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“Don’t Worry About It’ Said no Helpful Advice Ever” 

A Sermon by Rev. Nathan Detering 

October 6, 2019 

 

“Here is the world; beautiful and terrible things will happen. 

Keep our hearts tender. 

Keep our eyes soft. 

Keep our words true. 

Because this is what we are about: 

We know there is no answer but to love one another. 

We bear witness against unnecessary destruction. 

We gather in community to practice being the person 

We say we want to be. 

We cannot do everything,  

But we can do something, and that something is not nothing. 

So forget your perfect offering. 

There is a crack in everything 

That is how the light gets in.” 

 

I must have something like 5 when I remember gripping the edges 

Of the windowsill, gripping so hard that my fingertips turned white, 

Looking out the window down the street to the left, 

Waiting and waiting to see the headlights of my parent’s 

Yellow Volkswagen Bug that would tell me they were home safe. 

But it was after 11, I think, and they told me they would be home 

By 10 and my little 5year-old wheels in my brain were churning 

With so much with fear that something must have happened to them, 
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Leaving me and my sister alone forever.   

I was sure of it, I mean, 

Why else would be they be late? 

Psychologists have words for this – anxiety, catastrophizing –  

But all I knew is that it felt like a weight on my chest, this this dread, 

This worry, worry coming from the German meaning ‘to constrict, to  

constrain….’ 

So much so that I couldn’t stand it any longer and ran downstairs to 

The babysitter, and her boyfriend, making out on the couch, 

who after I told them how I was introduced me to some of the four 

least helpful words in the English language: “Don’t worry about it!” 

30 minutes of trying not to worry about it later,  

my parents pulled up out front and I could finally catch my breath.   

 

I must have been something like 11 when I found myself 

In the confessional whispering through wired mesh to the priest, 

Confessing that surely God was finished with me 

And was carving out a place in Hell just for me  

Because I had wacked Todd Barku over the head 

With my steel Speed Racer lunch box after he made fun 

Of my Vietnamese sister for her different-than-white-people shaped eyes  

In recess. 

And even though I knew my anger was righteous, 

And Todd Barku deserved something, I kept hearing 

In religion class how ‘Judgement is mine! sayeth the Lord’ 

And that this must mean my soul was in mortal danger. 

Said the priest through the wire mesh, “Son, just say  
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A couple ‘Our Fathers’ (and the four least helpful words 

In the English language): ‘Don’t worry about it.’ 

30-plus years of trying not to worry about it later, I’m still 

Trying to shake the fear the God is watching over me like  

Some angry peeping Tom, like my theology constricts me, 

Like I’m taking shallow theological breath. 

 

I must have been something like 20 – a sophomore in college –  

When I couldn’t put off the science requirement any longer, 

So Astronomy 101 here I come because I heard whisper 

That telescope time outweighed the math, which was a total lie, 

And because I didn’t know how to challenge success 

That said I’m only successful if I get good grades  

and keep the GPA up,  

I stayed up late into the night for weeks trying to learn space and time 

And physics, eventually landing at the office door, desperate, 

Of my advisor who advised me to take this stupid class, 

Who after listening me to worry about what a C or a D would 

Do to surely destroy my future,  

Smiled and said, with all good intentions the 4 least helpful 

Words in the English language: “Don’t Worry About it!” 

A C in Astronomy later, and trying not to worry about it in therapy later, 

I’m still learning to believe that who I am is not what I do or don’t 

Accomplish, the anxious pressure to perform pressing on my chest like 

Those vests they give you at the dentist during x-rays. 

 

Can you guess what I am?  I’m a worrier.  Or to be more clear, 
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I suffer with anxiety, 

And statistics tell me I’m not alone because most of us 

Have, do, or will struggle with anxiety or its cousin, depression. 

And here’s the thing I want to say: 

If worry constricts us and anxiety makes us restless with fear –  

Telling us ‘just stop feeling that way’ is like telling someone with asthma: 

Stop wheezing, ok?  

Or someone with cancer: stop growing too many cells, ok? 

It sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it? 

But for some reason we seem to have all the charity runs and GoFundMe 

Pages and empathy in the world for ailments that strike below the neck, 

But when we’re struggling with worry, anxiety or depression   

It’s like it’s a character flaw that we’re supposed to be able to fix all on our 

own. 

And when we can’t fix it on our own, because in truth one of the best 

Antidotes to anxiety is community and the company of others and asking for 

help, 

We end up feeling like: well, what the hell is wrong with ME??? 

How come I can’t make myself stop feeling this way?  Am I broken? 

Are you with me?  This sound familiar? 

 

Of course it sounds familiar.  It’s just that we don’t talk about it very much.  

Which is part of the problem. 

I want to change that.  

And so I’m outing myself, because one of the toughest things all of us carry 

In this culture that prizes how we look, what we have, or how successful we 

is shame when we don’t believe we’re measuring up. 
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And shame leads to secrets, and secrets lead to loneliness, 

And all of that loneliness, combined with biology, can lead  

To some pretty heavy and hard worry, anxiety, depression. 

Yes? 

 

So, straight up.  Last fall, just after my dad died, I had a full-on panic attack, 

And that panic attack turned into like a low boil of anxiety 

That expressed itself in all kinds of physical and mental ways for  

A couple months. 

I remember feeling a lot of different things, but one of them 

Was pure frustration. 

Channeling my babysitter at 5, and my priest at 11, 

And my adviser at 20,  

I literally remember staring into my face in the bathroom mirror 

At home, saying: 

‘Nathan, what you are anxious about?  You’re fine.  Stop worrying, ok? 

Seriously!’ 

And when – shocker – that stern pull yourself up by your bootstraps 

Didn’t work, because look, I don’t even have bootstraps,  

I don’t know what boot straps are, 

It was Karyn, having been more married to me for 21 years, 

Who said it was time I needed to go ask for help. 

 

And when – shocker – I resisted, because aren’t I supposed 

To know how to help myself, because didn’t I take some classes 

On this in seminary, what’s wrong with me, am I still a good minister? 

I mean, I preach on this stuff?  Surely I can listen to my own sermons! 
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And when – shocker – I relented, because I couldn’t breathe, the anxiety 

Over nothing and everything was pressing down on me,  

I did things that are so easy to publicly talk about but really very hard – 

I told my family, my kids, my friends, my close colleagues, 

And reupped with a therapist. 

Shocker, actually for real this time – no one told me ‘Don’t worry about it!’ 

Instead, they listened.  You’re thinking: just that?  Just that. 

But can we take we away the ‘just’? 

Because what this therapist told me, which I’ll never forget, 

Is that my, your, your child’s, your spouse’s worry, anxiety, depression 

Isn’t a malfunction.   

No, you’re not broken, Nathan.  We’re not broken, my friends. 

Instead, she told me that all this going on with me – and maybe with you –  

Is a signal, it’s a sign, 

And what the work is about is giving yourself the time, the space, the 

company, the community to help you figure out what those signals 

Are pointing towards. 

 

For me, it was that my body’s way of telling me that I didn’t really know 

How to grieve me dad, or my brother, who many of you know died four 

years ago this August. 

It was brain, my heart, my spirit, my soul telling me….Nathan, give 

Yourself time for this, feel this, don’t just launch back into life and work, 

Make way for the loss, ok?   

For me, anxiety was the stop sign, God the traffic marshal in an orange 
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Neon vest saying ‘wait here, feel, cry, take the weight off your chest, 

breathe’ 

 

You with me? 

And for you, maybe it’s a sign that you, too, need to stop, need to walk  

Out of your loneliness, your stressful job, confront a dysfunctional 

relationship, or that you need help challenging school or job  

That says you’re only as good as that last bonus, that last client, that last 

Grade. 

All of us feel these ways at times.  All of us, even though we might be 

ashamed to admit it. 

What is your anxiety or depression a signal of?   

What is the sign your body is giving you, asking you to pay attention to? 

 

You know what I think?   

I think one of the of these signs, these signals that it’s telling all of us 

Is that we carry heavy, at times constraining things on our chest – all 

Of us with those vests at the dentist x-ray –  

Because this world is that way, sometimes, I mean, it means you’re paying 

attention… 

And one of the signs is that you can’t do this alone 

That sounds like a plug for church.  It is.  Too often we’re alone 

With our fears and we’re told by this time, this age,  

That we need to figure out how to make ourselves feel better, 

And that if we can’t we’re broken, we’re malfunctioning, we’re off. 

 

How about we see the sign, and feel the the sign that says: Stop! 
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Stop with the go it alone. 

Stop with the shame. 

Stop with the pronouncements that all is good and the Instagram posts 

That yell: look at me! 

Stop with the bearing this weight by yourself. 

Stop with the held breath. 

 

And let’s start breathing here.  Let’s help each other breath. 

You help me breath.  Speak the truth.  Don’t pretend. 

Exhale.  Talk about your fears and your hopes. 

Exhale.  Breath.  Inspire.  Draw in breath here.  Don’t pretend. 

When you’re anxious, tell someone.  When you’re depressed, 

Call us.   

Community can’t fix everything, nothing can fix everything. 

But surely we’re part of what can help. 

You have done that for me.  Let this community do that for you. 

 

 

 


