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“Choking on Worry” 
 
 
There is a story told of a man who lost a quarter. He searched every room of his house but 
could not find it.  He looked under every cushion in the couch, chairs, recliner… nothing found.  
He looked under the furniture and beneath his mattress and his bed but nothing was there.  
Next he began to move the furniture, emptying one room at a time to look for the coin. Still 
missing the quarter — which, mind you, was an ordinary quarter worth exactly 25 cents — he 
moved every piece of furniture onto his front lawn so that the house was empty and he could 
surely see the missing coin.  When that effort failed he began to take the vents off the heating 
and air conditioning ducts in order to look inside them, and success still eluding him, he 
removed the carpeting and floor covering in one room after another.  Next, the floor boards, 
and eventually the drywall and the ceilings. Only after he was standing in an empty wooden 
framework of studs and joists, everything from the house in a pile in the front yard, did he 
realize that the quarter was in his front pocket. 
 
Mhden merimn©te (meiden merimnate), Paul wrote the Christians in Phillipi.  “Don’t get 
yourself in a knot,” might be a good translation.  In our second reading it was translated, “Have 
no anxiety at all.”  Other translations of the Greek New Testament say, “Do not worry,” or “Do 
not be concerned,” or “Do not be preoccupied.”  It’s a reflexive verb — merimnaw (merimnao) — 
which means it’s something we do to ourselves.  Don’t work yourself up, don’t drive yourself 
into a frenzy, don’t continuously mull over the things that cause worry.   
 
“Worry.”  That word itself comes from an Old English word, wyrgan, which means “strangle” 
or “choke,” and its earliest use in English 500 years ago described a pack of wolves attacking 
prey by latching on to the throat and cutting off its air supply.   
 
By using a reflexive verb, Saint Paul suggests that we can do this to ourselves instead of waiting 
for the wolves.  He very forcefully tells us, “Don’t work yourself up about the troubles of this 
world to the point that you choke on your worry and can’t breathe the fresh air of God’s Spirit.”   
 
The words that immediately precede our reading today give us the reason: “The Lord is near.”  
Saint Paul seems to ask, “You do believe that, don’t you?”  If you do, then act like you believe it! 
 
So, here’s the lesson: don’t tear yourself apart in anxiety when the Lord is as near to you as a 
coin in your pocket.  Or, as Saint Faustina wrote, “God’s mercy is closer to us than a mother’s 
heart is to the child in her womb.” 
 
Since the Lord is near, Saint Paul suggests a double antidote to the self-destructive path of 
constant worry: 
 

• If you must worry, do it prÕs tÕn QeÒn — to God.  If you must worry, take those worries to 
God.  Take it to prayer, instead of talking with everyone else about how bad the world is. In 
fact, if you’re with others lamenting the troubles of the world, why not stop the negative talk 
and pray right then and there.  Imagine the positive change that will bring to those around you.  
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When you’re not praying to God about the world’s troubles, Saint Paul suggests…  
 
• taàta pr£ssete (tauta prassete) — consider, or contemplate, or put your energies into 
positive, not negative, things. Saint Paul gives us a list of what our energies should go toward: 
“whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, 
whatever is gracious, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise.” 
 
So, the question is really, Where does your mind spend most of its time?  Tearing yourself 
apart worrying about the woes and troubles of the world — and there are certainly enough of 
them to strangle yourself in worry — or reinforcing hope and strength and virtue by focusing 
on whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is 
lovely, whatever is gracious, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise? 
 
Saint Paul concludes this exhortation by urging us to put this into practice, to go do something, 
no matter how small, to turn back the wolves that want to strangle the world in worry.  Go do 
something positive and stop gabbing about the negative. Go change the world for good instead 
of lamenting its evils. Go do something true, something honorable, something just, something 
pure, something lovely, something gracious, something excellent, and something worthy of 
praise.  Go, be different from the troubled world that’s tearing itself apart looking for 
something that’s already closer than secular-minded people can begin to imagine.   
 
We know that the Lord is near — closer to us than a mother’s heart to the child in her womb — 
so let’s act that way.   
 
Mhden merimn©te — don’t get yourself in a knot about the troubling things of this world that 
only tear down and destroy.  Instead, taàta pr£ssete — put your energies into the things of 
God that build up and encourage.   
 
What will happen if you do this?  Saint Paul tells us this at the end of the reading: “Then the 
God of peace will be with you.”  Worried?  Talk to the Lord, but then go and make positive 
change.  Be an instrument of God’s grace and peace in the world. 
 

NOTE:  Consider the text of the prayer attributed to Saint Francis of Assisi as a practical illustration of the message 
of Saint Paul to the Philippians: 
 

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace: 
where there is hatred, let me sow love; 
where there is injury, pardon; 
where there is doubt, faith; 
where there is despair, hope; 
where there is darkness, light; 
where there is sadness, joy.  
 
 

O divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek 
to be consoled as to console, 
to be understood as to understand, 
to be loved as to love. 
For it is in giving that we receive,  
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,  
and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. 
Amen. 

 
 


