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scripture readings:  Isaiah 43: 1-7; Luke 1: 26-28

message:   Fear is a dangerous way to organize our lives, our society. “Do not be afraid’ is repeated in scripture.  Emmanuel—the gift of God’s presence – helps us face our terrors, real and imagined.”

Common refrain is these passages is:  “do not be afraid.”  It was the message spoken in our first reading to people of God living in exile, “captives” in a foreign land.  Their homeland had been invaded; half the population was carried off to a strange and foreign land where they were forced to live, separated from loved ones, separated from the familiar and comfortable, facing an unknown future.  To them, the prophet Isaiah speaks words of reassurance and comfort – God has not forgotten us; God has not abandoned us.  In the midst of all we are going through, remember this and do not let your fears get the best of you.

“Do not be afraid” is also a frequent refrain of the Christmas story, especially in the gospel according to Luke.  It is the second thing out of the mouth of the angel, the messenger of God, when visiting Mary with the news of her remarkable pregnancy – our second reading this morning.  It is the message given to the priest Zechariah when he learns of his wife’s remarkable pregnancy with the child that would become John the Baptist.  It is the first thing out of the mouth of the angels who startled the shepherds that starry night long ago and told them the news of the birth of the Christ child.  

“Do not be afraid” is one of the most oft-repeated phrases in the whole of the Bible.  Someone once told me that “Do not be afraid,” or some version of it, appears 365 times in the Bible, a message to us for every day of an entire year. It is a message spoken to people who have cause to be fearful and distressed – people in crisis, people facing immense challenges and struggles, people in hiding or running for their lives, people experiencing violence and injustice, grief and loss, people dealing with terror in its many forms.  “Do not be afraid.” – words spoken on down through the ages; words spoken today for us.
Human living is full of fears – imagined and real.  Some fears we grow out of some; some we do not; some fears even increase as we grow older.  There are terrors of the night and terrors of the day, fear of dis-ease in body, mind, and spirit, fear of one another, of the power of nature, fear of pain, debilitation, dependence, death.  Fear of terrorism. This week I heard a news analyst comment that people in the United States these days seem to have moved from initial anger to downright fear now when it comes to the economy and its cascading effect on jobs, retirement savings, housing, education – you name it, wondering when the decline will all end.  
But “Fear is a dangerous way to organize a life and an especially poor way to organize a society. “ (article, David Moyer, Wisconsin Conference Life, Dec. 2006-Feb. 2007) God knows we are not at our best when we are fearful. We don’t listen well. We don’t think carefully.  We turn against others to protect ourselves. We withdraw and become defensive. We grasp at all kinds of ends of rope to gain a sense of security. We lose sight of hope, joy, love, peace. We need to be paying attention to this as people of faith.
All of us as human beings would like to be in control of our lives. We work hard to be as invulnerable as we can be and do what we can to create an aura of security. It doesn’t take much however – an accident, the death of a loved, one, a worrisome medical report, an economic crisis – to make us realize how very vulnerable and fragile we are.  

It can take a supreme act of courage – and faith – to not give into our fear and hide, but to be able to open our eyes to the terrors and face them square on.  Mary’s and the shepherds' reaction was not to ignore what lay before them.  Neither did they sit back and passively do nothing, just letting come what may, seeing themselves as helpless, as victims.  They very actively put their comfort, their security and their lives on the line in choosing to trust God’s good news. 
When my son Ben was little, about 5, he was afraid of the dark and would wake up in the middle of the night by a nightmare and imagine all kinds of monsters luring in the dark corners of his room. I would go to him and usually my first words were what most of us say as parents:  “Don’t be afraid honey.  I’m here.” I remember the strategies Ben and I would use to help him deal with his fears.  Sometimes I would find him a flashlight so he could check out what was in the shadows in the closet or under the bed. Sometimes we would growl out loud and scare those monsters away and start to giggle and everything would seem not quite so serious. Sometimes we would pray.  And Ben came up with this imaginative way of building a monster trap – a kind of force field around the doorway, and he would put some of his most favorite books on floor with the thought that these books would  trip up monsters.  When they were on the floor they would then reach for these books and open them and get so engrossed in reading the stories that they would forget all about him. 

And sometimes I would just sit with him in the dark, because his fears had to do with something I couldn’t reason away, or make go away, -- not by my will.  But I could be with him. We, too, need to realize that when we can trust God’s presence with us, it can make all the difference in not letting fear rule our lives or dictate our behavior or limit our imagination or creativity.
God’s words are not empty, mere words floating in the wind.  The words to Mary, the words of the angels, “Do not be afraid”  are all backed up with God’s gift to us of Emanuel, flesh and blood, tangible  presence, “God with us.”  When we are shaken by our nightmares—real and imagined—God doesn’t call out to us from the other room and say “Go to sleep. You’re being silly.” God is instead saying “I know your fears are real to you.  do not be afraid. I am right beside you.  Together we can face this.”  

God does not promise to get rid of all the monsters and terrors that threaten our lives and that threaten our planet.  That’s not the place we look for evidence for the reality of God. God does not choose to wave a magic wand and fix what is wrong, make it all better, or do what we want – that’s not the kind of God our God is. But I do believe that God promises to not abandon us and that that is enough to make all the difference.  God gives us something other than fear to organize our lives around namely, gifts of faith -- peace, joy, love, hope.  We even light candles to remind us of these gifts during the Advent season.  

May this promise of the Advent season give us the strength, the hope, the courage we need to trust God as we face the crises in our own lives, in the life of our nation, and in the life of the world we live in.  May this trust in Emmanuel, God-with-us, help us to take our very real fears in hand and see them as manageable, and not paralyzing, that we may indeed be freed to face what we need to face in thoughtful, creative, faithful ways and take to heart the good news of God’s presence.  Amen.
Prayers

We pray this day for those who face real fears –

fears about their health or ability to care for themselves or a loved one

those who fear death or debilitating condition

those who fear loss and loneliness, violence or abuse

those who run from bullets and those who don’t see them coming

those who fear the cold, hunger, home loss, job loss, lack of adequate means for living,

into this broken, hurting, fearful world you came to be Emmanuel – not a God to be content to be distant and removed from us – but here with us, and for this we are deeply grateful, for in trusting you we can find the courage and hope and strength to face whatever needs to be faced in these days and in the years to come.  Where and when possible, help us to lessen the fears of others, work and witness toward a world of peace and love and hope and joy in line with your realm, your rule, for we pray these things in the name of Christ . . .
