The Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany, January 29, 2012
Deuteronomy 18:15-20 Psalm 111; 1 Corinthians 8:1-13; Mark 1:21-28
Today I would like to talk about the term, “the fear of the LORD.”  In our lessons from Deuteronomy, Psalm 111 and Mark’s Gospel we have references to the people fearing God.  In Deuteronomy Moses reminded the people that at Horeb they were afraid to hear the voice of the LORD their God or see the great fire, lest they die, so Moses would be the one to go before the LORD their God and intercede on their behalf.  And after Moses another prophet would be raised from among the people, and they must obey the prophet even as they would obey the LORD their God.  And the penalty for disobedience was death.  Wow.  Who wouldn’t be afraid?
In Psalm 111 a different picture of the LORD God is painted.  “He makes his marvelous works to be remembered; the LORD is gracious and full of compassion.” (Psalm 111:4)  Also, written in the psalm is this phrase, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom; those who accordingly have a good understanding; his praise endures for ever.”  (Psalm 111:10)  This picture of the LORD God includes both majesty and benevolence.  But still this picture of God is not one of God as to be approached.
Last night some of us gathered for the Kick-Off potluck for Fellowship Dinners among members of our congregation.  As the adults were organizing I guided some children to the chapel.  Some of the children began running up to the altar and one of the children shared that they should bow before they go up there.  I shared with them how the altar represents God’s presence among us, and we treat the space it as sacred and call it the sanctuary.  But really God is everywhere, but we need places like altars to remind ourselves of God’s presence.  Just as Moses took off his shoes as he approached the burning bush, so we regard the altar as sacred.  When we come to realize more and more that all of life is sacred, then we are beginning to understand what it means when we say, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom.”

So when we get to Jesus and Mark’s Gospel story, we notice that in the synagogue at Capernaum at the very beginning of his ministry Jesus was teaching with authority, unlike the scribes.  In other words, he spoke directly, perhaps from his own experience of the LORD their God, and not from years of studying the texts as did the scribes.  And when the man with the unclean spirit cried out, there was fear, fear of being destroyed.  I would like to talk about this fear of being destroyed.

Perhaps, we are more like the man with the unclean spirit than we would like to admit.  It is interesting to note that the man with the unclean spirit was in the congregation.  Like us we gather to worship God, to hear a word of encouragement or challenge to guide us and sustain us in life.  But what I think is interesting is the fear that the man with the unclean spirit had, he was afraid that God in Jesus came not to give him life, but to destroy his life.

When we are in relationship with God we definitely are not in control.  If possible, we would like to have control over our own lives.  We each have our own hopes and plans for our lives.  But our plans depend upon having some control over our lives.  And the more control we have over our lives, the more we begin to confuse our plans for our lives with our actual lives.  The man with the unclean spirit said, “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?  Have you come to destroy us?  I know who you are, the Holy One of God.”

Actually, it was not the man who was speaking but the unclean spirit who was speaking through the man.  Sometimes we become possessed with bitterness or envy, sometimes we become possessed with disappointment or anger, and in those moments we project onto others our negative feelings we have towards ourselves.  We do so because we don’t want to hurt, we don’t want to be vulnerable.  We want to be in control.

Jesus came so we might have life, life in our full humanity.  And sometimes we hurt and are vulnerable.  Sometimes life is free of pain and we are safe.  To be human is to experience the entire range of life, the sadness, disappointment and vulnerability as well as the joy, the exhilaration and triumph in life.
Where did Jesus’ authority come from?  He didn’t have a rabbinic education; he was the son of a carpenter.  In Mark, Matthew and Luke, Jesus was tested in the wilderness following his baptism and before he began his ministry.  His education was in his life, from the day to day experiences of seeking to be a faithful Son of the living God.

Could it be true, that we like the man with the unclean spirit are afraid that God will disrupt our well planned lives?  Could it be true that we are afraid that we have lived our lives in safety instead of risking our lives for the gospel?  What would it mean if we sought not to live in fear of what God might do to our lives, if we were open to God casting out our fear?

As you know I have been reading the book by Barbara Brown Taylor called “An Altar in the World, a geography of faith.  One of the points that stuck with me is that people think that religion is about being good or being bad, when in fact it is about life and death.  Jesus came to give us life, so we may be more fully human, not so we will be good versus being bad.
The man with the unclean spirit allowed his fear of having his life changed control him.  Sometimes we become embittered, angry or even hate-filled instead of open, present and compassionate.  When we find ourselves in controversies we are more apt to be embittered, angry or filled with hate or darkness.  Usually this happens because we feel under attack.  It is a secondary feeling that we experience after we have experienced some harm.

In our lesson from 1 Corinthians for today, Paul addressed the church there that although Christians only believe in one God, and that all the other gods of the pagan world were not real, it would not be loving to insist on their freedom to eat meat sacrificed to pagan idols if it would cause other less informed Christians to revert back to paganism.  In other words, although Corinthians Christians would be “theologically correct” that since the pagan gods are really not God, it does not mean to eat meat sacrificed to pagans gods would be the loving thing to do.  In other words, what matters most is not being right or correct, what matters most is our relationship with others, and whether they are governed by love.
If we insist on our freedom, we may do so at the harm of our relationships with others we are called upon to love.

The person with the unclean spirit is more apt to lash out in bitterness, anger or hate, because the person is protecting who the self or life that he or she wants.  And that is a life without pain or blame, without loss or vulnerability.  But life is human life without suffering and loss, even death is not life in its fullness.  Human life has the whole range of experience.  It has suffering and loss, even death, but it also has joy, being found and new life.

This week a seven year old boy named Owen Shure wrote a letter to Kyle Williams of the S.F. 49ers.  Owen and his dad are avid 49er fans.  And when the 49ers lost the NFC Championship game to the N.Y. Giants, Kyle Williams became the goat because he muffed a punted football and fumbled another punt return which led to the Giants winning the game.  After the game, people began tweeting that Kyle Williams should “be dead” or should be kicked off the team.  Owen was crying inconsolably after the game as a 7 year old might do.  So his dad said, “If you feel bad, how do you think Kyle Williams feels.”  Immediately Owen’s went from sadness to empathy and suggested that he write a letter to make Kyle Williams feel better.  He wrote, “We just watched the Playoff game,” “I feel really bad for you but I wanted to tell you that you had a great season. You sould be very proud, so I wanted to say thank you. I am your #1 FAN!”  

When adults filled with their own unclean spirits tweeted hateful words, a seven year old boy still connected to his humanity could move from inconsolable sadness to empathy.  This is what it means to be human, to be open to the possibility of sadness and yet open to the possibility of kindness.

We do not have to be afraid of God.  Yes, we must respect that God is constantly present, and the more we grow in that awareness, we will begin to realize that we are indeed walking on holy ground, that we can be fully human able to be grateful for all the experiences that life has to offer.  In this way, when we come to realize our connection to God and to one another, we will find our way home to be the people God created us to be, fully human and grateful to be alive.  Amen.

I propose to show that our fear of God is rooted in our fear of having our lives turned upside down, and that as we become more connected to God we become more human, more our true selves.  We are called to be attentive to the human lives God has given us, so we may discover the good news of what it means to be both alive and loving.

