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Israel was in trouble, deep, deep trouble.  You see, by the time the words of Isaiah 43, the words Andre read and the choir sang, were written God’s chosen people had been driven into exile.  Far from the land of their birth, they were now captive and enslaved. Jerusalem, their home was destroyed.  Their glorious Temple stood in ruins.  No longer did they feel like God’s chosen ones.  Now they were devastated and defeated, sure heartache was their future and their fate.
But into this moment of sadness and searing pain, into this moment of seeming separation from God, came the very voice of God saying, FEAR NOT.

Fear not?  Fear not?  But Israel had reason to be afraid.  They had ignored their Creator.  They had lived as if the Divine One did not exist.  God’s own people had become expert at concocting their own rules and living by standards that were so unlike the ways of God.  

Jehovah, their provider, had tried to warm them.  Prophets like Jeremiah and Micah, Ezekiel and Hosea had been sent.  And Amos, a contemporary of Isaiah, Amos begged them to change their ways.  He said, Israel there are four sins you have committed and because of them [God] will not turn back [His] wrath.  Sin #1, Israel, you sell the righteous for a piece of silver.  Sin #2 you sell the needy for the price of a pair of sandals.   Sin #3 you step on the heads of the poor and sin #4 you deny justice to the oppressed.
  But God is calling you Israel, Amos said, calling you to seek, seek Him and live.  Seek him or God will sweep through your house like fire.
  

But Israel would not listen.  So God kept God’s word and the flames of Exile surrounded them and burned wild and hot.  Fear not?  No, it seems, Israel should be afraid!
And maybe, we should be afraid too.  Maybe when we stop and consider the charges that could be brought against us; individually, corporately, and as the church; maybe we should be afraid.  Charges like, adults in this place, when was the last time we visited someone in jail or questioned the economics behind our prison system?  Charges like young people in this place, when was the last time you loved your neighbor the way Jesus invites us to do – and remember our neighbors are those in need – when was the last time you did something for someone, not because you had to but because you wanted to?

My brothers and sisters when did I go last into the highways or byways to tell of the love of my Savior?  When did you tell someone of your faith, showing by your love that being a follower of Christ is not what we see on television; it is not bigoted or hateful; or sustained on a steady diet of judgment or arrogance.
When was the last time we as a local church stood up for those who are alienated, those who are lonely, whose who are outside the acceptable pale.  And when did we last, as the Universal church stand together for anything at all?  
Beloved of God, in so many ways we look like Israel.  We have made up our own rules, excised from the Bible the portions we do not like, and we have been willing to trample God’s call to love mercy and do justice and walk humbly with our God.  Like Israel we are a sorry lot, and we have sinned not only with not only our ways but in our hearts.  
What an unpleasant truth this is.  Not one of us is without sin, and many of us have stopped worrying about sin at all because thinking about it makes us feel bad, and who wants to feel bad.  Maybe like Israel, we should be afraid.  
But into this moment of personal discovery, into this minute when we realize how we have disappointed God, into our own debilitating recognition that we too could be headed for exile, into our now comes the very voice of God saying, Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name; you are mine.  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze.

What?  What did you say God?  Fear not?  May we actually live unafraid?  
Yes, and the reasons are right here in Isaiah’s text.  We may live unafraid because God says, I have redeemed you; that means, like Israel, no matter what I have done, no matter what you have done, no matter the mistakes we have made, God has purchased us back, redeemed us with an extravagant form of payment.  God traded something so costly for us that it proves how precious we are to God.  God traded the son, God’s own self wrapped in flesh so that we might be redeemed and restored.  

Yes, we may live unafraid because God says; I have called you by name.  You are mine.  God says, you are mine!!!!!  When I was a little girl my Dad used to look at my sister and me, and with a twinkly in his eye, he would say to us and to anyone listening, those are my girls.  Those are my girls.  Wherever I was, when I heard those words from him, I knew I belonged, I knew I had a place, I knew I was not alone.  Why should we not be afraid?  Because God has claimed us, God chooses to walk with us, to call us the Divine’s own.  We are God’s, we are not alone.  

We may go through life without being afraid because the Eternal One has made a promise, when you and I are in the midst of the flood, when we are surrounded by the flames, they will not overtake us, we will not be harmed because God is with us.  Yes, people are harmed, yes, some even die but in God’s economy nothing is lost, for if we are not saved in this life, we are saved to eternal life in the days to come.  We are protected, we are made sure.  

And John, the writer of the Gospel reassures of this truth.  John tells us that no one, no one can pluck us out of God’s hand.  When the waters of doubt and disappointment rage, we are safe in God’s hand.  When the flames of discord and danger rear up, we are safe in God’s hand.  When others come up against us, we are safe in God’s hand.  
And why, why would God do all of this for us?  Why, because God says, I love you.... 
  That’s it, that’s the key to the whole thing.  We need not be afraid because no matter what God loves us.  

Because we are precious and honored in God's sight, because God loves us, we are gathered into God’s hand.  Like the image you see before
 you of one heart held securely in two hands, we are gathered back from dangers that would find us, gathered back from our own errors and sin, in fact each time we sin, we are gathered back by God’s unfathomable love into the safety and forgiveness of his mighty hand.  
Because God loves us we need not be afraid.
· Be not afraid Philip God has called you by name
· Be not afraid Brian, God has placed you in the palm of his hand.
· Be not afraid Lindsay when you are in dangerous places, God is with you
· Be not afraid Levi and Connor, God knows you and loves you as God’s own
Be not afraid, Community Church because God loves you.  
· Because God loves you Judy you can speak truth to power.
· Because God loves you Bill you can walk confidently in the midst of the flood
· Because God loves you Chris you are redeemed
· Because God loves you Hailey you can be the best young lady yet
· Because God loves us we are forgiven and made whole.  
And what does this mean for us today?  Is it enough to know that we have been given the assurance that we will always be held by God’s gracious love in God’s powerful hand?  Is it enough to know that God loves us and will keep us safe in this life or the next?  Is that it, or is there more to this promise of living unafraid?  
Beloved of God, God’s call to fear not invites us, the Church of the Living Chris, to be courageous, to be willing to walk into places that others will not go.  It summons us to be radically inclusive when others would exclude.  It bids us to walk down streets where children are not safe and imagine and inaugurate new ways to deal with the violence and havoc caused by guns and anger uncontrolled.  It asks us to be unafraid to engage in conversations about issues that are thorny and difficult.  
Fear not pleads with the Church to be a guiding force in our nation, a guiding force that invites discernment and openness into our national conversations instead of divisiveness and anger.  It requires us to bravely hear the voices of those who are on the margins and head the Savior’s voice telling us that our ministry will always be to those on the margins.  
And who is on the margin, to whom must we fearlessly minister?  Sometimes it’s you and me on the margins; when our lives are touched by difficulty and disease, unemployment and addiction.  Sometimes it’s you and me when we, like exiled Israel, feel alone or afraid.  Sometimes our call is to fearlessly enter into the lives of those nearest us to bring the love and hope of Christ.
And sometimes it’s those who have no legal path to citizenship who are on the margin.  Sometimes it’s those who live in communities where there seems no logical way out of the generational poverty that plagues each house on the block.  Sometimes the margins are filled with those who see education as a privilege for those who live in resource rich communities but as a second hand right for others.  Sometimes the margins are close to home and others times not, but the margins are where we need to take our Fear Not Selves to live and work in the name of Christ.  
Fear not, spoken in truth to those of us who love God, by God, means we must take God at God’s word and live our lives in the complicated and dangerous places of floods and fires absolutely sure that we are held, safely held, in God’s great hand.  
Fear not, for I am with you.  I love you, you are mine, I will keep you safe.  Yes you are mine.  Just for a moment, focus on the hands and heart displayed before you.  For just a moment see yourself as the one held safely and forever in the hands of a loving and powerful God and ask yourself; What would I do in and for the world if I truly believed God, if I were not afraid.
Fear not beloved of God, fear not.  
[image: image1.wmf]
� I am indebted to Rev. Richard J. Fairchild for a sermon he preached in 2004 entitled, Because I Love You.  His ideas inform many portions of this sermon.


� For those reading this on line, Clarke Robinson, a congregant, with a microphone and from his seat in the Sanctuary, will be the voice of God.


� See Amos 2:6-7a.


� See Amos 5:4, 6.


� Clarke Robinson will read these lines.


� Clarke Robinson will read these lines.


� For those reading on line, I have placed an image at the end of this sermon.





