
 
 
 In an essay Marilynne Robinson wrote a couple of years ago, she reflected on 
something that had been bothering her, but she had not figured out how to put it into 
words. She wrote: 
 
 “There is something I have felt the need to say, that I have spoken about in various 
settings, extemporaneously, because my thoughts on the subject have not been entirely 
formed, and because it is painful to me to have to express them. However, my thesis is 
always the same, and it is very simply stated, though it has two parts: first, contemporary 
America is full of fear. And second, fear is not a Christian habit of mind. As children we 
learn to say, “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no 
evil, for Thou art with me.” We learn that, after his resurrection, Jesus told his disciples, 
“Lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age.” Christ is a gracious, abiding presence 
in all reality, and in him history will finally be resolved.” 
 
  I begin the sermon on this text from Paul’s second letter to the church in 
Thessalonica with these words from a more contemporary voice because it is clear from 
Paul’s words here that the church in that long-ago place and time was struggling with 
what many in the church and society are struggling with now – fear. And then, as now, 
the antidote to fear is getting back to the root of things, remembering who we are and 
what we believe, and who we trust. 
 
 My daughter, Chandler Belle, has an orange and blue stuffed animal she named 
Bubba when she was old enough to talk and give him a name. She has had the toy from 
birth. He was her companion through moves to new cities, to college, Cambodia for 
study-abroad, and just this last week I visited her in her new home in Maryland, went up 
to her bedroom, and there, on the bed, looking remarkably bright for his age, was Bubba. 
She is twenty-three years old, and Bubba is still there. 
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And the thing is, she will not be upset for you to know that. She unapologetically 
will recount for you all the ways Bubba brings her comfort, especially in those moments 
where fear of the unknown, fear of change, fear in general, which can come in all sorts of 
guises, in those moments when fear is at the door. 

 
And she is not superstitious. She does not believe that an orange and blue stuffed 

animal has any magic powers to protect her or keep her from harm. No, the power of that 
stuffed animal surely comes from something else. It comes from memory evoked, deep in 
the marrow of her bones, grooves formed like highways in her brain, of home. Not home 
as in one house or another, or one town or another, but home as the abiding sense of 
being loved, from birth, with a love that is without condition, that is always there for her, 
that comes to mind at the sight of a floppy little blue and orange koala bear. I know this 
because she’s told us that, in one way or another, through the years, at those times when 
we have unwisely tried to get her to let go of Bubba. Thank God we finally stopped that 
foolishness. 

 
Paul doesn’t try to convince the church in Thessalonica that there is nothing to 

fear. There surely is. What he begs them is not to be shaken by that fear, not to be 
alarmed by that fear, not to allow fear to have its way with them so that it affects their 
actions. 

 
Some have come into the community for no other purpose than to stoke feeling 

among them that the day of the Lord, the return of Jesus Christ, has already happened. 
The belief that Jesus’ return was imminent was widespread in those early days. You see it 
reflected in many of Paul’s early letters, including this one. But if Christ has already 
returned, what is going to happen with this little church? How do they not know this? 
Does this mean they have been abandoned by Christ? Paul labels this a false teaching. It 
was no doubt used in the same way that many over the centuries have used such 
proclamations – to gain control over the fearful hearts and minds of followers. 

 
Paul declares that Christ has not returned, and reminds them of what they have 

been taught about what needs to happen before that day. It is couched in the language of 
apocalyptic, but we do not need to let that language steer us from the central affirmation 
he lifts up – they are beloved by the Lord, chosen by God; they have been saved by God 
and are held fast by the love of Christ. Remember who you are, he says. He says he 
thanks God for loving them and creating them as a church.  

 
Knowing you are beloved, you can stand firm and you can hold fast in the midst of 

great change and fearful times, because nothing, as Paul will say in another place, 



nothing, not principalities and powers, life or death, or anything else in all creation can 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 
Paul’s benediction brings it all to a head. God has loved us through grace, given us 

eternal comfort and a good hope, comfort your hearts and strengthen them in every good 
work and word. 

 
It is that last phrase I would like to leave you with this morning. Paul recognizes 

that one of the things fear does when it results in communities and individuals being 
shaken and alarmed, is cause us to turn inward, to seek safety and security above all 
things, so that our work and our words, our living and our proclamation, are stifled. 
When that fear is happening, Paul again and again calls them to a memory that is more 
than a memory, it is a reminder to them and us of what is true now, not just then. It 
kindles a good hope in us, which in turn frees us to mission and proclamation, to work 
and word to the glory of God. 

 
I am glad we gather at this table today at the same time we are bringing our 

estimate of giving cards up, because this table is a place we can come, whether we are 
fearful or not, whether we are in pain or we are whole, whether we are rich or poor, 
whether our gift is large or small, no matter our color, no matter our party, no matter our 
sexuality, no matter if we feel we have it all together or it feels we are barely hanging on 
– this table is a place where in bread broken and wine poured, we encounter a powerful 
memory which is more than a memory. 

 
This table is not magical. It is simply bread and grape juice. But, just ask my 

daughter, the memory it evokes is real, and is radically present, and has a real effect on 
how we live in the present day, it invites us to live in good hope, which is surely a 
Christian habit of mind. When we break the bread and pour the cup, we remember who 
we are, the beloved of God, and we give our gifts freely, because we know that we give 
God what is already God’s, we give for the sake of the work and the word in this place, 
we give to the glory of God alone. May it be so. Amen.   


