WAKE UP

Imagine a young boy growing up in a small, close-knit community. His parents,
grandparents, uncles, aunts and cousins all live in the same village. There is no house
in which he is not welcome. He goes to school with the other boys, plays football with
them in the evenings, they climb every tree in the village, they get chased out of every
farmer’s field, they scrounge apples when nobody is looking. As they grow up they
join their fathers in the local businesses and start eying up the local girls. In the
religious centre of the village the children are brought up to worship God, to learn the
scriptures and to pray together. So this young lad is surrounded by people who have
loved and cared for him since childhood. They have taught him everything he knows.
He loves his village. It is the place where he feels secure.

As he grows up, he senses that God is trying to tell him something; something
important. He goes off into a lonely place to think and to pray. Finally it dawns on
him: all his life he has joined his community in fervent prayers for a Messiah, a
Savior, someone who will restore his nation and now, unbelievably, God is telling
him that he is the man. As he moves round the country he finds that he has amazing
power: he can work miracles of healing, he can speak with conviction, people listen to
him and follow him. He is God’s Messiah. Awestruck, he thinks back to his
upbringing, the community, who loved him and nurtured him in his faith. He wants to
go back there and let these dear people know what God has done.

Full of excitement, he arrives in his village again and goes into the place of worship.
He stands up and smiles happily at all the people who have known him since he was a
baby and he tells them- God has appointed me to be the promised Savior of our
nation. Is it not wonderful? Won’t you pray for me?

But they look back at him with stony faces. They mutter to each other- who does he
think he is? You are the carpenter’s son, they say, you are deluding yourself, how
dare you come here and say such things? Get out of our village and don’t come back.
He cannot believe it. These are his own people and they have rejected him.
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Being part of a loving, supportive Christian community ourselves, we find it hard to
understand just what those people’s problem was. Why could they not be proud of
Jesus and happy for him? Why could they not support their own man in his mission,
which was, after all supposed to be their mission too- to bring the kingdom of God to
the world?

We need to understand where the Nazarenes were coming from: as a village in Galilee
they had two crucial roles to play as a community. First, they were a social
community-a place where people lived and worked and raised their families together.
Second, they were a religious community- a place where people worshipped God and
learned to be faithful in their religion. In both cases Nazareth was skating on thin ice.
As a social community they were under threat from the Romans. The occupying
forces allowed local villages to manage their own affairs so long as they posed no
threat to Roman power. Any hint of subversion and the village would be destroyed.
As a religious community Nazareth was situated in the northern part of the country.
Eight hundred years before, the north had separated from the south and the south,
which included the holy city and the temple of Jerusalem, considered itself the holier



part. Northerners were thought to be very much second-class religious. Hence the
saying “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”” The Northerners must prove
themselves constantly to be true and devout believers.

This community then, was a very frightened one, living in fear for their own survival.
Now imagine how those people must have felt when one of their own young men,
brought up in their village since childhood, stands up and declares publicly that he is
to be the Savior of his people. If the Romans hear him they will see him as a threat to
Rome; if the southerners hear him they will accuse him of blasphemy. Either way, it
looks as though he will be destroyed and the chances are that he will bring his village
down with him. So shut him up, quick!
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A very frightened community and fear is one of the most destructive of all human
emotions. Fear quite literally paralyzes you. Just as a scared rabbit will stand stock
still in the middle of the road, gazing in terror at a car’s headlights, rather than use its
natural speed to run out of the way, so fear holds us in a deathly trap.

When we are afraid we find it impossible to think rationally, to plan a clear course of
action.

When we are afraid it seems totally inevitable that our job will be lost, our loved one
will die, our illness will prove serious, our relationship will fall apart. We cannot
begin to conceive of a positive outcome.

When we are afraid, we lose confidence in ourselves. The gifts and the strengths we
might have had now seem worthless or non-existent.

When we are afraid, we look for a quick bolt hole. We want a place which seems safe
to us. We cannot cope with new ideas, new people or new situations.

When we are afraid, it is difficult for God or for anybody else to get through to us.
Our fear takes over our every thought and our every emotion. It is impossible for us to
be helped or guided because we simply want to curl up, stay where we are and hope
that the threat will go away.

The community at Nazareth was paralyzed with fear and this was why they could not
hear the promises of Jesus of new life to come; they could not rise to the challenge of
supporting him; they could not believe in their own strengths as people of God; they
could not receive the living word of God as it came to them in Christ.

As a religious community they were trying to keep themselves safe whereas in fact,
like the rabbit in the middle of the road, they were looking straight at destruction.
They were not hearing the word of God, they were not fulfilling the work of God,
they were stifling rather than encouraging the spiritual growth of their people and, far
from proving their credentials as a village of true believers, they would go down in
history as the village who got it wrong- badly wrong.

The only way to deal with fear is to grapple with it, go into battle against it, use our
strengths, call on our comrades and face up to that which is scaring us.

When something is threatening you, standing still is not an option.
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“Standing still is not an option.” Where have we heard that before? We have heard it
from the leaders of our denomination; from the people who point out that the URC is
declining both numerically and financially at an alarming rate. The URC is in a very



frightening situation. Our survival is quite literally under threat. Other Christian
denominations are in a similar position but few are in quite such a bad way as we are.
And this situation can be paralyzing. It can leave congregations in a state of complete
inertia. There is nothing we can do. There is no place to go. We will just stay as we
are until the last member either leaves or dies.

But are we going to sit there like the rabbit and allow the tide of secularism to mow us
down? Are we going to sit here like the congregation at Nazareth and mutter angrily
at anyone who challenges us? Or are we going to be brave enough to wake up and
allow the word of God to reach us, empower us and lead us?

There is a lot of fear about Christian life today because being a Christian- even
nominally- and going to church-even reluctantly- is no longer the norm in our society
and many of us do not know how to cope with that.

In a secular environment we are afraid of being ridiculed if we say too much about
our faith. And we are not always sure enough of what we believe to make a good case
for our religion when people ask us difficult questions or pour scorn on our beliefs
and we are afraid of looking like fools.

In a politically correct society we are afraid of causing offence or even of breaking the
law if we stand up for our faith.

In a hectic life, we are afraid of committing ourselves to too much involvement in
church life and work.

Being creatures of a material and physical world, we are scared of getting too close to
God, of creating a space which He might actually invade, of letting this unknown,
invisible power communicate itself to us.

And living in a world which is frightening enough already, we do sometimes like to
think of the church as the one place of safety and security where nothing ever changes
too much. The thought of losing our bolt hole is terrifying.

To be the kind of Christians Jesus calls us to be, the kind of people God has always
wanted: brave and bold, changing and challenging the world, refusing to sit and be
mown down by secularization- is a terrifying prospect and it is hardly surprising that
inertia sets in. So what can jerk us out of our paralyzed fear?
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There is a verse in one of St John’s letters which says “Perfect love casts out fear.”

I lived once in rural Wales where you would see a lot of sheep. And sheep are very
timid animals. You only had to take one step towards them and they would rush off to
the other side of the field. Until the day when | saw a ewe who had only recently
given birth to a tiny lamb. She stood guard fiercely over that baby and would not
budge an inch. She stamped her foot and snorted threateningly at anyone who came
close. | had never seen an angry sheep before but I never forgot it. Her love for her
child was greater than her fear of us. When you are fired up with love, you forget to
be afraid.

Jesus was rejected by the community he had grown up with because they were
frightened. He went on to found a totally different kind of community whose whole
purpose was to keep breaking up and going out into the world, to make a difference in
the name of God. He created a community that existed for the sake of those who were
not its members. He started a community for whom self-preservation was the last



priority, not the first. The Christian church began as a missionary group, formed of
people who were prepared to gamble their lives for the sake of bringing Christ’s
Gospel of peace and reconciliation to the world.

How did he do it? Jesus fired his followers with love. He showed them the people
who were hungry, poor and oppressed. He showed them the people who were sick in
body and mind. He showed them the people who were enslaved to false gods that
brought them nothing but disappointment. He showed them the corrupt and selfish
leaders who cared nothing for the wellbeing of their people. He showed them the
people who had become so traumatized and frightened by life that they could not hear
the voice of God or experience his presence.

Here they are, he said, they are like sheep without a shepherd. Go into all the world in
my name.

It sounded a terrifying prospect but they did it. They did it because they loved Jesus
Christ and because they loved the people he had given into their care. Because they
loved, they forgot to be afraid. Even when they were flung into prison they sang
hymns; even when they were beaten up in the streets they prayed for their attackers;
even when they went to their death they kept a smile on their faces and reassured their
friends.

And amazingly that community grew. That community flourished. That community
overcame all the challenges of a secular and hostile world. That community overcame
their fear with love.

If the Christian church is to survive then it must rediscover its original purpose of
mission. And if Christians are to be missionaries, ambassadors for Jesus Christ then
they must overcome their fears. And the starting point for getting the better of fear is
to be fired up with love. No strategies for growth and outreach will come to anything
unless they are rooted in love.

I would like to close with the words of an ancient Celtic Prayer:

O Christ of the poor and the yearning,

Kindle in my heart within a flame of love for my neighbour, for my foe, for my friend,
for my kindred all. From the humblest thing that lives to the name that is highest of
all, kindle in my heart within a flame of love. Amen.



