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I’ve been so thankful for the mostly beautiful weather that we’ve had in September and now in 

October as the autumn season comes upon us. It’s given me the opportunity to meet with people 

outdoors from time to time as we social distance and enjoy the beauty of creation as well as our 

church grounds at Birmingham First. The other day, I was headed over the Chambliss Outdoor 

Worship Center to visit with someone when I came upon a doe and her two beautiful fawns on 

the front lawn. While we see deer quite often around here, it was such a gift from God to see 

them so close. They were keenly aware of my presence and right in my path to the garden on the 

east side of the building. 

 

I didn’t want to startle them and send them out into traffic, but I had a schedule to keep. As I 

walked across the lawn, their tails went up and before you knew it, they started moving quickly 

across the lawn. Every time I took a step, they took several more. I knew my presence put their 

fear and flight instincts into high gear. The only problem was that they headed right over to the 

area where I was headed; right into the Chambliss garden which is fenced in. 

 

As I stepped into the garden, my own awareness kicked in. How might this doe react if I 

cornered her unintentionally in the garden with her two babies? That wasn’t a chance I wanted to 

take, so I stood back for a moment to watch her reactions. Then I noticed that the gate at the back 

of the garden was open as she and the fawns walked right through. 

 

Walking across the lawn, I could relate to the sense of fear of the unknown that the deer felt that 

afternoon. When we are afraid, our fear can really drive us just as it did those deer across the 

lawn, running from the unknown, and can even drive us into the corner, looking for a fence to 

hop or a gate to run through. 

 

Fear…it can be a strong motivational force in our lives, can’t it? It can push us, cause us to dart 

out, or freeze us right in our tracks. 

 

Following the presidential debate on Tuesday, I wonder how much our fears and anxieties have 

risen in these days. People on neither side of the aisle seem to be overly impressed with how the 

debate took place and the words that were spoken. While in the end we all might side with our 
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own candidates for one reason or another, I saw how many people simply said, “I can’t watch 

another minute.” 

 

There is certainly plenty of fear to go around these days. As wildfires rage in the west, riots 

occur amidst difficult conversations about race, white supremacists feel emboldened, and 

political divides are drawn deeper, we’re not sure what to say to whom on a good day without 

being drawn up into a fight with the very people that we say we love and for whom we care 

deeply. 

 

As the Church, we’re not immune to fear either, are we? Oh, we claim to be a people of faith, but 

we, too, can find ourselves fear-driven, can’t we? Noting a significant decline in membership 

and attendance over the past forty years, we know that things are not as they used to be in most 

mainline denominations, including the United Methodist Church. While growing in some parts 

of the world, the decline is ever before us in the United States. A long-term pandemic only 

heightens that fear for us when we gather together in smaller groups or find ourselves watching 

online, but not seeing everyone who may be in the pews next to us.  It’s not only fear of a virus 

that has frozen us in our tracks, it’s a fear of what that virus might do to our beloved church. Will 

the community of faith still be there when this is over? What will have become of us when we 

finally get back to “normal”? Will there ever be a “normal”? 

 

Fear takes hold of us and can stop us in our tracks, can’t it? It holds us in place as we simply try 

to make it out alive; not too much unlike the deer on my walk across the front lawn the other 

day. 

 

James Harnish, in his book You Only Have to Die: Leading Your Congregation to New Life, tells 

the story of a time when he struggled with a cardiac incident that brought about a new 

perspective for him in regards to our life as a church and people of faith. He writes: 

 

 I can assure you that when I was gasping for air with congestive heart failure, 

most of my energy was focused on the immediacy of survival! In the same way, 

one of the greatest dangers for any church suffering from cardiomyopathy is the 

natural tendency to focus on mere survival. When a congregation becomes aware 

that it is in or on the edge of decline, the primary question can easily become, 

“What can we do to help our church survive?” … But when survival becomes the 

primary motivation for change, the congregation will inevitably turn in on itself 

and become so centered on its survival needs that it will be ineffective in 

responding to the real needs of real people in the world around it… The process 

of dying and rising again, which is symbolized in our baptism, means letting go of 

our desire to do whatever we can do to simply survive.1 

 

As our nation struggles to name our identity moving forward into the future, and as the Church 

struggles to live as a relevant presence in the midst of difficult conversations, dehumanizing 

actions and words, and a changing cultural dynamic in the world around us, the greatest fear we 

face is death; the death of who we have been when we don’t know for certain what lies ahead.  

Like deer in the path, when the chaos of the present moment hits, when the challenge before us is 

seen as a threat, we find ourselves simply trying to survive. 
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Surely this was the case for Peter in our scripture lesson today. Jesus had just shared with the 

disciples what was lying ahead for him. He told them that he was headed to the holy city of 

Jerusalem, but it wouldn’t be like any other pilgrimage. No, instead, he’d endure suffering at the 

hands of the very people that others regarded as some of the most religious, or holy, people in 

their midst. In fact, Jesus would even be killed, but rise on the third day. 

 

That was it! Peter had heard enough. Just before this, Jesus had changed his name from “Simon” 

to “Peter” saying, “You are Peter (meaning ‘rock’). And on you, Peter, the Rock, I will build my 

Church, and the gates of hell will not prevail against it.” 

 

I’m sure that Peter must have been thinking “How in the world can I can be a rock, the very 

foundation, if you’re headed off to die on me? I don’t get it. I can’t see it happening.” 

 

So Peter takes Jesus aside and begins to let him have it. “Surely it can’t be this way. You can’t 

die. You’ve got to survive if we’re to survive. Death is the end. Death means we’re all going 

down. Death is it. There’s nothing more if you die. Then what you’ve been doing in the world 

and among us dies, too.” I don’t know if the conversation went that way, but I can only imagine.  

It’s not too different from the struggles that many families have as they let go of those they love 

when the end comes near. But for Peter, the Rock, it would be the end of the dream, as well.  

How could he be the foundation now? 

 

Jesus turns to Peter and says, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; for you 

are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.” Do you see the irony here, 

Church? The Rock, the very Foundation upon which Jesus was going to build the Church, had 

quickly become a different kind of stone—a stumbling stone—when he set his mind only on 

what he could see from his limited human perspective. Suffering and death were not in Peter’s 

understanding of what leads to life. 

 

Jesus goes on to say, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up 

their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose 

their life for my sake will find it.” 

 

Could it be that one of our greatest fears in these days for the Church, for our nation, and for the 

world is death itself? What happens if we die to who we have been? Or what we had always 

experienced as “good” while not paying much attention to what needed to change so that others 

might experience “good”? 

 

The Rock became a Stumbling Block when he struggled to see how death could lead to life. 

 

Sisters and brothers, is that not our own struggle today? Isn’t it time to talk about how we end 

systems that give advantage to some while leaving others at the margins? Isn’t it time to give up 

on name-calling and dehumanizing so that we might recognize the image of God in one another 

yet again? Isn’t the call of the Christian life, a call to the cross, a call to give up life as we know 

it that we might embrace life and love that can only be found when we’re willing to go to Good 

Friday first? 
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What are we so afraid of in these days when church happens to include measures of social 

distance? Do you know how many more people across the nation are now tuning in to church 

online? In many cases they’re tuning in to worship in higher numbers than we have seen in the 

pews. They’ll watch several services, not simply on Sunday morning, but throughout the week as 

it meets their schedules, and they are being nourished in these days because churches have 

chosen to be innovative. New life is springing up among us because of this, and yet we fear the 

death of what the Church has always been for us. 

 

James Harnish says, “Hope is born when we are willing to die for the right things.”2 

 

It’s time for systems of injustice to die that we might rise to new life in Jesus Christ. It’s long 

past time for us to let our inward notions of saving the Church die so that we might become more 

focused on the world around us. It’s time for us to face our greatest fear, the very fear of death, 

that we might not be a stumbling block, but take our place as the very foundation for the 

presence of God in Jesus Christ to be revealed in the world. 

 

When Peter’s fear took hold of him, Jesus reminded him that love will always win in the end.  

Life has the final word. There’s not Good Friday that is more powerful than the Sunday ahead.  

Do you still believe it, Church? As we face the mountains and all the uncertainty of what may lie 

ahead? As we face the fear of death and dying moments, do you still believe that the Church, the 

very body of Christ, is held in the power of God’s love and there’s no fear, no power, that will 

ever be stronger than what God can do among us when we let go of our own desire to simply 

survive and forge a new way over the mountains? 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Harnish, 99. 
2 Harnish, 11. 


