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I have thought a lot about what I call "Be not Afraid" passages in scripture.  Maybe it is because I have spent a lot of time in neighborhoods and communities that are considered dangerous, or have led public confrontations that raised anger in powerful people.  I find so much to be afraid of in the world around me, that I notice how many times biblical writers report that God speaks divine words, or sends angels or prophets  to speak them;  "Do not be afraid."  "Fear Not" You have to figure that the chosen people must have been afraid a lot of the time, or God would not feel the need for perpetual reassurance.  

Joshua, for example, is told that he will be taking over the leadership of the Hebrews from the hero Moses as the people move across the Jordan to the Promised Land; and God said to Joshua,   “Do not be frightened!”  When the psalmist finds himself in the valley of the shadow of death, he knows he will fear no evil.  As Jesus is telling his disciples that he is going to Jerusalem to be put to death, he tells them not to be afraid.  From my study of these passages, I have an observation, and it is this:  If an angel appears to you and says "Be not afraid" you are in trouble!

Our text from Isaiah 43 is a good example of this kind of message.  The Hebrews have been in exile for many years.   They had been defeated in war by the Babylonians. Their systems of meaning and community were destroyed and the best and the brightest were taken to Babylon to serve the empire.  But God is now bringing a message of comfort.   "Do not fear, for I have redeemed you' I have called you by name, you are mine... Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old.  I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?" (IS 43:1, 18-19)  But the people hearing the proclamation are still in exile, so the question is whether they trust this divine word.  Wasn't the defeat of Israel the defeat of their God by the gods of Babylon? Can they really see the new thing that God is doing?

The passage includes references to the original action by God that created them as a people, the Exodus that liberated them from slavery in Egypt.  Isaiah talks about passing through waters, chariots and horses and water in the desert.  So they know that God has acted previously to set God’s people free.  Can God, will God, do it again?   Do they really believe that God is in Babylon with them?  Can they not be afraid?  The answer to that question depends on the answer to the one before it?  Is God really about to do a new thing among them?  

These two questions are always closely related.  Over and over again in scripture, the answer to the question of why not be afraid is the same; and it is the only possible answer, the only one that makes any sense at all.  It can only be because God says "I am with you.  You are mine."  In Psalm 27, the Psalmist sings "The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?  The Lord is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?" (Ps 27:1)  

It is very interesting that in the biblical narratives that describe the events surrounding the birth of Jesus, the very point at which God makes the ultimate commitment to "Be With Us" in the most intimate way, through God's Son, there is a lot of “being afraid” going on.  It begins with the angel's announcement to Zechariah that his wife, Elizabeth will bear a son who should be named John.  When Zechariah saw the angel, "he was terrified and fear overwhelmed him. But the angel said to him, "Do not be afraid Zechariah..." (Luke 1:5-17)  Then Gabriel appears to Mary, a very young woman who is poor, powerless, unmarried and extremely vulnerable, to announce that she is about to find herself pregnant.  The word from Gabriel, "Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God," (Luke 1:26-30) seems especially needed here.  At the birth of Jesus, the Shepherds are visited by a host of angels who calm their audience with "Do not be afraid, for I bring you good news of great joy." (Luke 2:8-11) 

As all these passages make clear, the only reason not to be afraid in so many different frightful situations is that God promises to be with us, and God is faithful to divine promises.  So the answer to fear is faith in the love and grace of God.  Faith is the best response to the love that is at the heart of who God is.  With regard to the Holy One, love and faith are two sides of the same coin.  The counsel of 1 John is this, "Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God....There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear...(1 Jn. 4:7,16,18)  On this basis, I am the poster boy for imperfect love.  But none of us lives up the love shown by God.  Our love is incomplete, so fear is cast out incompletely.  I think that is why fear is the natural reaction to getting close to the Holy.  The incomplete love in each of us is judged and purified by the presence of Divine love.  That is what the refiner's fire is all about: fire burning the impurities.  No one ever said the midst of the refiner's fire was going to be a comfortable place.  No one ever said that any encounter with the Holy would leave us unscorched or unchanged.

	
	


This is why I need something more than knowing that God is with me. I know that I will often fail to live up to the challenges that frighten me.  I need to know what happens when I do less than what I am called to do and be, when I settle for less justice or less peace than God intends.  Our passage from John 14 is a word of assurance for all of us.  This passage is most often used at funerals.  The departed has gone to the mansion in the sky that Jesus has prepared for him/her.  As a child I had an image of Jesus as the jolly inn-keeper at the great Holiday Inn in the sky:  Your room is ready, you may check in now.   But to me, this is clearly also a passage for the living.  It is a passage about forgiveness and beginning again in the midst of the fears and failures of our lives.   

The translators of this extremely complex text have each selected among widely debated primary meanings of English words to communicate the meanings of the ancient manuscripts, but there are additional meanings to the words as well, and looking at some of them adds to the richness of the meaning for us.

Jesus is talking here about his role as savior, and also about finding the quality of eternal life in this present life.  Throughout the gospels, Jesus first sees his role as bringing the purpose of Israel to completion.  But over and over, Israel refused to follow.  Jesus, then, turned to his disciples as a remnant of Israel.  But they too refused to follow him.  And we are not always able to follow Jesus either.  It is important to note that our passage follows immediately after Jesus tells Peter that before the night is over, Peter will deny him three times. (Jn: 13)  Jesus is left alone. They all denied him.  They were all afraid.  But the disciples were not cast off because they failed.  Jesus leaves a promise that there will be new possibilities, new opportunities for each of them and for us.

Chapter 14 is essentially about redemption and its effects - about willingness or unwillingness to commit lives.  The House with many Mansions or Household with many Resting Places and many opportunities is the message given immediately after one of Peter's lowest moments.    The Word of God is "Don't be troubled {don't be afraid}."  Don't let sin and fear destroy your faith.  There will be other places for making choices for loving, for following Jesus.  As we look at the story of our faith, we recognize that the cross demonstrates the seriousness of sin and its ultimate consequences.  But the peace of the cross is that even sin does not separate us from the love of God.  We are a forgiven people with new life and new possibilities.

The first verse of chapter 14 makes it clear that we are a people together.  "Let not the heart {singular} of you {plural, "all of you" "y'all"}   be troubled."  It is a word to the community about their life together, about the faith that is their center.  The message is:  Don't y'all be frightened as a community. Strength comes not only from leaning on the trustworthy promises of God, confirmed by Jesus who is the Christ, but also from leaning on each other in community, by responding to others pain and joy, by showing the Spirit to one another  in community.  That is what the baptism promises you will make in a few minutes are all about.  We promise to love one another.

So, together we are God's household.  The translation does not have to be "house," a static translation tied to a heavenly resting place.  The image can also be that of a family, a community spreading through time and space as it moves in this world.  It is not the house, but the householders who are to be faithful.  It is the community of believers with the Spirit at its Center.

And what is this place Jesus is going away to prepare?  The word here for “place” can also mean place as "opportunity" or "chance."  As in "give no place to the devil," or "give place to wrath."  Jesus' act of love on the cross gives us a chance to accept forgiveness.  He assures us that there will always be other places, other opportunities in which to accept the cross ourselves, to love.  Israel continually failed and was given new opportunities to be faithful.  Peter failed...we fail.  In God's household there are many opportunities.  And we have the assurance of being a forgiven people, with courage to risk because failure is never the end.  We are told always, "Do not be afraid."

There have certainly been times in Westminster’s life when things failed, or just went horribly wrong.  Buildings burned, finances were challenging, leaders failed in their ethical duties.  But there were always new oppor​tu​nities, and this community more often than not has moved ahead in faith that overcame fear.

The word that is usually translated Mansion, or Room, is a very complex word.  It is here, I think, essentially a tarrying place, a stopping place on a journey.  You travel, and then you stop and you rest for a while, then you go ahead again.  As a verb, the word has to do with "abiding" or “enduring."  I take to mean here stations for rest and restoration in the journey through life, on the journey of the soul to God.  As we live our lives, striving and often falling short, Jesus still abides with us.  God gives us spiritual resting places for collecting ourselves, for peace and healing.  And we certainly all need these tarrying places.  The new possibilities that are given to us, lure us and challenge us to go beyond our habits, our inertia, our fear.  In every moment, God offers us possibilities of new life that we can either accept and act on, or we can simply go on repeating our past.  So at times, of course, new possibilities confront us as judgment for lost opportunities, squandered gifts, rejected love.  As this congregation knows, this process of seeing new possibilities and deciding whether or not to respond, to take risks, this being pulled into a new future, is a difficult and tiring one.   I certainly need these places of protection and peace for resting, and so do you.  Because there is a lot about our world to make us afraid and saps our strength.  

The levels of violence in the Israel and Palestine, in Darfur and Somalia and the tensions in the former Soviet Republic show no evidence of coming to an end.  We continue to fight wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and we see the potential for new nuclear weapons development in Iran and North Korea. We see the levels of debt and poverty in many countries and in our own cities and rural communities crushing any hope of an economically viable future.  We see the gap between the rich and the poor around us widening, and we struggle with how to lessen youth violence and hopelessness, how to stem the spread of HIV and AIDS.

The list of fearful realities that confront us could go on for the rest of the day, but the question for us here is whether we have the faith and courage to resist the powers that order our lives in old ways that hold us back.  The notion that God is doing a new thing, instilling new values, still does not play well among those in charge of the old ways.  In fact, if we really found ways not to be afraid, to be faithful to the call to justice and kindness, then those who order their lives by the values and standards of the day would themselves be very much afraid of us.  If churches were more of a challenge to the status quo for the sake of justice, those in power might adopt a new rule: Churches which found the Spirit to Be Not Afraid would have to post a sign:  WARNING, JESUS FOLLOWED HERE! Unfortunately, most churches would need no such sign.

And what about Westminster?  We have a long history of asking our city and the communities around it to be better at caring for the poor and those at the margins, and at caring for them ourselves.  We are getting more organized to speak more loudly and clearly to public officials through political advocacy, through the Take 5 Tables and our participation in the Downtown Congregations to End Homelessness.  We are long-time members and active participants in the Joint Religious Legislative Coalition and MICAH, both of which are interfaith lobbying organizations that address social justice issues.  We are working to find new and more powerful ways to speak the truth to power, and this makes us nervous at times, but it also makes us more faithful.  In the end, we have to act, knowing that no action will fully realize God's intentions, but remembering that always there are new possibilities kept in readiness for us.  

Be Not Afraid!?   Only because God is with us.
“Be Not Afraid”
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