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THEREFORE WE WILL NOT FEAR

What a week it has been.  Life is a humbling experience with many ways, great and

small, of reminding us that we are creatures not gods, that what appeared secure yesterday

might come unhinged today, and that a sure thing can fall apart in the blink of an eye.  This

week, we have seen turmoil.  Down 500 points one day, up 400 the next, then down again,

the Wall Street roller coaster seems to have no one at the controls, and the belief that any

human system is completely self-controlling and self-correcting now seems as unreasonable

as it sounds unlikely.  Midweek, I received two emails at the same time and was struck by

the contrast.  One gave me a breaking-news headline about a financial company’s offer to

inject billions of dollars into another – for a gain, of course.  The second asked me to pray

about a string of personal distresses and family tragedies: the death of an infant, a young man

charged with murder, a family’s electricity shut off, and grandparents facing homelessness

upon eviction from an apartment.  As I was writing this paragraph the first time, a phone call

told us a friend had been rushed to the hospital for chest pains.  The big picture and the small

came together, but tell me which, the big or the small, Psalm 46 describes:

Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change,
though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea;
though its waters roar and foam,
though the mountains tremble with its tumult.

Is that personal distress or global?  Either way, it feels as though the once-stable

mountains are trembling as the waters of chaos roar and foam.  The psalm compares chaos

to an earthquake that starts under the sea and shakes the whole earth, threatening to drown

all life.  That’s why Revelation’s image of God’s new creation includes the comment, “and

the sea was no more,” meaning there is no longer any threat of annihilation hanging over our

heads.  The Bible’s opposite of chaos is shalom – peace, health, prosperity, well-being, and

harmony among people and nations.  What the Bible says God will not tolerate is any

pretense to shalom without justice for all, without compassion for those who suffer, and

without trust in God’s own steadfast love.

God will not underwrite unjust systems of prosperity built upon the poverty of many. 

When we talk about security and insecurity, we must speak also of justice and injustice. 
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Anything else is what the prophet Jeremiah denounced as crying out in the marketplace,

“Shalom, shalom” – “all is well, be at peace” – where there is no well-being or peace for

most of the land’s people.

The psalm says we will not fear if we trust God to be greater than the chaos, if we

trust God’s love to hold on to us with a gentle grip no trouble can break.  Such faith,

however, is not just a principle, a standard that judges us deficient if we continue to be afraid. 

The psalmists deny their fears power, not validity.  They are scared.  Who can stand unafraid

when the whole world seems to be breaking apart, globally or personally?  The psalm invites

us into a struggle between fear and faith.  If there were nothing to be afraid of, we would not

need such psalms.

I do not believe Jesus takes any pleasure in the shortness of our lives or their

insecurity.  Neither does he peddle fear to intimidate people into obedience.  What purpose,

then, is served by his “parable of the rich fool” who thinks he has it made but dies that night?

The farmer does not die because he has hoarded his bumper crop; he dies because he

is mortal.  God does not take his life (require his soul) in retribution.  If God terminated our

lives whenever we hoarded our goods selfishly, which of us would still be here?  We seem

never quite to lose our two-year-old sense of self:   “It’s mine (and you can’t have it).”

What is the parable about?  I think it’s a matter of, “If only,” as a vision for the good

life, a promise of security in an insecure world.  If only I could make such-and-such a salary,

then I would have it made.  If only I had x-amount of money invested, I could take it easy. 

If only I could get into an Ivy League school, I’d be on the fast track to success.  If only I had

a big enough nest egg, I could retire with peace of mind.

Please distinguish, though, between one kind of “if only” and another, because we

need our “if only’s” for our prayers, our hopes, and our lives.  Neither the Bible nor Jesus

denies the importance of daily life, of relationships, of mental and physical well-being, and

of shalom in this world.  If we had no sense of “if only” we would have no hopes, ambitions,

or dreams.  The problem in the parable is that the farmer who has experienced a bumper crop

thinks his stores of grain will secure his life and future.  He thinks he has it made.  He has

more than enough, yet he neither thanks God nor shares his excess with those who go hungry.

Fear is built into us.  We are hardwired with a trigger for fear, and as we live we add

to our repertoire of responses to that trigger: run, hide, stand and fight, scream, cry, pray, put

on a brave face, get angry, look for a scapegoat, reason or suspend reasoning.  Without fear,

we would do foolish things and fewer of us would survive childhood.  Fear protects us until

we can learn to deal with life and other people in careful, helpful ways.  Where common
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sense fails to protect me, fear might serve to keep me from saying whatever pops into my

mind or from acting on the emotion of the moment.  

But, as you know, fear can take over and become, no longer the protective response

to danger, but a state of mind that restricts life and begins to worship safety. My safe place

can become my hermit cave.  My refuge and fortress can turn into my personal prison.  

Neither do I think Jesus is telling us to build up brownie points with God.  Yes, I

know: “So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward

God.”  But what is rich toward God?  Well, the farmer is not wealthy by our standards.  A

few big barns filled with grain would not secure life these days, and last month’s big stock

portfolio will not do the job, either.  God loves us, and so we do not need to pile up good

deeds or religious points, either, to earn what Christ has already given us freely.  The

question is, Where is my heart, my will, my desire, my vision of life and life’s meaning?  In

practice, what do I treasure?  Let me put it differently: where do I take my fears, my

anxieties, and my “if only’s”?  To bigger barns or to the steadfast love of God?  And with

what results?  A spirit of hoarding what I have, to keep myself comfortable, or a spirit of

generosity and sharing?  Do I stand guard over what is mine or open my life to other people?

  

The stock market crash of 1929 sent some people jumping out of windows, which was

tragic.  What makes life worth living for you or me?  What makes being a church

worthwhile?  What makes a nation worthy of support?  Is life all about security and hanging

on to what we have while amassing more and more?  Does the person who dies with most

stuff really win?  Win what?  Where are my “if only’s” focused?  Or as Jesus asks it, “Where

is my treasure stored?”  I need to know so I can find my heart.

Faith in Jesus Christ does not make us invulnerable to fear, nor should it. 

Invulnerability is neither human nor good.  What faith does do for us is put our hopes and

fears into the context of God’s trustworthy love, and that love gives us new perspectives on

dangers personal or global.  With the psalmist, we are empowered to say, “therefore we will

not fear though the world should change.”  Are we kidding ourselves?  Of course we will be

afraid.  Change scares us.  It unsettles our minds.  But the psalm’s affirmation of calm in the

face of chaos and the breaking up of the old order is an act of faithfully defying domination

by fear.  “I will not be afraid,” is the assurance I give myself when I am scared.  It doesn’t

mean I will not feel any more fear.  It means, I will not let my fears control my actions or

paralyze me.  I will meet fear with trust, not in myself or the strongholds in which I have

invested my goods, but in God who will hold on to me and see my through to a better self and

a better place in life or beyond.  Amen.
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