Sermon preached at The Church of the Holy Trinity, Philadelphia on Sunday December 19th 2010 

by The Reverend Alan Neale

“Without Shame or Fear” – Part Two

Today’s sermon is the second of a two part series based on the Prayer Book text  “Redeem us from sin and death… that when he shall come again in power and great triumph… we may without shame or fear rejoice to behold his appearing”?

The text is from the Communion Preface for the Season of Advent, they appear on page 378 of our Book of Common Prayer and in today’s service leaflet.

For the twenty four years I have served in the Episcopal Church this text has consistently made a deep impact upon me whether I have read them as celebrant or heard them as communicant; it is as if the words and their content profoundly strike within me psychic chords, resonate with primal themes, serve to express both a profound hope and a profound fear.
The Advent hope (Psalm 50:3) that “Our God will come and will not keep silence”; the Advent hope that (Psalm 80, verses 3 and 7 and 18), in the Message translation, “God will come back. He will smile his blessing smile and that will be our salvation”.  And this, I believe, is the birthright of every human being – to have such a hope, to be shaped by such a hope, to be empowered by such a hope.
And yet it seems integral, fundamental, basic to the human condition that many (if not all of us) fear that this good will somehow pass us by as we gloomily intone our litany of “I am not worthy; I will miss the coming of joy and peace and righteousness”.

Am I the only one who at the onset of a day filled with promise and light is suddenly, without reason, assailed by an angst, a darkness of the soul, which though invasive is also inexplicable?

This, I suggested last week, is all part of the WDTOSTD syndrome… Waiting For The Other Shoe To Drop experience. 

The tenement dweller, so the story goes, regularly hears his neighbor drop one shoe and then another – night after night, the pattern (ertshwile irksome) becomes almost reassuring and then… only one shoe drops. Instead of enjoying the peace, our friend becomes increasingly anxious “waiting for the other shoe to drop” and then begins to envision the most weird and unsettling of scenarios all too explain why “the other shoe has not yet dropped”. 
“Redeem us from sin and death… that when he shall come again in power and great triumph… we may without shame or fear rejoice to behold his appearing”?

There will be a time when the Lord will come to us and in a way most emphatic, incontrovertible and definitive; and, meanwhile, the Lord continues to visit us in many ways, in many people, in many situations… yes even today, yes even now! 
How wretched that “shame and fear” can steal from hearts, snatch from our minds, seize from our lives the “joyful experience” of “God coming to us, smiling upon us with his blessing smile”.

Last week I spoke to you how “bad shame” impairs, sometimes radically, our ability to recognize and respond to the Lord; this week “fear” and its capacity to make us go into hiding and take cover when “God comes to us and smile upon us with his blessing smile”.
Remember the archetypal, primal response of Adam? God comes walking in the garden, in the cool of the evening, he looks for conversation but Adam is nowhere to be seen. Then in response to God’s question “Where are you”, we read the awful, tragic, poignant words, “I heard the sound of you; but was afraid and so I hid myself”.

Oh my! Oh my! Oh my!
Isaiah 7, verses 10 and 11: “God spoke again to Ahaz. This time he said, "Ask for a sign from your God. Ask anything. Be extravagant. Ask for the moon!" And then, to quote one commentator, “with pretended piety, with pious cant” Ahaz (to disguise his fear) declines to ask God for anything”. You see how fear constricts, confines, checks our open and free conversation with God! Fear truly affects our ability to “rejoice at his appearing”.
And just when Adam and Ahaz tempt us to despair so Joseph with humility, grace and goodness presents himself for our consideration.
Who would blame this honourable man (described by Eugene Petersen) has “chagrined but noble”, who would blame, who would not understand if Joseph held fast to his decision to quietly put away Mary and her child. The fear of wagging tongues, of salacious minds, of wicked hearts – all this (and more, or even far less) would explain to us Joseph’s “damage control” and yet, freed from fear, Joseph does as the Lord commands and, entertains the divine presence in his life, in his home. In his future.
Fear will do its worse to throttle our conversation with God and our expectancy of his friendship; fear will intimidate us and make as prone to maintain status quo rather than move forward with boldness; fear will terrorize us with threats of wounded vulnerability; fear will bully us and do its best to stunt our growth and throttle our life.

And, friends, what is the most  fundamental of our fears – surely it is this: that God will leave us desolate and refuse to “smile upon us with his blessing smile”.
FEAR, as I was taught some years ago, is (forgive the acronym) False Evidence Appearing Real. Whatever voices, whatever life experiences, whatever “ill dreams” present to us a God to be looked upon with craven fear – these are all lies and to be exiled to hell with vigorous speed and ferocious force.

This past week another hour of my decreasing life span slipped away as I waited in the Post Office to mail parcels to England. At last I reached the desk – the bad news, I needed to complete some different forms; the good news, once completed I could return to the front of the line and not rejoin the queue (sorry, I mean the line!). But I just could not do it… there was something about bypassing the long, long line which caused a frisson of fear and so I took my place, back of the line. Reaching the desk, a friendly and warm USPS agent was amazed that I had not enjoyed the privilege of her invitation. “Oh, I was afraid!” was all I could say!
The time will come ultimately (but probably also today) when the Lord will look upon me (and you) with puzzled face and wonder why we had not accepted and appropriated His generosity to the full. I guess we will respond, “Oh, I was afraid”… but, friends, it need not be so! Thanks be to God. Amen

