“Fear Not” — L uke 12:32-40

I’m sure you' ve al heard the tired expression “the glassis half-full” more times than you
would care to count. That expression was originally used to try to help people who had a
negative outlook on life or even a situation turn that outlook into a more positive appreciation.
Since then the expression has been overworked to the point of trivialization.

However, the original problem —how to get people to reverse a negative outlook — has
not gone away or even declined. Perhaps that is because many people have a natural tendency to
see the worst in something, or at least to quickly move to anegative view. | think even language
supports the argument that such people are in the majority — those who see things positively are
tagged with the pgorative “PollyAnna’ while those who see things negatively are given the more
positive (ironic, isn't it?) label of “realists.”

That phenomenon of jumping immediately to the negative is demonstrated nicely by
today’ stext from Luke's gospel. Now — and no opening your books or looking at the full
printout of the reading — what is the one theme you remember from hearing it? I'm guessing it is
the closing words, “the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.” Possibly you got hung up
on the image of Jesus doing a“Break & Enter” at night. Or, if you couldn’t remember the exact
words, you probably came away with the sense of needing to be careful, to be a bit tense because
Jesus might badly surprise you at any moment. Even | got caught that way as | looked at the text
earlier thisweek, and was tempted to use a neat bumper sticker slogan for the title. That title
which | reluctantly rejected? “Jesusis coming: look busy!”

But serioudly, at first glance we often come away from this little snippet of the gospel
with a sense of foreboding, of possible dread. And that’stoo bad, because that’s neither the
flavour nor the intent of what was being said. Now | find Luke's habit — not unlike the other
gospel writers— of collecting bits of what Jesus said on different occasions and sticking them
together to form one passage to be distracting at least. At worst —and | think thisis one of the
best examples of the worst — putting several distinct quotations together and offering the mix as
one utterance from Jesus causes Jesus to sound a bit incoherent, and | believe Jesus was WAY
too articulate to have come across as disconnected as this passage would have him be.

| think if we go back to the beginning of the passage, or back even further, we can start to
see what the original key message was. Note that what we are looking at today is only part of a
larger conversation Jesus was having with hisdisciples ... we are coming in towards the end of a
long lecture. Last week we looked at an earlier part, in which someone from the crowd
interrupted Jesus asking him to interfere in the economic affairs of afamily, and Jesus turned his
reguest into a monologue about the need to consider one’ s relationship with God as being more
important than worrying about material goods. Between last week and this week, we have
skipped over a chunk of the monologue, including the well-known expression, “consider the
lilies of thefield.” That piece that we passed over ends just before today’ s reading with the
phrase that inspired the hymn “ Seek ye first the kingdom of God.”

So now we come to the beginning of today’ s reading, and what would you expect to be
the opening phrase for a passage that is so often remembered as a dire warning of how you can
expect to be suddenly confronted by Jesus? What we have as the opening is definitely not what
you might expect: “Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you
the kingdom.” Wow! That is nothing like thieves in the night, nor sudden surprises, isit? “Do
not be afraid.” “Father’s good pleasure.” “Give you the kingdom.” How much more positive
and pleasant could it get?




How thenisit that with such a positive opening, such a positive theme, we come away
with not only fear but foreboding? There are many possible explanations, but | think the one that
explainsit best isthe understanding that severa different quotations have been glued together
like alaminate here. If you look carefully at the text in the New Revised Standard Version of the
bible, the one we use in the pews, you will note that the editors have deliberately put quotation
marks at the beginning of verses 32, 35, and 39. These are asignal that each of these three mini-
passages should be considered as separate units.

The three units can be identified as the opening theme of being granted the kingdom,
along with an admonition to treat that gift with the respect it deserves, a middle piece that echoes
the parable of the bridesmaids; and a closing admonition that nobody knows when this will
ultimately happen. Note that the middle unit, the piece about the slaves waiting for the master
from the wedding banguet, maintains the positive theme from the opening — the master invites
the slaves/servants to sit down to afeast, and even serves them. No matter how late the arrival of
the master — and there is a whole sermon on that theme alone, of a message to Luke's church
who were beginning to wonder if the anticipated return of Jesus would ever happen —no matter
how late the hour the servants will be blessed.

That troublesome third unit, the one that we come away remembering, seemsto have
been added to provide a balancing counter-theme, urging alertness to those who would claim that
either Jesusisn’t returning or that his return is so delayed that it doesn’t matter if they “eat, drink,
and be merry” in the meantime.

So with this understanding of this gospel passage, it isimportant for us to go back to the
opening theme, to refresh our perspective with the introduction of “Fear not”, “Do not be afraid”,
for thisis good news — you will inherit the kingdom of God. That is the key message, the
essence of what Jesus had to say to his disciples — to those who would follow him and live out
his broader message — to you, and to me.

That broader message is aso contained here in the opening words: sell your possessions,
giveams; that is, focus on helping others, rather than helping yourself to the goodies. Live out
his new commandment of loving God with al that you are and loving others as you have been
loved. Be honest about what you treasure, because what’ s really important to you shows both
what you believe and who you are.

What a contrast that is against an all-too-common emphasis in the church on the negative
perspective of fearful legalism. We can only pray that all those who —“lovingly”, of course —
focus and concentrate on the fear of Jesus' return and judgment might instead hear the important
part of this message, to hear the promise of God' s kingdom, to be not afraid. Do they consider
that the promise is meaningless? Or that it is perhaps atrick of some kind, only to be cruelly
snatched away at the last moment? Or that God has motives other than loving his children? |
don’t know, because | can’t understand that legalistic, fearful position. | hear instead a promise
made by the only one who can truly fulfill promises, Christ our Lord, who through his own death
and resurrection sealed that promise with hisblood. | hear instead alitany of covenants
honoured by God even when broken by people in sinfulness, spanning the ages and the
testaments from the second issuing of the great commandments to the granting of graceto a
humanity that had rejected his Son.

And | hear aso the call to away of life consistent with being granted such a gift asthe
kingdom of God —away of life that calls for self-sacrifice, of reaching out in help to others who
arein need of agood word, not dismissing them or shunning them or driving them away. A call



to away of life that honours the goodness of God, and the sacrifice of Christ Jesus, and reflects
the devotion of the disciples who first heard the call to follow him.

My prayer isthat all within the church instead of focusing upon and fomenting the fear of
the closing caution can hear the admonition to fear not and live based upon the promise of
reconciliation with God and the receiving of his kingdom, and to focus on that Good News.



