Sermon for the Second Sunday of Lent, Feb 28  2010 Yr. C.

Genesis 15:1-12,17-18, Psalm 27, Philippians 3:17-4:1, Luke 13:31-35

The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

Whom shall I fear?

Noli Timere! Do not be afraid, is a phrase that is found frequently in the Bible. The psalmist puts it positively when he prays, The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom then shall I fear? 

              In our first reading today we have Abraham, or Abram, as he is called, who is told in a vision Do not be afraid, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great. But Abraham is not sure. He has been promised to be the father of a nation and as yet he has no children and his only heir is going to be Eliezer of Damascus. The name Eliezer means God is of help. Eliezer was Abram’s chief servant, and "son of his house," that is, one of his large household.  Probably he is the unnamed servant who, in later years, Abraham sent to his own country and kindred to secure a bride for Isaac, his son of promise.
          Abram is not afraid to talk to God and in a manner that many of us might not feel comfortable with unless we were angry and did not care who heard us.  Abraham seems to trust God and talks to him as to an equal and a friend. God’s promise is that Abraham will have many children and not only that they will live in the land that reaches from the river of Egypt to the Euphrates i.e. from the Nile in Egypt to the Euphrates in modern day Iran. And Abram believed God

         In Psalm 27 we have the psalmist, perhaps King David himself, beginning with the statement: Yahweh is my light and my salvation; whom then shall I fear? Yahweh is the fortress of my life; of whom then shall I be afraid?  This is the prayer of David who as a young shepherd boy threw a stone and killed Goliath, spent years as something of a Robin Hood along the southern borders of Judah, and then spent years fighting Saul before becoming King of Israel. 

        It would seem from psalm twenty–seven and others that, despite his failures, David’s trust is always in God. He says One thing have I asked of Yahweh; one thing I seek; to dwell in Yahweh’s house, all the days of my life; to enjoy the sweetness of Yahweh and to seek him in his temple.  
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While not afraid to face an enemy, David knows that his strength comes from his reliance on God, on Yahweh. Even while he is surrounded by his enemies he said, ‘For he will hide me in his shelter in the day of misfortune; He will conceal me in the cover of his tent; and set me high upon a rock. Even now my head is held high above the enemies who surround me.

                David hears the voice of God calling to him saying to him Seek my face and David replies Your face Lord will I seek. In other words, for this warrior-king what is of importance is doing the will of God and knowing not to be afraid of God. David is well aware that he is not perfect, that he fails at times to live up to what he is called to do and who he is called to be and become, and this comes through in his cry for help: Yahweh, hear my voice as I cry, pity me, answer me! Do not thrust aside your servant in anger, without you I am helpless. Do not forsake me or forget me. And then he adds, Even if my father and mother forsake me, Yahweh will gather me up.  This is how confident David is of his God. He is not afraid of Yahweh. David is confident enough that if he were one of the one hundred sheep in the desert who got lost, Yahweh would leave the ninety-nine in the desert and go find him. David ends the psalm with this statement; Put your hope in Yahweh, be strong, let your heart be bold, put your hope in Yahweh. In fourteen verses he brought us full circle from Yahweh is my life and my salvation; to,  Put your hope in Yahweh, be strong, let  your heart be bold, put your hope in Yahweh.

            Despite the negative publicity the Pharisees received for their treatment of Jesus, there were those few, it seems, who went out of their way to protect him. Herod was a puppet of the Roman Empire in charge of Judah and as long as he kept control of the rebels he was left alone. Like Pilate, Herod was rather ruthless in the manner in which he ruled his small kingdom. The fact that Jesus had a following, some of whom believed that Jesus was John the Baptist reincarnated, would be grounds for Herod to want to kill Jesus. Jesus was already pushing the envelope against the ruling authorities in Jerusalem and they would have no qualms about using Herod to get rid of Jesus.

          Jesus made it clear to the Pharisees who warned him to leave the place that he was not afraid of Herod. He made it clear they could go and tell Herod that he despite threats 

Sermon for the Second Sunday of Lent, Feb 28, 2010 Yr. C.                                     P 3

veiled or otherwise, he planned on continuing his work of casting out demons and performing cures. He also made it clear he knew he would not be killed outside of Jerusalem.  Jerusalem had a reputation for killing the prophets, the messengers of God. Jerusalem, meaning the civil/religious authorities, did not like what they heard from the prophets who were not on their payroll. The independent minded prophets had a tendency to speak truth to power with the full knowledge that it would cost them their lives. Like the psalmist they could say, Though an army should encamp against me, yet my heart shall not be afraid. Trust in God was the basis for their ability to speak truth to power knowing that they might pay for it with their lives. 

                         Staying out in the countryside might buy Jesus some time as no one was going to touch him outside of Jerusalem where the Jerusalem authorities had no influence. However, Jesus made it clear, he had no intention of avoiding Jerusalem. Jesus clearly wanted them to come together, to come to some understanding but they would not. They might have been fascinated by him as a child at the age of twelve when he asked difficult questions but now he was a rabbi, a prophet, he had a following, and that in itself made him dangerous. Not that he was preaching treachery, or rebellion. No, he was preaching forgiveness, compassion, care for one another and what was worse he was living it out in reality by publicly mixing with tax collectors, prostitutes, sinners, touching lepers, and making friends with Romans and Samaritans. This was worse than rebellion.  What if everyone began to speak to the Romans and the Samaritans? What if everyone began to care for the lepers? If they were treated with such kindness it would make sense that they would want to move back into the towns and cities and be treated as equals. This would severely interfere with the social order, with class distinction and upset the status quo.  People like Jesus are dangerous. They do not think about the long terms consequences of such behavior. They forget that it is not good for people of different cultures, creeds, etc to live together. Lepers belong in caves; beggars belong outside the city. Samaritans should live in their own homeland, or better still, even further away. When one begins to be compassionate it can unravel the whole spectrum of society and 
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there is no knowing where that might end. People like Jesus have to trust in God for few  believe that what they teach really works.

          There are those who seem to have no fear to walk where angels fear to tread. They take risks that seem foolish to some and courageous to others. And then there are those who take the lead on issues that are of utmost importance to them and the community; they are not afraid to be isolated or even die if that is one of the conditions for their leadership. They are comfortable in their own skin and are reconciled with the potential outcome of their actions and with God. 

             It is easy to remember people like Ghandi, Martin Luther King, Mother Theresa. But how many people know about Jonathan Daniels? What about those who risked their lives for justice in the 60’s that are all but forgotten about? What about the Erin Brochavich’s of the world who risked their lives before their name became a household word. What about those in Russia, China, Korea, and in other dictatorial countries as well as those within dictatorial companies, hospitals, school systems, communities, who risk their lives for change, for compassion, for justice? These are individuals who live on the edge and who, for the most part, trust in God that all will be well.         

                 The apostles and disciples of Jesus, scared as they were when he was crucified, would not let go of his name and what he stood for. In time they began to talk in public, they felt his presence; they were driven by the Spirit of God to continue his work. In time, Jesus of Nazareth, a town that was the butt of jokes, became the leader of a movement and a religion based on his compassion and commitment to justice. The truth shall not be silenced. Those who put their trust in God have the courage to speak truth to power and risked being sidelined, ignored or killed literally or symbolically.    Those who work for justice, for compassion, can say with the psalmist:  I shall not die, but live, and declare the works of the Lord. Amen                

