
Readings: Malachi 4.1-2a; 2 Thessalonians 3.6-13; Luke 21.5-19 
 
Let’s begin with the story of a humble acorn.  Think of how many hundreds of these tiny acorns fall 
from an oak tree.  How many of them find soil and the space they need to grow?  Well there was 
once an acorn that did after six months begin to germinate in the soil and send up a shoot into the 
light.  And the shoot grew and then slowly nurtured by soil, rain and sun, put forth its first tender 
young leaf.  “I’ve made it!” thought the young oak tree, “against all the odds I’ve made it!”  But 
perhaps the young oak tree’s optimism was premature.  For not long after, the weather turned and 
the winter winds came early, and the young oak tree feared for his survival.  “Why did you give me 
life,” the young tree called out in panic into the roaring wind and cold, “if my life was to end like 
this?”  It was then that the creator spoke, spoke a truth which seemed to hush the storm.  “Do not be 
afraid.  Put down your roots, let them grow deep, and look to the light.”  
 
“Do not be afraid.  Put down your roots let them grow deep and look to the light” – a simple truth 
but one that perhaps gives us an insight into today’s Gospel.  “Do not be afraid” is a refrain which is 
repeated throughout our Gospels.  “Do not be afraid,” Gabriel says to Mary, “for you have found 
favour with God.”  “Do not be afraid,” the angel says to the shepherds, “for see I am bringing you 
good news of great joy to all people.”  “Do not be afraid,” Jesus says to Simon the fisherman, “for 
from now on you will be catching people.”  “Do not be afraid for it is your father’s good pleasure to 
give you the kingdom.”  “Take heart, it is I, do not be afraid!” says Jesus as he comes to his disciples 
across the water as their boat is battered by the waves.  “Do not be afraid” Jesus says to Peter, James 
and John after he is transfigured in dazzling light between Moses and Elijah.  “Do not be afraid 
daughter of Zion for your king is coming to you, sitting on a donkey’s colt.”  “Do not let your hearts 
be troubled and do not be afraid,” Jesus says in his farewell discourse to his disciples.  And then 
after the horror and tragedy of the crucifixion, what are the first words that the angel speaks to 
Mary Magdalene and the other Mary at the empty tomb?  “Do not be afraid.  I know you are looking 
for Jesus who was crucified.  He has been raised.” 
 
Do not be afraid, and yet again and again – in the very people Jesus has called we see the most 
human fear and doubt.  Jesus is striding out ahead of his disciples while they are constantly holding 
back, confused, unsure, seized by fear. 
 
It is a highly relevant theme because it seems that in the west we live in a culture and a time which is 
in many ways also profoundly fearful.  In no way is this more so than in matters of faith.  Conversely 
I have noticed that in cultures where there is every reason to be more fearful this is not always the 
case.  One would expect, for example, Pacific islanders to live in constant fear of global warming, 
poverty, sickness, malaria, hunger, drought, the power of the sea, and the threat of storm, cyclone or 
tsunami.  Yet the prevailing culture is one of optimism, faith and trust in the providential care of 
God in which death is part of life.  Death is not the great unspoken taboo that it has become in the 
west.  Every child has gathered around a dead relative to grieve, helped prepare them for burial, dug 
the grave, watched the body being lowered; realised their relationship with death and a mystery 
greater than human understanding – handed their loved one on through the curtain of death into 
the world beyond. 
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In our culture, western culture, often in the absence of faith, there is the illusion that human beings 
are in control.  This life is everything and every kind of medical procedure is often employed to 
extend it.  Perpetual youth is lauded.  And when death happens something must have failed or gone 
wrong.  Death itself is hidden away, in hospitals or old people’s homes, dealt with by undertakers, 
coroner’s courts, and autopsies.  Death is the alien.  We live the charade that somehow we can save 
life and prevent risk and provide health, and to a certain extent we can, but to a certain extent, of 
course, we cannot.  As Stanley Hauerwas says “We live under the illusion that we can get out of life 
alive.”  And we are afraid: fearful of what will happen to the world, fearful of dangerous roads, 
fearful of terrorism, fearful of losing what we love, fearful for our children, fearful of being 
unsuccessful, or being found wanting, fearful of those who are different and so threaten, fearful of 
illness, of cancer, of old age; fearful of loneliness, rejection, becoming a burden, being unloved; 
fearful of life itself.  We have the most wonderful institutions in our country to protect us and our 
freedoms, but consider for a moment how those very institutions can become undermined by fear.  
The National Health Service is the envy of many people in the world.  Compare it to where I used to 
live where hundreds of people waited outside a hospital each day in the hope of seeing a nurse who 
may be able to give them pain killers or anti-malarials – and where there was no cancer treatment, 
or kidney machines, or heart treatments.  And yet there is a profound fear that our National Health 
is failing.  Talk to health workers, nurses, listen to the media, one detects a culture not of 
providential care but of anxiety and fear.   
 
And what about our children?  There is more opportunity for children than ever before: more 
chances to broaden one’s education.  And yet a feeling of fear for our young people: fear that no 
place is safe for them to play, fear of sexual predators, fear of abuse, fear of bullying, fear of the 
internet, fear of not getting into the right school, fear of not passing the required test.  It is a fear 
which keeps them from exploring the world in trust.  My nephew has just got back from a week in 
Ireland.  “How was it?” I asked my sister in-law.  “We didn’t see him for a week, he was out from 
morning to night with his cousins playing on the farm.  He loved it.  It was wonderful to see him so 
free.”  I remember telling the story of the Good Samaritan in a primary school assembly and asking 
the questions that Jesus asked; “Who was the true neighbour, who helped the stranger injured at 
the side of the road?”  And one of the children said, “My mother said we must never talk to 
strangers.”  The mother was of course right… and wrong.  “Fear becomes obsessive,” says Aquinas, 
“when we allow the avoidance of evil to defeat the pursuit of all that is good.” 
 
In the Church we are fearful.  God knows it is only too obvious.  Some churches are fearful of 
women taking leadership roles, fearful of change, fearful of declining numbers, fearful that the 
building will fall down, fearful of fanatics, evangelicals, or liberals, or other denominations – fearful 
of the very faith we are preaching, fearful of homosexual marriage, fearful of a God who has so often 
been used to create fear, fearful of a Jesus who demands too much, fearful of showing the radical 
compassion Christ calls for and getting into trouble because of it. 
 
Of course you will argue fear is necessary and fearlessness can be reckless and harmful.  And fear is 
of course the other side of love.  If you had “no fear” think how dangerous that could be and think 
how heartless too.  Fear is there for a good reason: it warns us of danger and makes us protect and 
care for the things we love.  It is because of fear that we lessen accidents and risk, and aeroplanes 
are safe to take off, and we wear safety belts and follow proper methods of food hygiene and do risk 
assessments and fire drills and the Titanic no longer sinks without enough lifeboats.  And in the 
church of course we must learn from this.  We must never romanticise danger or unsafe practices.  
Look at the untold harm and suffering they have caused.  
 
And yet neither must we “be afraid.”  Christian discipleship constantly calls us to surrender the 
power and fear that masquerades as security in order to love the neighbour, welcome the stranger, 
forgive the enemy and extend the kingdom.  So while fear is necessary to safety we also need to 
recognise that it can become disordered and obsessive.  It can become part of the problem and blind 



us to human goodness and to the providential care of God.  Are we building the kingdom or 
imprisoning it?  
 
The theologian Hans Von Balthasar wrote these words fifty years ago: 

“Only a Christian who does not allow himself to be infected by modern humanity’s neurotic 
anxiety… has any hope of exercising a Christian influence on this age.  They will not haughtily 
turn away from the anxiety of their fellow men and women but… will point out the paths by 
which they can step out into the open, into faith’s daring.”  
 

I like that phrase “faith’s daring” because there is risk and challenge in an opening of oneself up to 
God’s promises.  Jesus says “do not be afraid” because a quietening of fear is needed in order to hear 
Christ’s voice above the storm and to make room for that call.  How often our lives are shaped by 
feeling overwhelmed, but perhaps it can be these ‘overwhelmings’ which become God’s possibilities 
in our lives.  It is in facing our mortality that we move from the desire to defend into God’s 
possibilities of love.  God’s generosity is a risk, so is his forgiveness, so is the whole nature of God’s 
unconditional love for us – a huge risk.  But a risk worth taking.  Through faith we embrace a wider 
story – God’s narrative in Jesus Christ.  The cross tells us that even the best life was not immune to 
tragedy, but the cross also tells us that this tragedy is not the end of the story, it is the beginning. 
 
And this is, I think, at the heart of today’s very difficult and painful passage of scripture.  I don’t 
think this passage is predicting the time and date of the final apocalypse as many would like to 
believe.  Quite the contrary it is a call in the midst of the storm, the tragedy, the disaster, the 
typhoon – as terrifying and as destructive as the scenes we have witnessed from Philippines – still 
to trust in God’s promises.  How can we believe that?  It is impossibly hard.  But crucifixion became 
resurrection, and fear was transformed by love, and Christ was and is present even in the eye of the 
storm.  Our Gospel tells us that even if everything else is lost, “not a hair on your head will perish,” 
“by your endurance you will gain your souls.”  And that “nothing, nothing in all creation, nothing in 
this world or the next will ever be able to separate you from that love.”  Can we dare to believe that?  
Can we step out into faith’s daring? 
 
“Do not be afraid.  Put down your roots into God’s love, let them grow deep and look to the Light.”  
 
 
 


