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“Do not be afraid!” Have you ever noticed that these are always the first words that angels speak 

in the scriptures? You know that you’re being visited by an angel when you hear, “Do not be 

afraid!” If a friend or family member suddenly says, “Fear not” or “Do not be afraid,” what do 

you do? You begin to wonder what’s going on. You know that something is up. Right? 

 

“Do not be afraid!” The Christmas story is filled with accounts of an angel visiting and 

beginning with “Do not be afraid!” It’s easy for the angel to say that to Mary or Joseph. While 

the Christmas story leaves us with all of the warm, fuzzy feelings inside, there was much to fear 

for this young couple. Mary and Joseph had to travel to Bethlehem to be counted for the purpose 

of taxing the people. Mary was expecting a baby and there was no room for them to stay at the 

inn in town. This is not the time to travel. 

 

An unjust census to levy unjust taxes on a people who had no voice in the Roman government.  

Yes, there was peace in Roman-controlled territories, but it was an enforced peace as the people 

were oppressed. On top of it all, several teachings had forbidden the counting of the nation of 

Israel according to Jewish law. Yet, Rome would still have its way even if peace came at the cost 

of dehumanizing the oppressed. 

 

“Do not be afraid!” The poor shepherds had much to fear if God was visiting them in the middle 

of the night. They had reason to be afraid. Their faith taught them that no one could see the face 

of God and live. Even the high priest used incense at the temple to avoid seeing God face to face.  

When an angel of the Lord shows up on the scene and God’s presence is announced, it’s time to 

head for the hills. But they were already there. The Judean hillside is where they made their 

home. The night was dark and there was no escaping this visit from God. 

 

But what would God want to do with shepherds? They were the farthest from God. At least, 

that’s what the religious authorities would tell them. They were a rough, ragtag bunch of folks 

who told tall tales; a lower class among their own people. They worked hard on the hillsides, but 

they weren’t known for honesty or integrity, let alone a sense of righteousness that could come 
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close to seeing God. Certainly, they had much to fear in the darkness of that night where the only 

lights would have been from the campfire and the stars that were shining in the sky. 

 

“Do not be afraid!” It might be easy for a preacher to say on Christmas Eve in any year, but over 

the last two Christmases? Last year, many stayed home awaiting a vaccine for a virus that had 

swept across the globe in no time. Christmas Eve services were online or in the parking lot. We 

were still learning so much about how to keep ourselves and those we loved safe. 

 

This year, that virus continues to evolve and is sweeping through our area yet again after a short-

lived respite in the summer when we were all feeling a little braver. “Do not be afraid. You’ve 

got to have faith. He’s survived cancer,” I heard my mother tell me this week as I called to check 

on my uncle, her sister’s husband, who is in the hospital with Covid pneumonia and was put on a 

ventilator. I’ve seen this before. I’m not a doctor, but I’ve walked this journey with others. It’s 

the danger of knowing too much but not enough. 

 

“Do not be afraid,” pastors have been telling one another and their congregations for two years 

now as we have learned to speak to live audiences and cameras at the same time to catch people 

at home. We spoke these words to one another as we planned for a season even as we didn’t 

quite know what it might look like. 

 

“Do not be afraid,” the angels say as we gather together on this sacred night amid fatigue, yet 

clinging to hope. Of course this Christmas is not yet like the fearless Christmas of 2019 that lies 

in our minds. Yet, it’s also not like the Christmas of 2020! We may have our own long journey 

to Bethlehem, but we’re closer than we were and we’re on the way, despite the detours we’ve 

had to take on this road. 

 

“Do not be afraid!” I wonder if that was what the twelve missionaries to Haiti who were still held 

hostage this month since October shared with one another. You may have heard that just this past 

week, under the cover of the darkness of night, the twelve, including a three year old and an 

infant, escaped from the hands of their captures who were still demanding ransoms. With only 

the light of the moon to see, the stars to act as a compass, and the distant mountains to serve as a 

landmark, the twelve hiked through mostly unfamiliar terrain to get to freedom and arrive back 

home in the United States after being airlifted by a U.S. Coast Guard helicopter. 

 

Over the course of the past two months, they were held in captivity along with a variety of other 

hostages. They held out hope for one another and others as they sang hymns even when 

separated, preached to their captors, and quoted scripture for one another. When they saw one 

another in the daylight hours, they carefully planned what they would do next, even abandoning 

the plan at times because something told them the timing wasn’t right. They had reason to be 

afraid, but they held out hope for one another and reminded one another that they were not alone 

in this moment. The mountain, the moon, and the stars were gifts that only God could provide for 

them. 

 

“Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is 

born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign for 



3 

 

you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger,” said the angel to the 

shepherds in their fields. 

 

In the 1965 Christmas classic, A Charlie Brown Christmas, Charlie Brown turns to Linus in a 

moment of frustration and says, “Isn’t there anyone who knows what Christmas is all about?” In 

that moment, Linus, carrying his usual security blanket, begins by telling the story of the 

shepherds gathered on the hillside, keeping watch over their flocks by night. A while ago, 

someone pointed out that when Linus starts to quote the angel of the Lord, saying, “Fear not,” he 

drops his blanket in that moment. 

 

I had watched that movie every year as a child, but it wasn’t until I was an adult that I came to 

know that it’s the only time that Linus drops his security blanket. He is always carrying it around 

with him, but at the moment that he shares the angel’s message, he drops the blanket. The 

Christmas message for Linus was there was no need to be afraid because God is with you. Even 

without his blanket in hand, Linus was not alone. In his words and in his actions, Linus captures 

the good news of great joy for himself as he shares it with Charlie Brown. 

 

This is the hope that the missionary hostages in Haiti clung to as they escaped their captors. This 

is the hope that brings us together tonight. Even today, we need the reminders for one another 

that we are not alone when the darkness of the present days seems to close in on us. The shades 

of night do not have the final say. 

 

Over two thousand years ago, God would not be stopped by an oppressive regime that treated a 

people as less than human. Instead, God’s unstoppable love broke onto the scene in Bethlehem 

just to be with us as human beings. God’s love would not be stopped by the fears that Mary and 

Joseph held within their hearts about what the future might have in store for them. God’s love 

could not be stopped by the fear of shepherds in a field. In fact, God used the ones that no one 

expected to preach the first sermon of God’s breaking into our world. 

 

As we come together on this night, we come clinging to hope; not to a security blanket that 

merely comforts, but to the One who comes into our midst bringing light and life in our darkest 

moments; inviting us to give up our fears and know that we are not alone. 

 

Two thousand years ago, the Roman authorities couldn’t stop God from coming to us. Herod, 

though he tried, couldn’t stop God from coming to earth. Government-imposed fear and self-

imposed fear couldn’t stop God from being with us. The darkness of the night couldn’t stop the 

shepherds from going to see for themselves that God was with them. 

 

When it comes to love, God is unstoppable. God will stop at nothing to let us know that we are 

not alone. The heart of the Christmas story is that in Jesus, God’s love comes in the flesh. Love 

is made real for you and for me; unstoppable, even in the face of everything that the moments of 

darkness hold in this world; light breaks through. 

 

This past week, I received a note from one of our youth who was just confirmed last spring.  

Evan shared that he was so thankful to be able to join us online on Sunday morning, especially 

when he had to be away. There is something about being together, isn’t there, Evan? For it’s in 
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this time and place, online or in person, that we remind one another and make God’s presence 

and God’s love real for one another. 

 

Like the hostages in Haiti, we come and sing the carols of our faith, we tell the old story, and we 

remind one another that God is with us as we hold out hope for ourselves and for our world. In 

one another, we see God’s love made real. That love…is unstoppable. 

 


