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 “Do Not Be Afraid”
Luke 1:8-13

Luke 1:26-30

                                                         Matthew 1:18-25
As we celebrate Christmas, the foremost emotion in most people’s hearts is joy.  We are joyful because of the chance to be reunited with family members.  We are joyful because of our experience of  gift-giving and other traditions we are enjoying this day.  Most of all we are joyful because we celebrate the birth of our Lord and Savior.

In our joy, however, we should note that joy was not the initial reaction of the key figures in the first Christmas.  Their first reaction was fear.  When Zechariah saw the angel who announced that he would be father to John the Baptist, “he was terrified; and fear overwhelmed him.”  When Mary saw the angel who announced to her Jesus’ coming birth, she was greatly troubled and the angel told her, “Do not be afraid....”  Similarly the angel had to tell Joseph, “do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife....”
I see two messages in this for us during this Christmas season.  One is that if, for any reason, you are not experiencing the joy this season normally brings, do not think you are alone.  Life changes can bolt into our life during any season, and when they do, they often bring fear and uneasiness.  Maybe such changes have to do with our own health.  We are reminded of our mortality and the fear of death reaches out and grabs the joy of the season.  Others have lost loved ones during the past year, and for them the family emphasis of Christmas can remind them what they have lost.

Sometimes it is family stress that takes away the joy of the season.  Then our fear becomes not mortality, but the relational fears which come with unresolved anger and hurt.  Many people are even afraid of going back home for the holidays, because they fear that hostilities from childhood will be dredged up again.  Others are under stress because when a relationship is under tension, decisions about gift-giving become fraught with ambiguity.

For each person, then, for whom the emotion of the season is not wholly one of joy, God says to you, “You are not alone. These feelings have been experienced from the beginning.”
But God has another message also.  That is the message he gave to those people long ago:  “Do not be afraid!”  That message has power even apart from the reasons why we need not fear.  It’s like when we were a child and a parent would say, “Don’t be afraid.”  They didn’t always have to give a reason—it was enough that a seemingly all-powerful parent was saying it. In the movie Batman Begins Bruce Wayne as a young child watches as both his father and mother are gunned down in a street robbery. The last thing his father tells him before dying is “Don’t be afraid.” He doesn’t give him a long explanation of why he didn’t need to be afraid. He just said it. God’s message can bring the same kind of reassurance to us.   
But our all-powerful parent also gives us reasons why we need not fear.  There is “good news of great joy.”  We are afraid of so many things as people. Young people are often afraid to fail, afraid that they will not live up to their potential or what is expected of them. Many of us are afraid of social embarrassment. That is what Joseph feared when he found Mary was pregnant before they were married. Others of us fear the supernatural. That was probably the fear of Mary and Zechariah. Think about it. You are going about your daily business and all at once there’s an angel standing in front of you. And the angel doesn’t look quite as friendly at Roma Downey or Della Reese. In fact, the angel doesn’t look as innocuous as Clarence on It’s a Wonderful Life. The angel looks big and powerful, and unlike anything you have ever seen before. You would probably be a little afraid. Still others of us fear the economic uncertainties of the time. We want to look ahead at a secure future, but we cannot see past the economic problems of the present. 
For those who fear such financial stresses, the Christmas stories would call us to remember that Jesus was born into the world homeless. When the angels made their announcements to Joseph and Mary, no assurances of material wealth were made. Jesus later complained in Matthew 8:20, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.” Having lived such a non-privileged life is what lends great credence to Christ’s teaching as an adult, “Therefore I tell you, do not be worried about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food and the body more than clothing?” And then he concludes his thought by saying, “…strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.”

Others fear the possibility of being alone, and for those the good news is God’s presence. Whatever we go through, Jesus is still our Emmanuel, God with us.  Whether in the kind of aloneness that occurs when you are by yourself, or in the kind of aloneness which occurs when you are with others, but feeling out of touch with them, God says, “I am with you!  You are not alone!” Christmas is the time we celebrate “God with us.”  
The angel didn’t come to Mary and Joseph to scare them, but to share with them good news of a great joy. They would be part of an event that would forever place in subjection all forms of evil, human or otherwise. He would establish a kingdom that evil would never defeat. The angel told Mary, “of his kingdom there will be no end.” Paul says in Romans 8:38-39 (CEV), “I am sure that nothing can separate us from God’s love – not life or death, not angels or spirits, not the present or the future, and not powers above or powers below. Nothing in all creation can separate us from God’s love for us in Christ Jesus our Lord.” That is indeed “good news of great joy”!
For those confronted with their own mortality, or who have lost a loved one, the good news is that the Jesus who came at Bethlehem grew up and conquered death on a cross. Although Christmas carols were written to celebrate Christ’s birth, even some of them speak of this victory: “Good Christian men, rejoice with heart and soul and voice! Now ye need not fear the grave: Peace ! Peace! Jesus Christ was born to save!”  Or how about, “Mild he lays his glory by, Born that men no more may die, Born to raise the sons of earth, born to give them second birth.” 

Death is not the final victor!  Even as God turned the events of the first Christmas from fear to joy, he does the same for all of life, for those who open their hearts in faith. 



