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When I was a child my parents owned a small fisherman’s cottage in Union Pier, MI.  Many a Friday, just after school was out, my sister, parents and I would pile in the car and head up highway 12, straight up the Red Arrow Highway, until we pulled into the yard for a weekend of fun.  One such weekend, as we returned, we found ourselves driving through a torrential thunder storm.  The wind seemed to howl with a ferociousness I had not witnessed before and angry streaks of lightening flashed across the sky.  My parents seemed rather undisturbed by it all and their calmness infiltrated the back seat, so my sister and I soon fell asleep.  But somewhere along the way something changed.  I awoke to find our car pulled to the side of the road and my father outside helping a man reposition a fallen boat back onto its trailer.  It was so dim I could barely make out the outline of my Dad in the gloom but inside the car I could see the face of my mother and there was fear in her eyes.  

My mom was a tough woman, but in that moment I could see she felt fear and her actions made it abundantly clear.  She was praying and fussing at the same time.  “Oh Lord, why did we have to stop?  Keep him safe.  Help them Lord.”  Praying and fusing, fear filling her voice; and because she was growing fearful, so did we.  My sister began to cry and I did not know what to do.  But as the storm raged and our fear rose, my Father and the man righted the boat.  Returning to the car my father sensed what had happened and wisely began to address his girls.  He turned, looked at my sister and me and said, “Girls, there it is a big difference in feeling fear and being afraid.”
Over the course of the rest of the ride home my father explained that fear was normal.  Fear was even a good thing.  It was given by God to help us stay safe.  When we feel fear, it makes us stop in our tracks and focuses us on a course of action.  It focuses us on what is most important; what is most essential.  When you feel fear you are not worrying about fighting with your sister and instead you worry about her safety.  (I am sure he used that example because my sister and I had had a fight earlier that day).  When you feel fear you focus on staying out of harm's way and keeping track of those whom you love.  Little, inconsequential, stuff flies out of your head so that there is room for the important things.  

My Dad told me fear was a feeling and that it was as natural as happiness or sadness and that it could even be a good thing.  He made it seem like a friend, one who would come along side you and shove you so that you would not miss what was important.  Fear was like a great teacher, offering vital lessons to be learned.  From that day forward I never hated fear, I never feared it.  
But he also explained that being afraid was something quite different.  Being afraid was what you did after you realized you felt fear.  It was the actions you took, it was the decisions you made.  Being afraid was a response to fear and it often brought about results that were not good.  Feeling fear informs you but being afraid directs you and those were two very different things.
Moses must have known the same thing, for as we find him standing at the base of Mt. Sinai talking to the Israelites, he seems to be trying to get them to understand the difference between informed by fear and acting afraid.  

Now you have to get this whole picture in your mind.  There are the Children of Israel standing in the shadow of Mt. Sinai.  They have been traveling for three months.
  Three months since they walked through a parted Red Sea, three months of journeying in land unknown and untamed, three months and yet they have not suffered a loss.  Their shoes have not worn out.
  They have not gone without food for manna fell from the sky. 
   When the water in their canteens ran out, Moses tapped a rock and water came gushing flowed as if from a fountain.
  And they have not been alone, the pillar of smoke still accompanied them by day and the pillar of fire stood as a guard by night.
  So far, so good.
But now, 90 days into their sojourn they find themselves at the base of a mountain that seems to be alive.  Thunder is crashing, lightening is flashing and the environment seems a lot like the cover of your morning bulletin.  Into this moment of chaos and fear God calls Moses to a meeting up on the mountain; a meeting where God will give the people the Decalogue, the commandments one through ten.

All the while Moses is on the mountain dark clouds shroud it, thunder peals around it and lightening flashes up and down it.  When Moses returns he finds the people trembling with fear.  They feel fear and they are behaving as ones who are afraid.  The text Clarke read records their words, “We are afraid of God, we do not want to talk with God.  Here Moses, you go for us.  This thing is too much for us we and we are afraid.”
They were afraid in the shadow of Sinai, like my sister and I were afraid in the back seat of my parent’s car.  They saw the silver flashes of lightening and heard the thunderous clap of sound.  The great teacher fear stripped away all the inconsequential things and focused them on what was essential.  In the moment the mountain began to shake they knew, they realized, they were in the presence of what they could not control.  They learned again that their God was immense and powerful; a force so divine that one did not take being in God’s presence for granted.  In the moment they began to feel fear they focused on the essentials of the God whom they said they would follow and God had all of their attention.  
But it is instructive to see what Moses does next.  He does not tell them to stop trembling neither does he tell them that they should not fear.  No instead Moses seems to be saying, notice your fear and honor it.  You are experiencing a fear of the Almighty, and that is good thing for it will remind you, it will teach you who God is.  This fear, this godly fear will bring about a proper perspective; one that says God you are the creator and I am the created, you are the infinite and I am that which is finite.  The fear Moses seems to support is a fear that comes about when one stands in the presence of God’s grandeur and majesty, God’s power and might.  Moses seems to be saying yes, acknowledge your fear for this God who thunders and quivers the mountain’s core, is a God to whom reverence and awe are due.  Moses does not minimize their natural fear, not at all.

However, Moses does one more thing, he says to the Israelites but, do not be afraid. Yes, learn from your fear because as the writer of the Proverbs says, the fear of the Lord is a good place to begin learning.  Yes, understand your fear for this is a good way to gain wisdom.  But Moses wanted the Israelites to know what my Dad wanted me and my sister to know; though fear can teach you it ought not uncritically guide you.  Fear can alert you but it must not be the director of your life.  Feeling fear informs you but being afraid directs you and those were two very different things.
Moses wanted to the Israelites to know that to fear God would bring them wisdom but they must not be afraid of God because this was a God who loved them deeply.  I can just hear Moses saying, learn of this God, learn more about your relationship with him, but do not be afraid of him for this is the God who kept you while you were slaves in Egypt.  This is the God who kept your ancestor Joseph when he was in a pit.  This is the God who preserved your Father Abraham and promised him progeny more numerous than the stars.   This is not a God of which you are to be afraid, though this is a God of whom you must learn – and the more you learn the more you might reverence and approach with godly fear.  Feeling fear and being afraid are different things.
And so in the midst of an economic meltdown that has spread now around the world, in the middle of a market that cannot find its way back up, in the muck an election season peppered with hate and spin so swift it makes one dizzy or sick just to watch the news how are we, we who are Christians, supposed to react?  Are we to feel fear, are we to be afraid?  I think the answer is yes and no.  Yes, we may feel fear, for the forces at work are immense and beyond our control.  Yes, we may feel fear because the storm clouds seem thick on the horizon.  Yes, we may feel fear because it is natural and given to us by God to awaken us, alert us, and in times of crisis to focus us on what is important, what is essential.  

But I do not think we should be afraid.   Like my earthly Father taught sometimes you need fear to heighten your awareness of what is essential.  Sometimes you need fear to come along and shove you so you will not miss what is important.  We as a society, we as a culture, we as a world seem to have lost focus on what’s important.  We are a people who live by creating mountains of debt.  We are a culture where lies are packaged and sold as truth from trusted sources and sacred places.  We are a nation more and more divided by ideals, income and we have lost track of what is important, integrity, honesty, fidelity and love.
Now I do not believe we serve a God who orchestrated and sent an economic equivalent of Mt. Sinai, but I do believe God can use all circumstances to bring us to a place of feeling fear, fear that will teach us a lesson.  And so our fear in these tumultuous days is real, but we must not be afraid.  And the reason lies in our gospel text.  This is my commandment, that you love one another.  Love?   This is what you would propose will keep us from acting out of our fear, keep us from being afraid?  Yes, love.  If we loved one another, if we held the other with esteem, offering positive unconditional regard we would not set up mortgage systems that privilege some and devastate others.  If we worked with an ethic of love we would not taint milk in far away countries to make money for a few.   If we loved one another we would not allow hand guns and violence to rule our streets and take up residence on our city buses.  If we had an ethic of love as our bottom line we would be able to respond to fear without being afraid, respond to fear out of the strength that only comes when we love and love fiercely.   

I know some may be thinking, well that’s a week end to a sermon that starts out with thunder and lightening, in fact as I sat at home at typed this ending that’s sort of what I thought, but then I remembered the setting in which Jesus spoke these words, and this is my commandment, that you Love one another.  The 15th chapter of John is a part of the Messiah’s farewell discourse.  These are the words Jesus speaks as he prepares to leave his disciples, as he was giving them the last instructions he will ever give before being taken to Calvary.  In the moment before he was to go to his death, in his final minutes with his disciples when he could have imparted to them the facts and the figures of his death and resurrection, when he could have given them the detailed instructions about what was to happen next, what he says to them, what Christ says to us, is the greatest response to fear is an ethic of love. Love one another and as you do you will come closer together, regard one another well and you will find strength for your days.  Love one another as I have loved you and in that space that is created by regard and respect you will find support and strength to learn from your fear and move into the world with wisdom and understanding.  
So in the midst of the troubles of our world, it is OK to feel fear, but as those who follow Christ, we must respond in a unique and counter cultural way, not with wringing of hands, not with running amok, but with an ethic of love.   In the face of fear, love.  Amen
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