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Sermon for the Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany, Year A 

February 9, 2020 

The Rev. Evelyn Wheeler, Rector 

Isaiah 58:1-12; Psalm 112:1-10; 1 Corinthians 2:1-16; Matthew 5:13-20 

There are two kinds of fear. 

Fear of the world and the evil that lurks is the first kind. The second 

is fear of the Lord – and that’s a bit more complex. Some preach fear 

of God's judgment in a bid to push us into their ideas of right behavior, 

which they insist is necessary to win God's attention and regard. 

Isaiah says no to this idea. Fear of God is not to be afraid of God in 

that sense; instead, it is to be overwhelmed by God's love, so much so 

that this love colors everything and everyone in our lives. It is to be in 

awe, bowled over, excited, trembling in wonder, and driven, willy-nilly, 

to live in a way that feeds self and other, and, yes, even to realize and 

to be aghast at times at how shallow, how narrow, how limited, and how 

limiting we can allow ourselves to be. 

That fear of the Lord is a kind of antibiotic and antidote to the fear 

the world says we should feel. The world says we should fear attacks 

by strangers, so we need guns to defend ourselves. We are told we 

should fear political policies, so we should vote a certain way to avoid 

their consequences. We are told we should fear immigrants, drug 

addicts, scam artists, liberals, neo-liberals, conservatives, the far 

right, journalists and bloggers, the coronavirus, sex, strange dogs, 

snakes, spiders, climate change, not fighting climate change, poverty, 

unions, corporations, socialists, fascists, wall street, red states, blue 
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states, women in the pulpit … you name it, someone out there will have a 

reason we should fear it. 

And yes, some of these things might be dangerous, and yes, that's why 

we so often respond with the fear they tell us we should have.  Fear is 

a great motivator for taking action, and I'm not arguing that we should 

not take action against things that threaten us. 

But the problem is, as we hear more and more messages that say, "Be 

afraid, be very afraid," we become more and more afraid.  And when 

people are afraid, and the more afraid we are, the more we follow the 

promptings of adrenaline: flight, fight, or freeze. 

God's messengers, the angelic messengers, practically always started 

their interactions with the words, "Do not be afraid," or, more 

dynamically, "Fear not!"  Apparently meeting an angel can be scary-as-

all-get-out. 

And usually, at least for me, we might hear that as "Don't be afraid 

that I'm an angel; don't be afraid that God has sent me," with the idea 

that casting off fear will free me up to listen to the message. 

But having heard the message, then what? 

I think the message of "Do not be afraid" is intended as much or more 

for the days and weeks and years to follow, for all the days it will take 

us to live out the message in our lives. 

When I went to the county commissioners meeting on Thursday, where 

some gun rights advocates were proposing to have Jefferson County 

declared a Second Amendment Sanctuary, where no restrictions of any 

kind on the ownership or practice of guns should be honored.  And while 
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I was there, I heard a lot of fear.  Those advocating for a broad 

reading of the second amendment started with and stressed the felt 

need to protect themselves and their families against someone who 

sought to do them harm - whether in a burglary or home invasion 

situation, or some altercation somewhere – which is perfectly 

understandable, but for some, their fear even extended against a 

threat they perceive coming from government efforts to take away 

their guns, or at least so regulate and limit guns as to effectively make 

it impossible for them to protect themselves and their families, or, in 

the most extreme view, to guard against a tyrannical government.  

Those advocating against a broad reading of the second amendment 

and favoring some variation of restrictions on gun access, spoke of 

different fears - that suicide will continue to be the primary form of 

gun-related deaths, or that those who commit domestic violence will be 

able to kill their own family members, or that if people in town are 

carrying weapons openly it will negatively impact tourism and business. 

Each person who spoke, spoke of their fears. 

When we debate policies solely on the basis of which fear is more 

important, or whose fear is more credible, and whether it’s about guns 

or anything else, we have lost sight of the one fear that is the most 

important: the fear of the Lord. 

Fear of the Lord.  Fear of a God whose own message is: do not be 

afraid.  And not just simply to not fear - if that is ever as simple as it 

sounds - but more than not feel fear, but to act fearlessly.  God's own 

message is: justice, peace, and love for all, especially for the 

economically, socially, and politically vulnerable.  
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Over and over and over again, in the Bible, we are told to love our 

neighbors as ourselves, to move from a world in which self-regard and 

self-worth are our paramount concerns, into a world where other-

regard and other-worth become primary.  And for us Christians, Jesus 

was the living expression of that directive and that promise. 

Today’s Gospel passage follows on Matthew’s version of the Beatitudes, 

which we did not read last week because we celebrated the Feast of 

the Presentation and Candlemas instead. 

Jesus saw all the crowds so he took the disciples up the mountain and 

taught them, saying:  

‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 

‘Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 

‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 

‘Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. 

‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 

‘Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 

‘Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven. 

‘Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of 

evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is 

great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before 

you. 

After that, we get today’s teaching of salt and light: 
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If we are, as Jesus said, the salt of the earth, it behooves us to 

preserve our saltiness and not waste it or throw it away.  If we are the 

light of the world, we should not hide the light.  If we are the city on a 

hill, we should shine brightly.   

We should not, in short, be afraid.  

We should, indeed, stand forth boldly, proclaiming God’s love for all, 

and act from that love for all.   

Even for those who scare the pants off us.   

I think the greatest gift the Spirit offers us is, freedom from fear.  

Paul wrote to the squabbling church in Corinth, “I came to you in 

weakness and in fear and in much trembling.  My speech and my 

proclamation were not with plausible words of wisdom, but with a 

demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that your faith might 

rest not on human wisdom but on the power of God.”   

Though he was afraid, Paul did not let his fear of ridicule, punishment 

or even death stop him from preaching Christ crucified.  And he did 

not let his fear of controversy and argument within the Corinthian 

church dissuade him from confronting those who would divide to 

conquer. 

Whenever we are fearful, we would be wise to take a step back from 

our emotions – and ask ourselves, of what are we afraid?  Is it a 

rational fear?  Are we responding from our amygdala with flight or 

fight or freeze?  Or are we giving ourselves time and space – however 

much – and even prayer – to clarify what is the basis of our fear.  
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We can also ask, who benefits from us being afraid?  Who wants us to 

be afraid and why?  If God is the one who tells us to not be afraid, who 

might be telling us otherwise? 

Figure that out, and you’re halfway home. 

Now I would not be at all surprised to find out that many of you are 

afraid for our future at Christ Church.  I admit to some worry on that 

front myself.  But I want to remind you – nay, to urge you, to spend 

time in prayer, to calm your spirits as well as you can, to remember 

that everyone around you is just as anxious, and to be kind to one 

another.   This is no time to let fear rule our reactions and responses.  

This is no time to hurry to the first obvious answer, so that we can 

restore the previous state of affairs, and relax and be comfortable.  

We are called to change.  There will likely be no quick fix, and even if 

we were to be handed one on a platter, and so decide we need not face 

the problems, we would be mistaken to do so. 

We are called to go forth by another road.  Circumstances may have 

put us here, but God will help us through.  We don’t know where we are 

going, so how can we know the way?  We will have to feel our way, we 

will have to stop and pray, we will have to listen, we will have to find 

new ways of living and loving together.  And we will have to realize that 

no one person has all the right answers, not even me, myself, or I. Only 

by coming together and working together and praying together and 

sticking together will we come through together. 

With the help of the Holy Spirit, I know we can do this.  With the love 

of God as our guide, and without letting fear break us apart, we can do 

this.  Let us give thanks.  Amen. 


