
Whom Shall I Fear?

Isaiah 9:1-4; *Psalm 27:1, 4-9; 1 Corinthians 1:10-18; Matthew 4:12-23

W.H. Auden penned a famous poem, “The Age of Anxiety.” It was written back in 1947 but

could as well have been written today in 2020. There are lots of factors in contemporary life that

provoke feelings of fear and anxiety in many of us.

The National Institute of Mental Health estimates that 40 million adults in the U.S. have an

anxiety disorder, the most common of all mental disorders. Anxiety disorder is a mental health

disorder characterized by feelings of worry, anxiety, or fear that are strong enough to interfere with

one’s daily activities. Examples of anxiety disorders include panic attacks, obsessive-compulsive

disorder, and post-traumatic stress disorder. Symptoms include stress that’s out of proportion to the

impact of the event, inability to set aside a worry, and restlessness. Fortunately, anxiety disorder

often responds quite positively to medical or counselling interventions.

But anxiety disorders are not my focus today.

My concern this morning is that into every life some fear must come. We are more frail and

vulnerable than we like to admit. This world as good as it is can be at times a hostile, challenging

environment.

“When I look at the geopolitical situation today, I fear that.?…

When I consider my own financial future, I fear that….

When I assess my family’s current situation, I fear that…”

Fill in the blanks. There is much to fear.

Will Willimon tells the story of a woman in the congregation who told him, as he was

attempting to help support her as she went through a tough and fearful time, “My mother would send

me out to check on the livestock before we went to bed at night. I dreaded that walk to the barn so
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much that many times I would break down in tears and beg not to be sent out in the night. My mother

would always say, ‘Don’t be silly. There’s nothing to fear out there.’”

Then she paused and said thoughtfully, “My mother was wrong.”

Perhaps one reason why you come to church is out of the hope that some of your fears will be

ministered to. Well good timing because this Sunday’s psalm reading (like many of the psalms) is

concerned with fear. The psalmist seems to have recently been through a most fearful time and now

sings of the difference that God has made in his life:

The Lord is my light and my salvation.
Should I fear anyone?
The Lord is a fortress protecting my life.
Should I be frightened of anything? (27:1a)

“The Lord is my light and my salvation.” Have you noticed that we often say, “I’ve just been

through a dark time in my life” when we are going through a fearsome time? That’s often how trouble

feels. St. John of the Cross called it “the dark night of the soul.” We stumble, and we can’t figure out

which way to go. We’re unsure of our goal and which step to take next.

The psalmist says that’s what he’s been through. And in that dark, difficult time the psalmist

has discovered not only that God is powerful, loving, and compassionate, but in that evocative

phrase, “God is light.” No, not just light but my light. And not just my light, but also my “salvation.”

The psalmist has moved from saying that God is a light shining in our darkness, to affirming that God

is “my salvation.”

Lots of people in the modern age think of God as loving but the psalmist is saying more than

that. The psalmist is saying that God is love in action, that God not only loves but moves, shows up,

actively intervenes. God doesn’t just shine into our darkness, God protects, fortifies, saves.

Then the psalmist asks a rhetorical question, loud enough for all of us to hear: “Should I be

2Whom shall I fear.ser.wpd



frightened of anything?”

The psalmist says that’s why he is in worship in the temple because God “will shelter me in his

own dwelling during troubling times; he will hide me in a secret place in his own tent; he will set me

up high, safe on a rock” (27:5).

“I guess you are surprised to see me in church,” the man said to the minister jovially, as he

shook his hand at the church door after service. The minister confessed: “I found it hard to admit just

how surprised I was. He had been to church on Christmas and Easter the year before, maybe.”

“I can’t go into it all now,” he said, “but I’ve just had a terrible scare. I thought I was a goner.

And I’m sure that God just came in here and set things right. I’m here this morning just to say,

‘Thanks, God, I needed you in the worst sort of way.’”

The psalmist says it a bit more eloquently, but I think the psalmist says much the same thing:

“I’ve been through a fearful time. God was my light and my salvation. Now I’m here to say ‘Thanks, I

needed you in the worst sort of way.’”

I don’t think the psalmist claims that God always comes and totally removes the threat from

us. God is God, and God is free to come or not, free to intervene in dramatic ways or not. The

psalmist says that God is “my light and my salvation” and because that’s who God is it makes all the

difference during our fearful times.

 Now my head is higher than the enemies surrounding me,
 and I will offer sacrifices in God’s tent—
 sacrifices with shouts of joy!
 I will sing and praise the Lord. (27:6)

We have fears. Fear is a protective mechanism that God has placed within us that helps to

alert us when there’s a threat so that we can take action and protect ourselves from that threat.

Sometimes our fear is way out of proportion to the actual threat and we let our fears get the best of
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us. Yet at other times our fears are perfectly justified.

You get back a bad report from your yearly physical: is this condition treatable? You hear a

rumor that your company is downsizing in the coming year: are you next? Your child makes a bad

decision and gets into trouble with the law: am I losing my loved one? Your spouse seems terribly

unhappy: is this the end of the marriage? You flunk the exam: am I going to be kicked out of school?

In such moments you can feel the fear begin to rise within you and gradually take hold of your life.

The fear eats at you every waking moment. The storm clouds gather, there is a rumbling of thunder,

and things get dark.

And what then? How does God help us in our fear? Sometimes we pray and pray—we bang

on God’s door with everything we’ve got. We ask our friends at church to pray for us and for our

deliverance. And sometimes, wonder of wonders, God responds with healing or a miraculous

deliverance as a gift to us.

At other times we don’t get miraculous salvation from our troubles but rather we get a sense of

God’s nearness, of God walking with us in the darkness, of God beside us on the path where we

stumble, of God supporting us and encouraging us forward. Our light showing us the way, God is with

us in a tough time.

Then there are those fearful times when it helps simply to know that God is God, that the bad

things that are happening to us are not the final word, that God has ways of finally, ultimately

redeeming our situation. Sometimes, the unjust, terrible calamities that we fear actually happen and

come down crashing upon us. And what then? It can be helpful to know that God cares, that God

may be as outraged by this injustice as are we, and that God is not only loving but also righteous,

that God will get God’s way with the world in the end.

And sometimes, when we are filled with fear, we simply sing. I’m talking about more than
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“whistling in the graveyard,” whistling a happy tune, that gives us confidence as we walk through

some scary landscape. I’m talking about lifting up your heart and joining in a defiant song of

confidence even when you don’t feel like it.

Will Willimon writes: “This happened to me some years ago. I was serving a church that was

down on its luck. The congregation had gone from a thousand members ten years before I arrived

down to barely five hundred members. It had empty Sunday School rooms and a flagging budget. My

major emotion was fear. I prayed, “O God, don’t let this church die on my watch!”         

We took a risk. We hired a consultant to advise us. We followed the consultant’s prescriptions,

totally reorganized ourselves, took out a loan to fix up the building, and then waited to see if our

measures would turn things around. In the first weeks of the new plan, things did not show

improvement. The naysayers said, “Ah ha! We told you this wouldn’t work. We’ve spent all this

money for nothing!

“My fear grew greater. I couldn’t sleep at night. Every waking moment was consumed by

thoughts of an impending failure of my leadership. If this didn’t work, we were done for. I even

dreaded to go to church on Sundays because everywhere I looked in our shabby, mostly empty

building I could feel fear gnawing in the pit of my stomach.

I remember vividly when the closing hymn for the Sunday service was Luther’s “A Mighty

Fortress is Our God,” a hymn inspired by a similar psalm. As we sang this psalm, I became aware

that I was almost shouting, “The Prince of Darkness grim, we tremble not for him…” I could feel tears

forming in my eyes, not tears of sadness but of joy—joyful defiance I would call it. And I looked

around at my congregation, and they were also singing “A Mighty Fortress” equally defiantly, equally

joyously.

Nothing about our difficult situation had changed. We experienced a tough month of
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disappointing results for our efforts but then gradually—too gradually to suit my time-line—things did

turn around. Three new members on one Sunday, then two more, and a whole family.

In singing that hymn nothing had changed and yet everything had changed. We had changed.

Our fears were conquered. Whatever happened in the future, we were okay. We knew down deep,

with emotion too deep for words, that God was with us. In singing a hymn to God we were singing to

ourselves. Our fears fled. We had sung with the psalmist:

Now my head is higher than the enemies surrounding me,
and I will offer sacrifices in God’s tent—
sacrifices with shouts of joy!
I will sing and praise the Lord. (27:6) 

So dear friends no matter what challenges you are facing in your life right now, “sing and

praise the Lord” knowing that God hears you and will shine a light that will drive the fear away.

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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