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“Fear Not” by Lynn Ungar  

And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone 

round about them: and they were sore afraid. And the angel said unto them, 

Fear not…. 

 

Which is maybe a silly thing 

for a creature made of wings and eyes 

to say to a couple of schmoes 

who were just hanging out with their sheep 

until the heavens cracked open. 

Who wouldn’t be afraid? 

And who stops being afraid because  

someone tells you? 

And yet, “Fear not” is the thing 

that angels say. Apparently. 

An angel says it to Mary. And to Joseph. 

“Fear not.” As if that would undo 

the panic of the moment, let alone 

all the hardship to come. 

The story never says  

if Mary or Joseph or the shepherds 

were comforted by these fear-denying angels. 

Likely not. But all of them moved forward, 

did the next thing that was to be done, 

which is about all you can ask. 

And maybe when the word came from Herod 

about smiting babies and they had to run— 

maybe when all the daily terrors of life descend— 

it could be good to have the angelic voices 

whispering “fear not” all down the long road, 

and reminding you about the tidings of great joy.  
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Every year I wait patiently for the Christmas Eve story to break through the day 

to day. One story kept rising to the surface although I kept pushing it away 

thinking that it couldn’t possibly be the one as it is a story rife with suffering and 

foreboding.  But my goodness and after all:  I’m speaking to you from an empty 

Unity Hall – save for Bil, Jesse, Caitlin, & Karen.  I think “foreboding” is just the 

ticket.  This year. 
 

So. 
 

I’m walking down 33rd Street.  It’s a warm September moment when in a flash, I 

realize something really important about myself.  Some people go to the 

mountains / ocean / woods to lay down their burdens. I’m lucky enough to live 

four blocks from the beach and yet … I walk five steps out of Penn Station and 

my shoulders are no longer wrapped around my ears.   
 

Go figure.   
 

So I’m feeling pretty light hearted when I pass a sinewy but ragged young man 

sitting on the sidewalk not exactly wanting for the kindness of some stranger but 

he does need money.   
 

I have no cash on me but I look at him and offer a smile - hoping to telegraph 

some assurance that I see in him a determined humanity that I will not blithely 

pass by.  But he doesn’t receive my seeing him in the way my seeing him was 

intended.   
 

His head snaps, his eyes meet mine and with a white, hot rage he shouts: 
 

“So long as I am poor, everyone is going to hell!” 
 

For good measure, he calls me by a particularly problematic word.   

 

Face-to-face with this out-of-time soothsayer, I am taken aback but I cannot 

look away much in the same way, I imagine, that Frances, the little girl in the 

story we shared tonight, could not look away from the man on the street and 

then outside her window.  But there and then on 33rd Street my young man’s 

rage ramps up and he includes my whole family in his curse and fury.   

 

I shake the hold he’s had on me and continue on my way.   

 

The whole exchange was maybe 15 seconds and since that day I’ve spent 

hours thinking about it and him.   
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Because, really, on some level, he’s right. I’ll offer a Universalist interpretation. 

Although Universalist theology does not believe in an afterlife that includes a 

vengeful God damning any human soul to anything like a fiery hell, the theology 

of a Universalist does believe humans create both hell – and heaven – on earth 

in this life.  In this way, I couldn’t disagree with the young man who pierced 

through my otherwise lighthearted day.  

 

So long as he’s poor – so long as there are so many people wanting for food 

and shelter and healthcare and education and quite simply, a secure life of 

dignity, so long as there are so many people wanting, we are all living and 

participating in some kind of hell on earth - and it is not okay.   

 

Who wouldn’t be afraid?  Things are not okay.  Not now when a terrible virus is 

so severely impacting our lives – our holidays! - and not then, when Joseph and 

a pregnant Mary set out for Bethlehem.   

 

Asks the poet: 

 

Who wouldn’t be afraid of the panic of the moment?  Of the hardship to come?   

 

On this silent holy night, which of Jesus’ teachings – Jesus the rebel, the disrupter 

- which of the teachings speaks to this panicked moment?   

 

Foremost, learning to reckon honestly with suffering – that of others and, indeed, 

our own. Jesus aligned himself with folks who most others would deride and in 

doing so he reckoned honestly with suffering.   

 

Last Tuesday night, the Solstice, the Homeless Hospitality Center hosted the 

annual Homeless Memorial – honoring those lost largely to the trials of being 

without a home.  Rev. Cathy Zall, HHC’s executive director, spoke about 

suffering.  She said:  
 

When his followers ask Jesus what they must do to be his disciples he 

tells them to “take up their cross”. (Matthew 16:24, Mark 8:34 and 

Luke 9:23).  In other words, (said Cathy) I hear Jesus telling them that 

the spiritual journey begins with being willing to engage with the 

suffering of the world.  … [B]ecause the path to healing in a world 

filled with suffering begins when we truly engage that suffering with 

an open and vulnerable heart.  … The only way to overcome 

suffering is first to authentically confront its reality. 

 

Her words brought memory of the young man on 33rd Street who was certainly 

and profoundly suffering.  That young man – a child of God – stays with me as a 
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reminder that suffering must be authentically encountered.  Especially now, in 

the midst of the profound suffering unleashed by this pandemic.  

To honestly confront the reality of suffering is hard work.  It requires, as Cathy 

said, and “open and vulnerable heart.”  We are living under a cloud of such 

despair of late that it is hard to contemplate and encountering and letting in 

more suffering. 

But perhaps, as the poet said,  
 

when all the daily terrors of life descend— 

it could be good to have the angelic voices 

whispering “fear not” all down the long road, 

and reminding you about the tidings of great joy. 

That said, I’m not going to tell you to “Fear not” this year of all years. Who 

wouldn’t be afraid or sad in this bleak midwinter? But we mustn’t be paralyzed 

by fear and sadness.  Life keeps on and so must we.  The poet lays it out and 

says that even if like …  

 

Mary, Joseph or the shepherds 

[you aren’t] comforted by the fear-denying angels; 

still, like our ancestors before us, we must move forward,  

[and] do the next thing that is to be done, 

[That is] about all we can ask of ourselves …  

 

That is all we regular schmoes can ask of ourselves.  

 

So that’s the Christmas Eve message this year:  that we are capable of doing 

the next thing that has to be done. That we are capable of doing the next thing 

when we authentically recognize our own suffering and that of our neighbors so 

that healing may begin.  So that heaven on earth may be realized.   

 

And there’s this … our work this Christmas, in this bleak midwinter, is to find and 

claim in life’s muck the spark of great joy that will not be put out.  The spark of 

joy that every day brings us closer to realizing heaven on earth.   

 

Merry Christmas, dear Souls.   

Blessed be.  Amen.    


