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Following the attacks on 9/11, it became popular to equate various activities with surrender to terrorism.  Politicians and pundits framed it this way:  “If we BLANK, then the terrorists have won.”  They filled in the blank with things like “trample the Constitution” or “change our lifestyle” or “racially profile” or “fail to fight back.”  

Eventually, of course, “the terrorists have won” formula became a cliché.  But in those early days, what all the blank fillers had in common was the assumption of fear.  If fear caused us to ignore the Bill of Rights, if fear led us to lock ourselves inside our homes; if fear led us to distrust others; if fear led us to surrender, then the terrorists had won.  What people were saying was that they were afraid of what we might do out of fear.

9/11 was, of course, unique.  Yet our fear of fear isn’t.  Oh, we recognize that it is a basic instinct.  We know that it is the fundamental response to threats or pain.  Without it, we would not survive.  But we also realize its dangers.  In fear, people might act in ways they normally wouldn’t.  Many-a movie has portrayed the generally mild-mannered man who turns violent when his family is threatened.  Think Harrison Ford in “Air Force One” or “Frantic” or “Firewall” or “Patriot Games.”  

But while fear can provoke, it can also paralyze.  We see that every day.

Think about the abused spouse.  She lives in fear.  She knows that her husband will explode and take out his anger on her.  Maybe it will be physical.  Maybe it will be emotional.  It doesn’t matter, she still fears it, and that fear paralyzes her.  She is afraid of him and yet also afraid of what life might be like without him.

Or take the addict.  He knows he’s addicted.  He knows his addiction will cost him his job, his family, his future.  Yet he is afraid to do anything about it.  He’s watched his hands shake and felt the agony of withdrawal.  He’s afraid to face the realities of life without the crutch drugs or alcohol provide.  His fear paralyzes him.

He’s not alone in his fear.  How many employees stay in jobs they hate because they are afraid of change?  How many people die every year because they wouldn’t go to a doctor for fear of what she might find?  How many books have never been written because people with something to say feared rejection?  How many people want forgiveness from Jesus but won’t come to church because they are afraid Christians will judge them?

Almost all of us know paralyzing fear.  Fill in the blank for yourself:  “I won’t __________ because fear has won.”

Yet God does not want us to live in fear.  God does not want it to have the final say.  That is why God offers courage to those who trust him.

The people to which our reading was directed had reason to fear.  Having failed to honor God with lives of integrity and compassion, piety and justice, the great nation of Israel was no more.  Judgment had been harsh.  The walls of Jerusalem had been pulled down.  The Temple—the very dwelling place of God—had been destroyed.  And the people, they were deported.

Now in exile, they were nostalgic.  They reminisced about the glory days.  They pined for the great leaders whose flaws they had now forgotten.  They longed to go home. 
And yet they were afraid.  What future could they possibly have as exiles?  “Would the nation turn against them and crush them?  Would they be forced to assimilate, to give up their Jewish identity?  What if they were to rebel?  No, that would be suicidal.  And what if they were to be freed or to escape?  How would they get home?  Could they survive the vast wilderness, the Arabian Desert, the no-man’s land that stretched between their new home and their beloved Jerusalem?  And what if they made it home?  What was left but rubble?”  

So bad was their plight that Isaiah says their hands were limp, their knees rubbery and their hearts raced.  That is the ancient equivalent of saying that they were paralyzed with fear.  They were helpless, subject to the whims of nations and nature.  

And yet what was the word that Isaiah had to offer them?  It was this:  "Be strong; fear not!  Behold, your God will come with vengeance, with the recompense of God.  He will come to save you.”

Isaiah assured the exiles that, when the time was right, God would give them the courage they needed.  He would come to judge their enemies and reward their faithfulness.  He would come with strength and justice.  He would come to lead them through the wilderness and to their home.  He promised that their God would provide the courage they would need.

Now it would be years before the people of God would make that journey.  And even then it would not be easy.  But led by Ezra and Nehemiah, they would find the courage to leave their exile, to traverse the wilderness, to face what was left of Jerusalem and to rebuild its walls, its city, its temple.  The people of God would, as Iaiah promised, find in God’s presence courage to overcome their fear.

That promise was not just for those to whom Isaiah first wrote.  It has been kept over and over again.  

Think disciples at the death of Jesus.  They were paralyzed with fear, but Christ came to them and said, “Be not afraid.”  His presence gave them the courage to go and proclaim the Risen Lord, the promise of abundant life, the hope of eternity.    

Think early church.  The Jewish religious establishment banned them from the synagogues and the Roman government viewed them as traitors. Followers of Christ were rejected, persecuted, martyred.  The rest had reason to fear.  But the continuing presence of God gave them the courage to hold fast to the faith.

Think reformers.  They were none too popular.  State and church were largely one, and the wrath of the latter was often manifest by the former.  And yet the reformers continued to challenge corruption and error.  They found the courage to do so in God’s presence in the Scriptures.

God continues to keep that promise.

Charlotte was nearing the plant when she saw the crowd milling outside the gate.  She’d heard rumors it might close, but she had heard those before.  This time they were true.  A company rep promised career counseling and job training, and someone said the plant might be sold and reopened.  But those words could not loosen the fear that gripped Charlotte.  She had, after all, lost not only her job but a part of her identity.

For weeks, Charlotte remained paralyzed by fear.  She felt helpless, not knowing what to do or where to turn.  Then one evening she was talking to her sister, telling her for the umpteenth time about the plant closing, about losing her job, about her worst fears, when her sister finally said what she had wanted to say for weeks, “But Charlotte, you never liked that job anyway.”

For a moment, Charlotte sat stunned, angry at her sister’s insensitivity.  But then she began to laugh.  It was the first good, hard laugh she had had since the plant closed.  And it was because she knew her sister was right.   She had never really liked her job.  Oh, it paid the bills, but she had always wanted to do something else, something with people, something for people.  

By the time she hung up the phone, her fear had begun to fade, replaced by a sense of peace, a sense of God’s presence.  She knew that finding her niche would be a challenge.  She knew that the road ahead would be long and hard.  But she also knew that God was giving her the courage to move on.
And she did.  It was only a year or so later that Charlotte completed her coursework and was licensed as a vocational nurse.  Although she readily admitted the money was not nearly as good as what she had once made, she had no regrets.  She had the joy of finding and fulfilling her calling, the joy of caring for others, the joy of reminding them that with God all things are possible.

Often, in the face of difficulty, we are paralyzed by fear.  Its control over us can seem complete and irreversible.  We feel helpless.  But its victory is a mirage because God is greater than what we fear.  The people of Judah discovered that he was greater than the nations and their armies.  The earliest Christians found that he was greater than death.  Charlotte discovered he was greater than her loss.  Each found courage in God’s continued presence.  
And so can you.  I don’t know the trouble that frightens you.  But I do know the God who is greater than your fear.  And he promises his presence and with it the courage you need for—well, you fill in the blank.  
