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June 22, 2008 

Texts:  Jeremiah 20:7-13; Psalm 69:7-18; Romans 6:1b-11; Jeremiah 20:7-13
A number of years ago,

A Presidential candidate,

Challenging the incumbent in a debate, 

Asked the audience

If they thought they were better off 

Than they had been four years ago.

It was a question that resonated with the audience

And most likely affected the way 

In which some people voted.

I bring this question up to you

Not in the spirit of campaigning

For any party or platform,
But, rather, in the context

Of how we think about our lives.
We measure how things are today,

As compared to some past point in time.

Often we focus on the scary things about today.

And conveniently forget the bad stuff

That also happened in past times.  

Our concerns about the world, our country and our lives

Are capable of creating an almost paralyzing fear.

We seem, at this point in time in our history,

To have a communal lament,

Worthy of one of the lament psalms,

Or the distress expressed by Jeremiah.

Even in this best of all seasons in northern New England,

There is a fear in the air

That you can almost feel. 

911 is still part of our national consciousness.

We have multi-point wars going on in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Young men and women from our families and our communities

Are fighting and dying in places whose names are unfamiliar to us.
In these same communities, 

Untold numbers of local residents are killed or injured

As by-products of a war, 

That has continued longer than anyone could have believed possible. 

We have built life-styles around the use of oil,

Supplied to us by countries, who can hold us hostage

With both availability and price.  

Each time we go to the gas pump,
We feel as if we need a bank loan to fill the car.

And most of us worry about how we are going pay

The oil or gas bills to heat our homes next winter.  

The use of bio-fuels has meant

That there is less crop acreage for food crops,

And food prices have skyrocketed.

I don’t know about you,

But the increased price of food items I buy only occasionally

Has just stunned me.

Since it was my turn to bake goodies,

Preferably healthy goodies,

For the pastors’ study group this past week,

I stopped at Hannaford’s to pick up some whole wheat flour.

The price of $4.95 for 5 lbs. of whole wheat flour

Put a new dimension

On the news reports of rising food prices. 
And as if the worries about war,

And the cost of living were not enough,

We also now live in fear of the effects of global warming. 

The uncertainty,

Coupled with the concern that our quality of life will decrease
Can create an aura of negativity

And a climate of fear.
In a climate of fear,

Meanness and self-centeredness thrive,
While joy and hope

Find it difficult to take root.

This same sense of fear was also very real,

For the people to whom Matthew’s Gospel was addressed.
Their worries were not about wars in distant places,
Rising costs or global warming.

They lived in fear of violence right at home 

In their own backyards.
They took very real risks for being followers of Jesus.

Three times in five verses,

Matthew has Jesus tell his listeners

“Do not be afraid.”  

The words “Do not fear those who kill the body,

But cannot kill the soul,
Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell”

Are particularly powerful and enlightening words.

Jesus knew that if his followers succumbed to fear of the oppressors,

Their hearts, minds and souls were at risk.  

People who live in fear,

Have psychologically given in to those trying to create that fear.
Jesus wanted his followers souls’ dedicated to God

And to God’s ways.

Jesus did want his followers to lose their hearts and hopes

To oppressors who used fear mongering techniques

To control people.

Jesus spoke openly about the strife the people were experiencing

And made clear that he knew

That this dissension was to be expected.
The people in control, such as the Roman rulers and the Pharisees,

Were threatened by Jesus’ preaching of the coming of God’s reign,
Which would change the balance of power,

Between the rich and the poor,

And the oppressors and the oppressed.

The powerful tried to use their power

To create a climate of fear

Which threatened the poor and oppressed,

And maintained their own favorable balance of power.  
Jesus’ words to his followers
Still speak to us today.

By world standards,

We are certainly not among the poor and oppressed.

In fact our lifestyles suggest that we are the rich,

Who are trying to maintain the balance of power.

However, other powers in the world

Are trying to threaten our way of life

And to cause us to retreat from some of our basic principles.

They are doing so by creating fear.

Fear of random terror acts,

Fear of oil supply and oil costs,

And fear of what the cost of living

Will do to our lifestyles.

When we let our fundamental values deteriorate 
While responding to those who create fear,

By definition the fear-creators have won. 

When we resort to human rights violations,

In the spirit of rooting out terror,

Those who have acted as terrorists,
Have won by causing us to adopt their ways.
When we let fear of oil and food prices,
Cause us to become negative, mean-spirited, and selfish,

We have given in to those

Who are trying to threaten our lifestyle and values.
Americans have always had a reputation for being warm, open, hospitable and generous.

We have always been willing to help those who are suffering, or in distress.
With our current cost of living concerns,

If maintaining a particular lifestyle becomes more important

That helping our neighbor, near or far,

Then we will have let others control us and alter our values.  

What do Jesus’ words to his followers 2000 years ago

Mean to us in our current state of lamentation
Over what is going on in our world.

Since Jesus taught his threatened followers
To avoid giving into fear,

He would certainly use the same words with us.

He would say to us:

“Have no fear of them.”

For us, the “them” would not be the Roman government,

But could be the oil cartel, the terrorists, or the market forces,

Which are sending food prices into the stratosphere.

But Jesus would still say “Have no fear”.

Do not be afraid of  things that will affect your body

Or your lifestyle,

Do not fear the cost of living or oil supply.

Do not fear the forces that affect all of the physical aspects of your lives.

Instead, be very afraid of the power of fear instead, 
The fear will grab your soul,

Change your loyalties, 
Drive you away from the love of God
And prevent you from helping your neighbor.

Instead be afraid 

Of the permanent sense of negativity
And climate of fear

That causes you to lose faith in God,

And alienates you from the people around you.

If you must lament,

Voice your sorrow and fears to God,

Call on God’s help

And pray to God to keep from losing faith. 

If God notices a sparrow in distress,

God will surely notice the things that are concerning you,

A valued, baptized child of God. 

Does Jesus telling us to Fear Not,

Mean that bad things will never happen to Christians?

Absolutely not.  

Christians are the victims of crime and terror.  

Christians suffer financial loss and bankruptcies.

Christians are involved in accidents

And are struck by nasty diseases.  

Jesus told his disciples

To expect dissension and persecution.

If Jesus himself was killed by the forces of oppression,

His followers can also expect to encounter suffering.

What Jesus’ words “Fear Not” mean

Is that God does not abandon us when we suffer.

Our God is found in hospital rooms, homeless shelters,

Food pantries, crime scenes and even in jail cells.

In Jesus Christ, God accompanies you through all kinds of difficult times.

“Fear Not” means that God offers a hope,

A hope, borne out in the resurrection of Jesus Christ,

That there is more than just the physical life you can see now.

Jesus warns you that if you become so invested 

In protecting the physical aspects of your life today,

The mire into which you will be pulled,

Will separate you from God,

Alienate you from people you love

And blot out the hope of the life which God has promised to you.

By contrast, if you are willing to risk,
To have faith that God is walking beside you,

God will be there.

In God’s presence, the fear will dissipate,

You will be freed to think and act beyond your personal situation.
You will see Christ in the face of the neighbor whose life you touch.

In God’s presence, with fear pushed away,

Your house may still be colder,

The food on your table may not be as varied as it once was,

And you may still have to cut back on driving trips.

But your heart will be warmer,

Your outlook on life will be brighter,

And the friendship of those around you

Will more than compensate for the shopping trips you had to cut out.
If you live in fear and negativity trying to hold onto life

As you currently know it,

You risk losing not only your life, 
But your relationship with God and your neighbor.

If you risk your life and put your lifestyle on the line following Christ,

You will find your life in God eternally.

Amen  
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