PERFECT LOVE CASTS OUT FEAR

Sermon for Easter Sunday, April 12, 2009

Readings: Isaiah 25:6-9; Acts 10:34-43; Matthew 28:1-10

Sermon text: There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love. 1 John 4:18

“And suddenly there was a great earthquake.” Who wouldn’t be afraid? Mary Magdalene, and the other women, were right to be scared when they went out to the tomb early Sunday morning. (Matthew 28:2).

The pictures from Italy tell a current version of an earth-old story, the destructive power of an earthquake. That’s frightening enough. 

Add to that the cause: an angel descending from the sky, in appearance like lightning, blinding in brightness. Strong men, soldiers guarding the tomb, fainted dead away. The women just cowered. But the angel reassured them, “Do not be afraid.”

And he told them the great good news, the central proclamation of our faith, Christ is risen. He is no longer to be found in the tomb. He has gone ahead and will meet you there. Go and tell the others.

So they left the tomb with fear and with great joy—and they met Jesus on the way.

When have you been frightened? Scared to death? Do you fear for the future, looking at this uncertain, volatile, violent world. Are there rumbles and quakes, fissures and lightning in your life too? Maybe you also have seen buildings thought solid crumble away. 

Have you ever met an angel—not a cute winged helper, but a true bearer of God’s presence? True messengers from God are bound to frighten us, for they tell us that our world is not what we think it is. It is not only material, but spiritual. There is a God, who truly cares about us. There is a plan, one that truly includes us. There is a life, beyond the life we are living now. True and good news—but scary too, for it means change. 

It is safer to put flowers on the grave, than meet the living God. But this is what happened to Mary long ago. And then to others. And even now it happens. 

I’ve been chewing on a line of scripture for weeks now—and when that happens I begin to suspect the Holy Spirit is trying to lead me somewhere. It’s a verse from the first letter of John: “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love.”

Perfect love casts out fear. What does that mean? 

It can’t mean that attaining an exalted emotional state of affection and compassion makes you impervious to fear: if you turn around a bus is bearing down you should be scared and jump out of t he way. Survival instinct. Don’t step on the rattler.

And I don’t think it means that you shouldn’t fear God—in the sense of having a proper awe and respect—for that’s another way of saying we ought to worship God as well love God. When that angel appeared Mary and the other women were right to feel some chills.

But, as the author of first John makes clear, it mean we shouldn’t be motivated by fear of punishment from God, or fear the future in this world. We shouldn’t we trying to avoid the bad; not primarily. We should be trying to attain the good. But how does our faith help us overcome fear and opposition?

When I was a young man I drove west and north until I reached Homer, Alaska, at the end of the Kenai Peninsula. No more road and not much town. But I heard about jobs on the island of Kodiak, so I took a ferry—and sure enough found a fishing boat that needed a hand. I had some carpentry skills so I helped build some bait tables and we set that shallow-hull salmon boat up for long line halibut fishing. Four days straight in spring; two day at the end of summer. We went out a few miles and began to set the line. Fathoms at a time. And pull in the set: and the fish—especially halibut—that had taken the bait. Sometimes nothing or junk fish. Sometimes dozens of big old hundred pound halibut. As the low man on the totem pole I did a lot of cleaning. And after a couple of non-stop days, and a four hour stretch of cleaning, I straightened up, pulled off my glove and saw that my hand had swollen to about twice its usual size. I’d been infected with fish poisoning—a bad thing, fatal even, if it reaches up your arm to your lymph gland. And I could see the purple line moving up my arm. We still had a day left but we had to turn home. Get me to the hospital. Though we were a few miles out there was plenty of time. Until the storm swept in. The wind was hard and the swell 7 or 8 feet. We took shelter in the lee of a small island and had to wait it out. That red line kept moving up. I have to admit I was worried.

But somehow I also knew I would get help. I trusted my captain to get me back. If the storm kept up I figured we could call in the Coast Guard helicopter. 

Trust helps cast out fear too. I had faith, of a certain kind. 

Children who grow up with good enough parenting trust the world in certain ways, trust it enough to venture and risk in life and love. I think I was able to venture across the world as a young man and into so many different paths and work—not as a fool (most of the time) but because I trusted life. 

But when I encountered death in mid life, when those I loved died—a child, a father and a grandmother within six weeks--I had a crisis of faith. Who or what could I depend on? Nothing, nobody? The world is random; death is certain. Just get used to it? Or is there one who can be depended on—not to coddle and protect, but to turn to for support, who has been there, gone through life, and death, and emerged victorious. 

I turned to God and to Jesus Christ as my teacher and Lord. And I am here this morning to testify to you that Jesus Christ is living still. 

Mark tells a story of something that happened early in Jesus’ ministry. But I think it is also a resurrection story. It was after Jesus gave the Sermon on the Mount, that evening. The disciples and he took a boat to cross the Sea of Galilee. Then Mark tells us, “A great windstorm suddenly arose and the waves beat into the boat so that the boat was already being swamped.” The disciples—among them at least four fishermen, who well knew the danger they were in—were scared. But Jesus lying on a cushion in the stern slept soundly though the storm,

The others woke him up. “Teacher, don’t you care that we are dying?”

Jesus spoke to the wind, “Peace! Be still.” And the wind ceased and there was dead calm. And Jesus said to his disciples. “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?”

Faith. Trust in the one who controls the wind and the sea, the stars and the planets. 

The women went to the tomb on Easter morning—and they were terrified by the appearance of the angel and the earthquake. But the encounter with the risen Christ they experienced overcame that fear. Here’s what happened.

Perfect love woke up. Perfect love, which seemed dead, was but asleep. Perfect love cast out fear. How could death and fear have the last word? God is love. The night may come, but it passes. Winter kills, but spring returns. Death comes to all, but to the one who was so intimately connected with the Father that they were truly one in spirit, how could the pit hold him? Rather it was he went into the pit and freed the captive. It was he who came, not just to teach and heal but to die, and rise again. It was he we follow and acclaim as Lord. It is he of whom we cry, Christ is risen, alleluia.

When we fear we turn inward, suspicious, doubtful of others. It’s every man for himself on survival island. When the boat is sinking it is the rare person who helps others first. 

But when we overcome fear with love, when we combine our forces and work with calm compassion, the weak helped first, the eldest giving way to the children, then we fulfill the commandment of love. Then love casts out fear. When we direct our eyes to the task at hand, even when the wind is sharp and the sea high—then we do not fear. If only we can keep our eyes on Jesus we can even walk on water. 

Do not be afraid said the angel and Jesus to the women that morning. It helped. Meeting the risen Christ helped more. By the time they got back they were all joy. The good news is still good and it is still news. The tomb was empty. Christ is risen. And you can still meet him on the way.

So do not be afraid. If you think you are alone, that there is no God or none anyway who cares about you, you are wrong. In your heart there sleeps a great Teacher, a great Lord. He waits for you to call. He is there if you need him—and who does not?

The world can be a scary place. But it Easter today. Perfect love has cast out death. Perfect love is with us still. Alleluia. The Lord has risen indeed.

Amen.
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