 
In ancient times, the Israelites relied on God to protect them from all the dangers of the day and night. Psalm 121 was sung as a processional song by pilgrims going to Jerusalem to pray. For many of them, the journey was long. All sorts of dangers – robbers, wild animals, accidents, and even heat stroke -- might face a person on that journey. 

In verse 1, an inquiry is made, perhaps from a lay person to a priest, perhaps from a younger traveler to an older one, about where help will come for the journey. And the sage advice is given that help comes from God, who watches over every aspect of the journey. The Israelites found comfort in knowing that as they walked and as they slept, God was ever present.

Nicodemus, in many ways, is asking a similar question. John positions this story in his Gospel right after Jesus has done many signs – including changing the water into wine and the cleansing of the temple from merchants who took advantage of God’s people. Nicodemus sees God in Jesus and is coming to find out if his observations are correct. He’s also coming to find out how to draw closer to that God, how to receive protection and care in his own journey in life. Jesus’s answer is to be born again – to become a child of God’s through faith in Christ – to turn over everything to God. God’s protection and love goes a step further here than in the psalm. Not only does God give us a sense of peace throughout the dangers we face on the journey of life, but God’s love forever squelches any dangers eternally.
We are loved by God. We need never fear even death.
But, Jesus also tells us that God wants something from us. God wants us to be open to changing ourselves – to being created anew by God. The belief that Jesus tells Nicodemus he must have in John 3:16 isn’t just a belief that God is there. It’s a belief so strong that we are willing to be enveloped in God’s love and changed by it.
In the book, The Testament, novelist John Grisham paints a portrait of one man's willingness to be changed by God. Nate O'Reilly is a disgraced corporate attorney plagued by alcoholism and drug abuse. After two marriages, four detox programs, and a serious bout with dengue fever, Nate acknowledges his need for God. Grisham describes the transformation:
With both hands, he clenched the back of the pew in front of him. He repeated the list, mumbling softly every weakness and flaw and affliction and evil that plagued him. He confessed all the sins. In one long glorious acknowledgment of failure, he laid himself bare before God. He held nothing back. He unloaded enough burdens to crush any three men, and when he finally finished Nate had tears in his eyes. "I'm sorry," he whispered to God. "Please, help me."

As quickly as the fever had left his body, he felt the baggage leave his soul. With one gentle brush of the hand, his slate had been wiped clean. He breathed a massive sigh of relief, but his pulse was racing.
Because he was open to it, this character had received healing, help and strength from God.
 We are God’s children and God will do whatever is necessary to protect us and to save us. After all, God gave his Son for us. That’s major. We have absolutely nothing to be anxious about. We have nothing to fear. God will grant us peace and protection throughout the pilgrimage of life. God, through the loving sacrifice of His beloved son, also grants us protection beyond life on earth. God gives us the best for all eternity. Our only task is to be open, in faith, to whatever God has in store for us.
Amen
