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  With some of the St. Louis summer heat we experienced 

last month, Kathleen and I took a number of our daily walks at 

the West County Center, an indoor shopping mall. And, for much 

of that month, West County trumpeted Hallmark’s “Christmas in 

July” promotion. They had gingerbread houses and fake snow in 

the walkways, Christmas signage in some of the store windows, 

and Hallmark Christmas movies playing on the video screens. We 

weren’t there last weekend for the grand “Christmas in July” 

finale, but they advertised a visit from Santa, while Christmas 

carols were to be played over the P.A. system. Now, don’t get me 

wrong. I’m not being critical. In fact, I’ve been involved in 

“Christmas in July” or “Christmas in August” events in several 

churches over the years. 

  And, although supplies for the Men’s Club Christmas 

tree lot have begun to arrive, and, although I resisted the 

temptation to ask David Johnson to put up Atonement’s chancel 

Christmas trees, nonetheless, I couldn’t help but notice some 

very Christmas-y echoes in today’s Gospel reading from Luke. If 

you were to re-read that Lesson, you might notice the echoes, 

too, especially echoes of Luke’s telling of the story of “the 

shepherds out in the fields, keeping watch over their flocks by 

night.” Among those echoes: the concern for the flock;...the 

need to keep watch at night;...the unexpected hour of the Lord’s 

coming;...God’s “good will” or “good pleasure” -– yes, Luke uses 

the same word in Greek -– and,...most important, as from God 

Himself, the declaration, “Do Not Be Afraid!” This is, of 

course, the declaration given, not just to the shepherds, but 

also (in Luke) to Zechariah and to Mary: “Do Not Be Afraid!” 

  Now, we hear that declaration from God: “Do Not Be 

Afraid! And we immediately apply it to the many circumstances  
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and external threats in our lives which can cause us to fear: 

illness, injury, injustice, innuendo, infidelity, inflation, or 

insolvency. Cable news, it seems, does everything humanly 

possible to stoke our fears with alarmist reports ranging from 

mass shootings to new Covid variants, from spiking crime rates 

to record high temperatures, from stock-market turmoil to 

illegal drugs and human traffickers streaming unchecked across 

our southern border. The message is clear: “Be afraid; be very 

afraid!” 

  And, because that is our first instinct –- to apply 

God’s “Do Not Be Afraid” to these external threats -– we may 

fail to notice that in today’s First Lesson, that throughout 

Luke’s Gospel, that, indeed, throughout much of the Scripture, 

God’s “Do Not Be Afraid” deals not with these external threats 

or with fear-in-general, but with one very specific occasion for 

fear -– the appearance and intervention of God in the lives of 

His people. God’s “Do Not Be Afraid” is set in the context of 

the appearance and intervention of God in the lives of the His 

people; the coming of YHWH, the Lord God of Israel, summoning 

His people to act on His behalf; the appearance of YHWH, the 

creator and redeemer of the world, calling on His people to act 

for the life of the world; the intervention of YHWH, challenging 

ordinary believers (like you and me) to step out in faith to 

accomplish God’s own loving purposes. And, frankly, like 

Abraham, like the shepherds, like Mary and Joseph, like Jesus’s 

disciples, we can find that pretty scary, fearful, even 

frightful! 

  Let me back up a moment. In the world out of which our 

Bible arises, people believed that they were better off when 

their gods kept their distance. If you read almost any ancient 

literature, you quickly discover in those stories that, when the 

gods got involved with people, the gods “messed” with them, 

“played games” with them, “toyed” with them, and all-too-often  
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ruined their lives. The goals of “religion” (as commonly 

understood) then was to make the gods go away and stay away.  

People were, quite reasonably, afraid of their gods and wanted 

no involvement with them. And, the notion of any of those 

ancient deities actually loving people would have been 

laughable. If one of the gods would show up at your doorstep, 

the message was clear: “Be afraid; be very afraid!” People had 

every reason to be afraid of their gods! 

  Yet, this is what makes the God of the Bible and the 

story of the Bible so remarkable, so unique. Unlike any of the 

other literature of that era -– without exception -– the Bible 

tells the story of a God who loves the people He has created -– 

indeed, has created in His own image -– and who continues to 

love them with a passionate, overwhelming, and immutable love. 

The Bible tells the story of a God who engages with people, not 

to “mess” with them, but to bless them. It tells the story of a 

God who calls on people, not to provide for the gods (as those 

ancient deities demanded) but to provide for the world God so 

loves -– and to care for those who dwell therein. From the very 

beginning -– from the very first chapter -– God intends to put 

His people to work,...to accomplish His loving purposes for the 

world. And, frankly, that can be pretty scary, fearful, even 

frightful! 

  And, so, how many of us (me included) when challenged 

to do something for the life of the world,...to teach a 

class,...to visit a shut-in,...to speak out for the 

vulnerable,...to mentor a troubled youth,...to witness to our 

faith,...to step forward in leadership,...how many of us don’t 

respond in fear? We may offer a plausible explanation, but the 

truth is that we’re afraid. 

  Like Abraham, like the shepherds, like Mary and 

Joseph, like the disciples, we too, when challenged to step 

forward in faith, to step forward in God’s service, need once  
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again to hear God’s “Do Not Be Afraid!” But, that “Do Not Be 

Afraid” which we hear in today’s Gospel does not come to us from 

a disinterested bystander or a disengaged cheerleader. It comes 

to us from One who Himself is “dressed for action,” even if that 

dress is a purple robe and a crown of thorns. It comes from One 

whose “lamps are lit,” even if those lamps are carried by an 

angry mob and a spiteful accuser. It comes from One who will 

open the door for us, even if that door is a heavy stone rolled 

in place to seal a garden tomb. 

  For He too has heard His Father’s call to accomplish 

His Father’s purpose for the life of the world. He too will 

respond to the summons to do what is needed to provide for God’s 

people,...even at the cost of His life. And, even as He does so, 

He hears echoes of His Father’s words, the words we hear Him say 

to us today: “Do Not Be Afraid!” For, those are the same words 

that the shepherds heard that first Christmas,...the same words 

we need to hear every time we are challenged and sent by God! 

And, every time we hear them, it’s like Christmas -– even 

“Christmas in August.”        Amen 


