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“Perfect love casts out all fear.”





1 John 





I.

Tonight I stand here in awe.  Year after year, the Christian Education committee, our church school teachers and parents bring our children into the spotlight to tell the story of the birth of Jesus as only children can tell it.  With bathrobes and shepherd’s crooks, angel wings and halos, children understand far better than adults how this night of the miracle of Christ’s birth has become for many, the holiest night of the year.

Tonight I stand here in awe.  Ten years ago, in 1996, I was going through a difficult time pastoring my former congregation.   Despite being well-loved by the members, my attempts to lead and grow a declining congregation had been met with resistance.  I was struggling, and knew that the ministry was much harder work than ministry should be. I had no idea what God’s will was or what God wanted me to do next, or whether I should even stay in ministry, so I put a fleece before the Lord.  It was Christmas Eve night, ten years ago, I said “Lord, if you want me to be in ministry, I can’t do it, you’ll have to make everything right.”  I put my dossier in the mail that night and sent it to the chair of the PNC at Morgan Park with a hope and a prayer.  It was a moment of faith and hope.  And, as things have a way of happening, all the doors opened to call me and bring me here as your pastor.

As long as I live, Christmas Eve will be a night of miracles.






II.

For many here tonight is a night of miracles.  Some of us get sentimental and wistful, remembering those with whom we have shared Christmas past;  people no longer with us.  

Tonight, some of us set aside our cynicism, and bracket our disbelief.  For one shining moment, our faith wants to believe that our highest hopes can come true.  We want to believe, on this holiest of nights, that the underemployed will find more work, the cold will be sheltered and the hungry fed; we want to believe that religions will quit justifying wars, the lion will lie down with the lamb, and peace will break out in the middle east, our soldiers will come home and all the fighting will stop.

Or closer to home, we pray fervently for a different kind of miracle.  We want to believe in the miracle that mommy and daddy will quit being mad at each other, or brother and sister quit fighting. We want to believe that Uncle Harvey won’t get drunk this Christmas; or on New Year’s Day, our new diet plan will go into effect, this time we’ll lose weight and keep it off;  or we’ll finally stop smoking cigarettes or cut back on all our credit card debt.

The stuff of miracles is not what is under the tree, but that which we live and hope for, believe in and pray for.






III.

But there is one real reason to believe in miracles tonight.  It’s the hope that with God all things are possible.  The reason points all the way back in human history to a cold night in a stable outside of Bethlehem, where in a manger or a feed box, a little child has been born to a young girl.  As Jesus comes into the world in the usual way, angels come down to herald his birth, and the first words they begin singing to the shepherds 

Do not fear for behold I bring you good tidings of a great joy which will be for you and all people.

Fear not.  The phrase “do not fear” is used frequently in the stories of Matthew and Luke.  The commandment to fear not:  one scholar writes that this phrase is used more often than the commandment to have faith and believe;  more frequently than seek justice or feed the hungry, even more frequently than the injunction to pray,  in fact, more than all of them combined.  By some counts, the commandment in the negative “do not fear” is used over 450 times in scripture:


Do not fear Joseph, for the child Mary she carries comes from God

Do not fear Mary, for God has chosen you among all women, to bless future generations.

Do not fear shepherds, for in this day is born to you, in the city of David, a Savior who is Christ the Lord
Tonight our gospel lesson wants us to hear these words address all the many fears that inhabit us the inner world we live in:


Fear of dying and fear of living


Fear of failure and fear of succeeding


Fear of falling, fear of not having enough when we have plenty


Fear of being rejected in love and fear of being known in love


Fear of being real with others whom you care most about.

Fear of surrendering your life to God and fear of surrendering your life to God.
What is it about fear that paralyzes us?  It is that, as soon as fear has a toe-hold in our minds, it wants a foothold, then an armhold, then fear wants more.  Yann Martel has written that “fear is life’s only true opponent.  Only fear can defeat life.  Fear is a clever treacherous adversary.  Fear goes for your weakest spot, which it finds with unerring ease.  One moment you are feeling calm, self--possessed happy.  Then fear, disguised in the garb of mild-mannered doubt, slips into your mind like a spy.  You become anxious.  You feel yourself weakening, wavering.  Your anxiety becomes dread.  Fear next turns fully to your body, which is already aware that something terribly wrong is going on.  Every part of you falls apart.   Quickly you make rash decisions.  You dismiss your last allies, hope and trust.  Then, you’ve defeated yourself.  Fear, which is but an impression, has triumphed over you when your fear becomes a wordless darkness that you avoid, perhaps even manage to forget, you open yourself to further attacks of fear because you never truly fought the opponent who defeated you.”
In his novel Life of Pi, Martel writes about the main character, a 16-year-old son of a zoo-keeper named Pi, is on a cargo ship filled with animals from the zoo, when the ship experiences a hurricane, is tossed about in the turbulent sea, capsizes and sinks.  When the storm abates, Pi awakens the next morning in a lifeboat, only to find himself alone on the boat with a zebra, a hyena and an enormous Bengal tiger.  The zebra and hyena die.  Then through the course of one year, stranded on the boat at sea, Pi has to overcome all his fears of this mountain of a tiger who could devour and thrash him at any moment.  In the greatest moment of the book, Pi discovers it is not fear of the Bengal tiger which he must conquer, but his greatest enemy is the fears that reside in his mind;  fear of his own immensity;  fear of extending himself fully.  Mastering his own fear becomes a greater task than keeping the Bengal tiger at bay. As he begins to address his fears, he begins to change and grow;  he begins to find in himself a new depth of living;  a fierce resilient resourcefulness. 

As he faces his own anxieties, he finds he is able to counter the physical strength of the tiger with his own mental intensity and prowess.  He survives and even rescues the tiger’s life, because he has learned the secret of mastering and overcoming his fear.






IV.

Perhaps, more than anything, that is the meaning of the Christ-event for me.  We believe that through the incarnation, God sent Jesus to overcome our sin and evil, and through his life and death on the cross, free us from sin and defeat the power of evil.

But what if, in addition, God sent Jesus to help us face and overcome our fears?  Jesus came into this world to help us know more fully that Immanuel, God with us, is with us in every moment of life.  Every moment.  Jesus lived his whole life holding fast and never letting go of the ferocity of God’s love from death until Easter’s dawn. Jesus lived his whole life with passionate courage, defeating the forces of non-being and evil.  At every opportunity, Christ was like a wrestler, going to the mat for us, wrestling the powers and principalities and defeating the forces of evil.  His witness was so true, and so complete, he became true to the end.  Dying, he destroyed death.  Rising from the grave, he offers us power to live the divine life, which means that the life he gives to us is one that can conquer every fear.

Our lesson tonight is that fear must be checked, then overcome, in order for us to live with faith, hope and love.  

Augustine wrote that hope is the combination of anger and courage:  anger at the way things are, and the courage to change things and make them better.

In place of fear, God gives us faith, which is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things unseen.

In place of anxiety and worry that there is no human way, Jesus offers us himself, because he is the way, the truth and the life.

In place of weakness Jesus gives us divine strength, because his grace is perfected in weakness:  I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.

Instead of feeling alone, without help, God in Jesus Christ tells us this side of the ascension:  Behold I am with you always even to the end of the world.

Instead of feeling powerless, Jesus gives us power to overcome every problem and every obstacle:  You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you shall be my witnesses to all the ends of the earth.

When we acknowledge the fears that undermine and influence us, God helps us face our fears, and overcome our fears, then we can change and grow, because fear holds us entrenched because perfect love casts out all fear.  

And that’s when miracles happen.






V.

Tonight, I want to encourage you to take some time for yourself this next week to find your fears, face and name your fears;  vent and give expression to your fears.  Share them with a friend that knows and loves you.  Address your fears by going deeper into yourself, deeper than you’ve ever gone.  Take your fears to God in prayer and seek the guidance that only God can provide. 

And especially believe in miracles.  We can grow and change, because with God, all things are possible.  Tonight, Jesus tells us:

Fear not, for I have redeemed you.

I have called you by name, you are mine

Though you pass through the waters, I will be with you;  

when you walk through the rivers, they will not overflow you.

When you walk through the fire, you will not be scorched, 

nor the flame burn you.

For I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.

You are precious in my sight and honored;  and I love you.

I love everyone who is called by my name, 

whom I have created for my own glory.
All because one night, the angels proclaimed:  “fear not, for behold, I bring you good tidings of a great joy, which shall be for all people.  For unto you is born this day in the city of Bethlehem a savior, who is Christ the Lord.”
Amen.  
