So here we are, Anglicans and one Lutheran, gathered together in worship. Five weeks ago we did the same thing in reverse with Allen being with us at Peace.

It's part of exploring what full communion between the Anglican Church of Canada and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada can look like here in this place for our two communities. It is good for us to do this. It is where we need to begin.

But it is also part of a larger movement of the Holy Spirit that we see reflected in our Epistle reading where Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy care deeply about their brothers and sisters at Thessalonica, enough to not only write letters but to go and visit. The life with God is the call into community, not always a community of our own choosing, and so here we are today.

Let me tell you a little about myself, not because I am the guest preacher but because it's a way for me to relate to today’s Gospel reading.

I was born in 1964 in West Germany. My childhood fell into the time of the Baader-Meinhof gang. While I was not politically aware for my earlier years, I was aware of the acts of terrorists for at least some of the time, and remember my father telling about having come to a roadblock where young police officer, sporting machine guns were looking for one or more terrorists. 

The time in which I was raised was also the time of the cold war. I remember attending large peace marches in Bonn in the early 1980ies, aware of the threat of mutual nuclear destruction. Having grown up during the cold war I found it difficult to imagine that it might ever end. 

Finally, I grew up with a keen awareness of environmental degradation and the sense that humanity could not continue with wasteful consumption as we had, living pretty much as if tomorrow did not matter. 

I grew up in the church and I remember when our youth group leader and his wife were expecting a child, we asked the question that the world around us had been asking rhetorically for a long time: “How can you bring children into this world?”

I think we were genuinely happy for Olav and Ilse but we did ask the question.

I wonder if we could all tell similar stories in the past tense about our awareness of the world around us? I imagine most of us could. 

And that may well be the reason that we shudder at the images we encounter in today's Gospel reading. Fear is no stranger to us. 

Perhaps at another level we shudder because it reminds us of brethren who embrace cataclysmic events as good news, as if God was a God of destruction; like two girls I knew in high school who could not wait for the world to end.

But basically, what we're trying to figure out is how in a fearful world we can live without fear and we find that apocalyptic images are not helpful in that process. 

And yet, if we pay close attention to the words of Jesus we hear that we are not alone in our quest, that while there will be distress among the nations, Jesus calls on his followers not to be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this life. And if Jesus is serious about wanting his followers not to be weighed down by worry, then the things he talks about here are not said to scare us but to prepare us (as in the destruction of the second temple in the year 70AD), or at the very least to let us know that God knows the violence of this world and yet to assure us that it not be so among us, because that is not how God is. And we hear precisely this only a few verses later in chapter 22 as the vulnerable Jesus moves closer to the cross and as he refuses to engage in the violence of this world.

So how is it possible for us to live in a way that is neither shaped by denial (that is where dissipation and drunkenness come in, I think), nor by the heavy weight fear places on our lives? 

There are a few answers to this question, some in our readings and some a gift from the Christian tradition.

Thomas Aquinas says that fear arises from the imagination of a future evil (something that threatens the loss of something we love) that is both immanent and hard to resist.
 
If we accept this definition then we will see that our fear can be misguided either because we fear something that either is not real or not immanent, or it may not be a good that Aquinas would regard as a proper love, like riches or power.

a) An example of a fear that is immanent but not of great magnitude would be our general phobias, spider, heights, etc. 

b) An example of an evil object of great magnitude but not an immanent threat would be fear of lightning strikes, shark attacks, or of Mount Baker erupting. 

However, into this category also fall the things that we hear about on the news. They are real dangers of great magnitude but they are not usually immanent and only seem immanent because of our constant exposure to them through the news, so it is hard to maintain a proper perspective.

c) A third example of misplaced fear is the fear of an evil object of great magnitude that is immanent but that does not actually threaten the loss of something we love. An example of this would be the fear expressed over homosexual unions. I am not suggesting that they are an evil but that often those who regard them as such also fear the loss of marriage and family. Their fear is simply unrelated to the matter in question. If anything, gay unions could even strengthen heterosexual marriage by spurring others on to greater faithfulness. I am saying this regardless of how we may view same-sex unions.
d) A fourth way in which we might fear something we should not fear is the fear of an evil object that does immanently threaten something we love, but it is something we should not love in the first place. This kind of fear turns us from God because it makes us hold on more tightly to the things that lead us away from God.

Aquinas' definition will help us order our fears and if not discard, then at least disregard misplaced fears.

What did my youth group leader answer to our question of putting children into this world? He was patient and kind and said that they could do so because Jesus said to us, “I will be with you always until the end of the age.”

Now to the answer from the scriptures: 

In verses 29 – 31 Jesus tells the parable of the fig tree which ends with this word of hope: “So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near.” 

The parable does not deny the turmoil of the world and the threats to life as we know it, but it tells us that the children of God see more than calamities, we see the Kingdom of God. We know that despite all else, God will deliver on God's promises. How can we know this? Because God led Israel out of Egypt, saved from exile, and has always been the God who has delivered God's people, and has shown his love for the world in Jesus. We know the story, remember the story and tell the story. That is much of what our worship is about: Amidst all competing narratives, we remember the story that has become our story, the story of God's love revealed in cross and resurrection. That is why fear will not determine how and whether we welcome the stranger. Rather, the memory that we once were strangers helps us to extend God's welcome to others, including Syrian refugees.

Paul's letters give us a strong sense of the importance of community. The Christian community, the communion of the church, the body of Christ is the antidote to fear, because together we remember God's faithfulness and promises, here God is present among us in Word and Sacrament; and in the fellowship of our brothers and sisters God meets us and helps us believe and discern.

Lutheran theologian David Lose says that he needs to be at worship because he needs the help of our communal worship to believe God's promises for more than seven days.

And so we are back where we started. We remember the importance of the community of the church where we gather in Jesus' name and claim his promise, where the Word is proclaimed and bread is broken. We are back at the beginning, knowing that we need one another.

And because God has given us to one another as a sign and down payment of God's promises (which are more determinative than all that threatens us), we give thanks.

Amen. 
� See Scott Bader-Saye, Following Jesus in a Culture of Fear, 2007 Grand Rapids, MI, Brazos Press, page 52 ff. My exposition follows Bade-Saye quite closely who presents Aquinas’ argument succinctly and accessibly.





