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So what makes you sweat?  I know, that’s kind of a personal question, isn’t it?  But it’s probably the same for you as it is for me.  I sweat when I work out hard, whether it’s working in the yard or working out at the gym.  I sweat when I get a fever, which is by far my least favorite kind of sweating, if a person can have favorites for that kind of thing.  And sometimes I sweat when I get nervous.  When I get especially anxious and uptight, you might notice that my face and hands get a little sweaty.
And that’s what Richard Carlson is referring to in his now classic little book called “Don’t Sweat The Small Stuff … And It’s All Small Stuff.”  According to Carlson, there is nothing in life that should make us so anxious that we sweat over it.  But most people, particularly in this economy, seem to find quite a lot to sweat about.  Long ago this was dubbed “The Age of Anxiety,” and we are determined, it seems, to live up to that billing.  But Carlson’s challenge for us is this – we need to learn how to get a grip on our anxiety.  We need to learn how not to sweat the small stuff.
If you have the book you know that it’s made up of 100 short chapters that teach us very practically how to defuse the anxiety that too often hijacks our hearts and minds.  For example, one chapter is entitled, “If Someone Throws You The Ball, You Don’t Have To Catch It.”  Years ago I coached Double A Little League baseball, and I had a first baseman who took this principle a little too literally.  If one of the infielders threw him a ball he didn’t want to catch, he simply wouldn’t catch it.  Sometimes he decided the throws were too hard, sometimes he thought they were too low, and sometimes he thought they were too high.  And as much as his teammates would yell at him to catch the ball, he had learned this valuable life lesson that if someone throws you the ball, you don’t have to catch it.  Of course Richard Carlson had a much less literal thought in mind with this chapter.  The idea is that we don’t have to solve everybody’s problem.  We don’t have to take responsibility for everyone’s troubles.  If someone throws us the ball, we are free to catch it or, like my young first baseman, to simply let it fly right on by.

Here’s another chapter title: “Remind Yourself That When You Die, Your In Basket Won’t Be Empty.”  Think how much energy we spend every day trying to get everything in our “in basket” accomplished.  Maybe you don’t call yours an “in basket;” maybe for you, as it is for me, it’s simply a “to do” list.  Most of you probably keep your “to do” list on your Blackberry or your iphone; I still actually write mine out on a piece of paper.  In fact, sometimes I will write the list out after I’ve already done some of the things on the list just so I can enjoy the process of crossing them off my list.  But as Carlson points out, when I die there will still be a long list of things left to do, and guess what – someone else will do them.
In a chapter called “Learn To Live In The Present Moment,” Carlson quotes one of my favorite Mark Twain sayings.  Twain said, “I have been through some terrible things in my life, some of which actually happened.”   I once read an estimate by a psychologist that over 95% of the things we worry about never happen.  Think how much less we would sweat if we didn’t spend our time and energy worrying about things that might happen and spent that time enjoying what is actually happening.
In many ways, I discovered as I reread Carlson’s book, the book is a restatement of what Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount.  Do you remember how Jesus put it?  He said, “Therefore, I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink, or about your body, what you will wear.  Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? … Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself.  Each day has enough trouble of its own.” (Matthew 6:25, 34)  Jesus agrees with Carlson’s wise advice – don’t sweat the small stuff.  Don’t lose sleep over things that are out of your control.  Don’t lose friends over issues that are insignificant.  Don’t waste your energy fretting and fuming about things that aren’t that important.  Don’t sweat the small stuff.

But let’s be honest – it’s really not all small stuff.  There are certain things in life that really do matter.  There are some things we give ourselves to that are of lasting significance.  Another of Carlson’s chapters is entitled, “Ask Yourself The Question: Will This Matter A Year From Now?”  Most things probably won’t matter a year from now.  One year from now the bad haircut you got this week isn’t going to matter.  One year from now the grade you got on your math quiz isn’t going to matter.  But there are some things that will matter.  They will matter next week, they will matter next month, they will matter next year, and they will matter for eternity.
In this series we are going to take stock of what really matters in life.  More importantly, we don’t just want to catalog what really matters; we want to learn how to live a life that really matters.  And to do that we’re going to examine the life of a person who truly lived a life that matters – Jesus.  By his words Jesus taught us what really matters.  By his life Jesus showed us what really matters.  And by his death and resurrection Jesus made it possible for us to live lives that really matter.  So let’s get started on our journey and discover what Jesus has to teach us about living a life that really matters.

Believe You Were Created For A Significant Purpose
The first step in fashioning a life that really matters is to believe that you were created for a significant purpose.  Listen again to what Jesus said in teaching his followers not to sweat the small stuff:
Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink, or about your body, what you will wear.  Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes?  Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.  Are you not much more valuable than they?  (Matthew 6:25-26)  
Now I suggested that in these verses Jesus is teaching us not to sweat the small stuff.  But perhaps you’re thinking, “Wait a minute.  Are food and clothes really small stuff?  Aren’t those sort of the basics of life? Would you tell a person dying of hunger that food is just small stuff, that he shouldn’t sweat whether or not he’s going to have anything to eat that day?”  And of course you’re right.  Food and clothes are the basics of life.  We have to have food to survive; we have to have clothes to stay warm and dry.
But if we look at Jesus’ words more closely, we’ll see he isn’t saying we shouldn’t care about food and clothes.  What he’s telling us is that we don’t have to sweat over food and clothes because our lives are of such great value to God.  Don’t sweat the small stuff, Jesus tells us, but know this – you are not small stuff.   Your life is not small stuff.  Nothing about you, nothing about your life, is small stuff to God.  You don’t have to sweat the details of your life because God is doing the sweating for you.  God is watching out for you; God is providing for you, just like he provides for the birds and the spiders and the frogs and all his other creatures.  Jesus puts it like this.  If the life of a little bird is not small stuff to God, then certainly your life is not small stuff to God.  God did not create you as an afterthought.  You are not an accident.  You were not created to be an “extra” in life.  God created you for a significant purpose.  

Have you ever wanted to be an actor?  I think most people, even the most untalented like me, have daydreamed about what it would be like to be on the big screen.  Tom Hanks has been one of my favorites for years, ever since I first saw him in the really bad TV show called “Bosom Buddies.”  His latest venture is “Angels and Demons,” directed by Opie (Ron Howard).  So imagine what it would be like to be Tom Hanks on set.  You wake up, get out of bed, and stumble out of your trailer.  You wander over to Ron Howard and you say, “Ron, I’m so upset.  I have no idea what to make for breakfast.  What am I going to eat?  And look at all these people here – what am I going to feed them?”  And Ron Howard looks at you and says, “Tom, don’t worry about what you’re going to eat.  I’ve taken care of that.  I’ve hired other people to plan the menus and to buy the food and to cook the meals.  Your purpose here isn’t to cook; your purpose is to act.”
So you sit down and eat a good breakfast, and then you go back to your trailer to get ready for the day.  But now you have a new concern.  You’ve got to get dressed.  So you go back to Ron Howard and say, “Ron, I’m so upset.  I have no idea what to wear.  And what about all these other actors – what are they supposed to wear?”  And Ron Howard looks at you and says, “Tom, don’t worry about what you’re going to wear.  I’ve taken care of it.  I’ve hired other people to design the costumes and to buy the materials and to put on the make-up.  Your purpose here isn’t the costumes; your purpose is to act.”

Now does that mean that what Tom Hanks eats isn’t important?  Does that mean what Tom Hanks wears in the scene for the day isn’t important?  No, of course not.  But Hanks doesn’t need to sweat over that stuff because someone else already has.  Someone else is taking care of the food and the clothes so Tom Hanks can do the thing he has been made to do – act.
The truth is that God has a significant purpose for your life.  Your life is not small stuff to God.  In fact, nothing about your life is small stuff to God.  Some months after Jesus gave the Sermon on the Mount, he came back to the subject of birds.  Notice what Jesus says about birds, and notice what he says about hair:

Are not two sparrows sold for a penny?  Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father.  And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered.  So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.  (Matthew 10:29-31)
Let me ask you this – what would you think of a person who actually kept track of the numbers of hairs on his head?  Granted, this is easier for some than for others, although, as my balding friends like to remind me, “grass doesn’t grow on a busy playground.”  But wouldn’t you agree that it would be more than a little obsessive to number the hairs on your head?  Numbering the hairs on your chest is different, of course.  I have three, three of the most masculine hairs you’ll ever see growing on a man’s chest.  But nobody numbers the hairs on their head.  That is a detail none of us care about.  Yet guess who does care about that detail, and every other detail of your life – God cares.  Why?  Because God is hopelessly and passionately in love with you.  Because your life is not small stuff to God.  Because God created you for a significant purpose.
It is an awesome thing for me to realize that God cares about the details of my life, that the God who controls the universe pays attention to what I eat and what I wear.  That is a love I can hardly fathom.  A woman named Deborah Tannen tells the story of her great-aunt, a woman in her seventies who had been a widow for many years, who discovered the thrill of love all over again.  In Ms. Tannen’s words, her great-aunt was obese, balding and her hands were misshapen by arthritis.  But she was loved by a man, also in his seventies, who lived in the same rest home.  Listen to Ms. Tannen as she tells the story:
In trying to tell me what this relationship meant to her, my great-aunt told of a conversation.  One evening she had dinner out with friends.  When she returned home, her male friend called and she told him about dinner.  He listened with interest and asked her, “What did you wear?”  When she told me this, she started to cry: “Do you know how many years it’s been since anyone asked me what I wore?”

Don’t sweat the small stuff, Jesus tells us.  Don’t worry about what you’ll eat or what you’ll wear.  You don’t have to sweat the small stuff, Jesus says, because it’s not small stuff to God.  He numbers the hairs on your head.  He notices what you’re wearing.  He cares about what you eat.  He loves you.  And he has a purpose for your life.
Commit Your Life To Significant Values
But what is that purpose?  Now I’m not going to pretend to be able to tell you specifically what God has in mind for you, who God has designed and shaped you to be.  I don’t know whether God’s purpose for you is to be an artist or a doctor or a painter or a mechanic or an engineer.  But the Bible does tell us quite a bit about how to live a purposeful life, about how to live a life that really matters.
And the way to live a life that really matters, Jesus tells us, is to commit our lives to significant values.  Let me come at it this way.  When we first began this church I was still working as a management-side employment lawyer in Palo Alto, and in that role I spent a fair bit of time working with executives and managers.  In that world there is a saying.  It is said that while managers focus on doing things right, leaders focus on doing the right things.  There’s a difference between those two, isn’t there?  A manager’s job, for example, is to make sure that the company’s product is being packaged right and assembled right and marketed right.  The leader’s job is to make sure that it’s the right product.  The manager’s focus is on doing things right; the leader’s focus is on doing the right things.
So which one is the focus of your life?  Most of us spend the majority of our time, if not all of it, focused on doing things right.  That’s just how I was brought up.  Time after time my Dad reminded me that if I was going to do something I needed to do it right.  I am a big believer in doing things right.  But I have learned that doing things right can lead me nowhere unless I first make sure I am doing the right things.
As many of you are quite aware, I am a mechanically challenged person.  I live with a profound and justifiable fear that I will not do things right when it comes to repairs and maintenance around our home.  I often get out of doing those things because my wife happens to be much better at that stuff than I am, but the sprinkler system in our lawn falls into my exclusive jurisdiction.  A few years ago I was having problems with the water pressure in my sprinklers.  I had a couple of sprinkler heads in particular that seemed to be the culprits, so I decided to replace them.  I have done this enough through the years to know the drill.  Dig out the old sprinkler head.  Take it to the hardware store so you’re sure to buy the right replacement part.  Go home and try to put in the sprinkler head.  Go back to the hardware store to get the stuff you forgot the first time.  Go home, clean off the parts, put glue on the parts, and put in the new sprinkler.  Let it sit for awhile so the glue can dry, and then try it out.
Well on this occasion, for once in my life, I actually did everything right.  I only had to make one trip to the hardware store, and I put the new sprinkler heads in without a hitch.  I did things right … and it didn’t help a bit.  I turned on the water, and the sprinklers were still only covering about half of my lawn.  So I called in an expert to look at my sprinkler system.  He inspected my sprinkler heads – they were all fine.  They had been fine before I replaced them.  The problem, he told me, was that the pipes coming out of the valves were way too small.  What we needed to do was to replace the valves and the pipes coming out of them with larger valves and larger pipes.  And when he did that, my sprinklers worked great.  After that I could have watered half of my neighborhood and not just half of my lawn.
I had done things right, but I hadn’t done the right things.  And the question we want to ask ourselves this morning and in this series is not whether we are doing things right, but whether we are doing the right things.  If we want to live purposeful lives, if we want to live lives that really matter, we need to make sure we are doing the right things.  If we want to make our lives count, we need to commit ourselves to the right values.
In Jesus’ day there was a group of people called the Pharisees who were very much concerned with doing things right.  In fact, they were quite obsessed with doing things right.  For example, one of the laws of the Old Testament required the people of God to bring a tenth of their crops to the Temple as an offering to God and to feed the Levites, who served the people as priests and who had no homes or land of their own.  In other words, the purpose of the requirement that the people tithe their crops was to provide food for the priests.  The Pharisees, these very religious people who were obsessed with doing things right, made it a practice to not only tithe their crops but to tithe their spices.  The spices they gave a tenth of – mint and dill and cummin – came from what we think of as houseplants.  In other words, they would carefully measure out one-tenth of what one houseplant produced to bring to the Temple; that’s how obsessive they were about doing things right.  And can’t you imagine how “excited” the priests must have been when they saw the Pharisees coming to the Temple with their tithes.  I mean, if one of the priests sneezed while the Pharisees were making their offering, their whole meal would blow away!

Jesus had some rather eye-opening things to say to the Pharisees.  He commended them for doing things right.  “But the truth about you,” Jesus told the Pharisees, “is that you are going to hell doing things right because you aren’t doing the right things.”  Here are Jesus’ words: “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  You give a tenth of your spices – mint, dill and cummin.  But you have neglected the more important matters of the law – justice, mercy and faithfulness.” (Matthew 23:23)  The Pharisees, by the way, didn’t much like Jesus.  In their minds, Jesus didn’t do things right.  He healed people on the Sabbath, and everyone knows it’s not right to do work on the Sabbath.  He touched lepers, and everyone knows it’s not right to touch a leper; lepers are unclean, and they make anyone who touches them unclean.  Jesus let a known prostitute become one of his followers, and everyone knows it’s not right to associate with women like that.  And so the Pharisees had Jesus arrested and they had him crucified, because Jesus, they said, didn’t do things right.
But Jesus made his life count.  Jesus lived his life with purpose.  Jesus didn’t just do things right; Jesus did the right things.  Before he died, Jesus told us what the right things are.  An expert in the Old Testament law came to Jesus one day and asked him what the greatest of over 600 Old Testament laws is.  Here’s Jesus’ answer: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself.” (Matthew 22:37-39)  
Those are the right things.  Love God with all your heart.  Love your neighbor as yourself.  If you love God with all your heart and love your neighbor as yourself, you will experience firsthand the meaning and purpose of life, you will live a life that matters.  Everything else is small stuff.
Do any of you remember the movie “Simon Birch”?  Simon, you will recall, is a very small boy with an odd-looking body.  Simon doesn’t fit in very well.  He can’t play little league baseball to save his soul.  He nearly ruins the Christmas play at his church.  He is a round peg trying to fit into a square hole.  But Simon has something that keeps him going.  Simon has a deep, unshakeable belief that God has created him for a very special purpose.  He doesn’t know what the purpose of his life is, but he just knows he has one, he just knows that God is going to do something great in his life.

One winter Simon gets to go to winter camp as a counselor with some of the younger kids in his church.  Simon’s peers in junior high have rejected him because of his size and idiosyncrasies, but he gets along with the younger grade-school kids because of his diminutive size.  On the way back to the church from the camp, tragedy strikes.  The bus driver loses control of the bus in an icy patch, careens down the embankment and falls into an icy lake.  The bus driver is injured, the bus is slowly sinking, and the bus is full of first and second graders who have no idea what to do.
Until Simon tells them.  He calms them down.  He tells them to move to the back of the bus and out the back door, which is still above water.  He takes them by the hand and leads them to safety.  He rescues the bus driver.  On top of the water Simon and the other counselor do what all counselors are trained to do – they make a head count.  They are one short.  One youngster is still trapped in the bus, and the bus is nearly under water.  Simon doesn’t hesitate; he dives under the water and back to the bus.  There is only one way in and out of the bus.  There is one partially opened window near the back, so small no adult could possibly get through it.  But Simon can.  He swims into the bus, holding his breath, finds the frightened child, pulls him out the window with him, and then pushes him up to the surface to the other counselor.  Simon is exhausted, so exhausted he hardly has strength now to swim to the surface himself.  He makes it, and is taken to the hospital to recover.
But Simon, among his other physical abnormalities, has a bad heart, and the trauma has been too much for his heart to take.  His best friend comes to visit Simon one last time, and Simon says to him in a weak voice, “Now I know.”  “Know what?” his friend replies.  “Now I know my purpose.  God made me this way so I could fit through that window and save that little boy.”  And with those words, Simon passed away.  Simon Birch discovered that even though he was very small, his life was not small stuff.  He made his life count.

It’s easy to feel very small in this big world of ours.  But be sure of this – you are not small stuff to God.  Your life is of great significance and value to the Father.  So let’s put our lives into his loving hands and let’s love him with all our hearts.  Let’s make sure that more than doing things right, we’re doing the right things.  And when we do those things, we are sure to live a life that really matters.     
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