LIONS IN THE DARKNESS

 I Peter 5: 7Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.  8Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. 9Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings.  10And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast. 11To him be the power for ever and ever. Amen.

1. What kind of fear is good?

2. What kind of fear is bad?

3. Where do they come from?

4. What do we do about our fears? 


In previous sermons I've said that our most basic choice in life comes down to either love or fear. Not love or hate, but love or fear, because hatred is born from fear. Not faith or fear, because our faith in is God, who is love. So it all comes down to love or fear.


But now I'm going to say that Fear can be our friend. In the right amount, and for the right things, fear can even help us love. A minor, almost unnoticeable fear in the back of our minds is what makes us look both ways before crossing the street, for fear of getting run over by a bus. That shows we have a healthy love of self. And if you're a parent, fear makes you hold onto your children's hands, firmly, whenever you're crossing a street. They may not understand it at the time, they might wiggle and squirm like lizards, but that firm grip is a sign of love. A low key fear of getting sick makes us wash our hands before we eat. And that's a loving thing to do, for ourselves and for people whose lives are affected by our health. 


There are rewards to such healthy, manageable fear. Many carpenters measure twice before cutting once, for fear of making a mistake and wasting wood. Whenever dealing with a legal contract like a living will or a mortgage, its always a good idea to read the fine print, dot the i's and cross the t's, for fear of major complications.


So here's the answer to my first question: What kind of fear is good? A low and healthy level of fear that motivates us to do the many constructive, positive things that keep us happy, healthy, alive and together. Most importantly: which motivates us to do things that are within our power and responsibility to do. In that case, hurray for fear!  Its so low-grade maybe we shouldn't call it fear. Maybe “care.” Or “Carefulness” or “concern” or “being conscientious.” Its a manageable level of care for things which are within our power, and within our sphere of responsibility. 


And for things we care about, for people we love. It seems that we have an internal threat detector that's always sweeping the horizon looking for threats to things and people we hold dear, and up to a point, it serves us well, such as if we should see our three-year-old child or grandchild reaching toward a hot pot on the stove.


But then there are things over which you and I have no power nor responsibility. And still our internal threat detector may keep sweeping the horizon like a ship's radar. Here, now I start to answer question number two, “What kinds of fears are not so good?” 


Earlier this week we saw markets all around the world panic and flee the field of investments because of all the hidden mines of unpayable debt, starting with the housing market. Now we know there was also a major scandal brewing in Europe. But if it comes to a recession, we may find that even a president and the Federal Reserve can only do so much to turn things around, at least in the short run. And its all made worse by a vicious cycle of panic over things that no one can snap a finger and fix by tomorrow. So the markets swing like the pendulum of a clock from greed to panic. Panic selling, panic hoarding, and panic politics. That's the bad kind of fear (the second question), fear about things over which we have no power or control or responsibility.


The same things can happen closer to home. Whenever I see headlines like: “New Killer Germs—Nothing Can Stop Them!” I start to wonder, 1) Can I even do anything about them if its true that “Nothing can stop them?” 2) Is it even my responsibility? 3) How serious is it, really? and 4) Who stands to gain from my panic? Obviously, whoever's selling the newspaper or the magazine. So I buy the journal and read the article, only to find out that the most important thing I can do in the fight against the new so-called “Killer Germs” is........... to wash my hands. Like I already was doing before I even heard about “New Killer Germs.”


And how does worrying and fretting about something over which I have no power even help me handle things over which I do have some power? Doesn't such worry actually sap our power and creativity to deal with things for which we are responsible and capable? 


Its a bit like the difference between going to the zoo and going on a safari. When you go to the zoo and hear the lions roar, it only adds to the excitement, because you know that they're behind bars. Uhhhh....normally. Despite recent events, its still a safe bet that the zoo is doing its part to keep them contained, and we're doing ours, by staying on our side of the bars.  

But if you're out on a safari in Tanzania, camped with a few people in a little canvas tent, and you hear lions roaring nearby in the darkness, its an entirely different sensation from the one you had hearing them roar at the zoo. The one time I heard wolves howling near Lake Superior, my adrenaline glands kicked in and sent a corkscrew sensation down my arms and up my spine, a deeply genetic response that said, “Oh-and all this time I thought I was alone at the top of the food chain? Silly me.” That's what hearing lions in the wild would be like, only worse probably, and its an open invitation to panic. Because the mind suddenly presents images and questions, like, “If I should see big, hairy claws coming through the canvas, what could I possibly do about it?” Not much at that point, really.


 Maybe one difference then between a healthy fear, that motivates us to do what we can and should, and an unhealthy anxiety, or a paralyzing panic, is the added element of powerlessness. Its the things I can't control that I usually worry about most, even though worrying about them doesn't help me actually do anything about them.


And this is what Peter addresses in today's passage: fears over things we cannot control, over which we have no responsibility, except for our response to them. These are the anxieties which he tells us to leave with God: anxieties about the unknown, the not-doable, and not-our-responsibility, things which only God's shoulders are big enough to bear. In the case of Peter's disciples, its persecution which “your brothers all throughout the world are undergoing.” They have no control or responsibility over whether or not it happens. Just over how they respond.


But even if and when we are not facing persecution, shaming, rejection or humiliation, like they were, our internal threat detectors may find other things to worry about, if yours are anything like my hyper-active ones. Here I begin answering the fourth question: where do our fears come from? Some of them simply come from our natural, God-given survival instincts, a healthy love of self and others which God gives us along with our bodies and our brains and our adrenaline glands. God doesn't want us or our loved ones stepping into the path of an oncoming bus anymore than we do. That's what our internal threat detectors are good for.


  But if your internal threat detector is like mine, then it may work overtime, constantly asking questions about things over which we have no power or responsibility. Like, What if my children should do things I don't approve of? Or, What if the economy should tank some more? Or, What if someone I don't like gets elected? Or, What if society gets even more un-Christian? Of course we have some power and responsibility over how we respond to these things, but little to none over whether they happen. And if we let them panic us and depress us, then we'll be less able to respond effectively to them. So, an over-active internal threat detector, masquerading as being realistic and responsible, is one source of fear and anxiety.


And then there's the devil. The best friend our adrenaline glands ever had. Fear has been his stock-in-trade ever since the serpent asked our first mother, “Did God really say you shall not eat of any tree in the Garden?” Last week I said that this first temptation was all about pride. But pride is also rooted in fear: the fear that there's only so much worth and value and dignity and goodness to go around, and therefore I must get mine at other people's expense. That's what the devil's first question implied: “God is  withholding something good from you.” A more sly, subtle, unfair, misleading and fear-provoking question I have never heard. In its own wicked way, its brilliant! I know a few places where he could find work today, in communications and media, for sure.


 Of course God did not say you mustn't eat the fruit of any tree, just not anything from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. But by posing the question the way he did, fear was being slyly and subtly introduced, under the radar, in two ways: 1) Was it really God who gave the command? he asks. Maybe Adam just made that up, because he didn't want to share it, it tastes so good. 


And in similar fashion, whenever a threat looms, we wonder, “Did God really say, 'never will I forsake you or abandon you,' or was that something some fat old men in gold, brocaded robes and tall, pointy hats, along with the emperor, made up to oppress and exploit me?” You'd think so if you've read The Da Vinci Code. Was it God who said “Fear not; I am with you,” or was that something that other scared and powerless people like me just made up in order to feel better? That idea didn't go away with the fall of Communism. 


2) The other way the devil introduced fear is by implying that, if it really was God who gave this command, then he only did so to withhold good things from Eve just because he's petty and controlling and stingy. Otherwise, why would God say you shouldn't eat any of the fruit from the trees in the garden? This is the fear that drives all temptations today: the fear that we're going to miss out on something we deserve, something that everybody else gets to enjoy, just because God really isn't for us, because God is allegedly cruel, dominating and petty. 


For example, on one hand, our minds can understand why we wouldn't want to live in a world in which our money can be taken by theft, our life by violence, or our innocence by seduction. But whenever we're being tempted, that's fear kicking in and asking, “Why should you be denied this, when you deserve this? You may suffer for doing this, but won't you suffer more by missing out on this forbidden fruit?” Then we find out, the hard way, that the answer to that question is No. Its never worth it.


There are other accusations hidden in the devil's questions. That is why he is called, “The Accuser.” Not only does he slyly raise our anxiety by accusing God of not being good, or forgiving or faithful or for us. He also accuses us of being fools for trusting God, fools for obeying God, fools for denying ourselves things that God has forbidden, or fools for helping ourselves to things God has promised and given, like forgiveness, acceptance and dignity.


And he accuses our brothers and sisters, stirring up fear in us about their intentions and motives, reminding us ever of their weaknesses and faults, as though that would help us feel better about our own. Yet, deep down, don't we usually fear our own weaknesses most? Its all driven by fear: fear of there not being enough honor and worth to share, fear of others' weaknesses and intentions, fear of others discovering our own weaknesses and intentions.


How radically opposite this fear is from the freedom and confidence of St. Paul, who could exult and tell Timothy, “Jesus Christ came into this world to save sinners, of whom I am the chief. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.” Facing the extent and depth of his own sin and weaknesses did not make Paul afraid of God. It helped him know all the more the wonderful depth and breadth of God's mercy, which then helped him to love and to live more fully and freely—and fearlessly-- for others. 


Here we come to Question #4: What then do we do about our fears? We could start by meditating on Romans 8: 31: “If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all-how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” to get it into our heads and hearts just how unrealistic most of our fears are, in the bigger picture of God's grace and goodness.


Then, Peter tells us to cast all our anxieties upon God. And by  “anxieties” I understand him to mean the things we are not meant to carry, things for which only God's shoulders are big enough: again, things that are unknown, impossible to foresee or prevent, things which are not within our power or responsibility. My way of casting them upon God is two-fold: by prayer, but also by counseling and prayer with others. There's something about talking them out, naming these burdens and having others help me pray them onto God's shoulders that works better than if I always do it alone.


That means that we also have to learn to recognize and name our fears, to  know when to take them seriously, and when to laugh at them, and learn to act responsibly to the promptings of our adrenaline glands. That means learning to keep a leash on our own internal threat detectors. That's what Peter is talking about when he says, “Be self-controlled and alert.” Self-control applies to other areas of life, like greed, hunger and lust, but in this passage, he's talking about controlling our responses to fear.


And if you should find that your level of anxiety is a medical and psychological condition as well as a spiritual one, then I for one would encourage you to take what help you can, including medication and counseling. 


But it doesn't stop there. We also have to learn to face up to the lion in the darkness, who is roaring out our deepest fears in the dark nights of the unknown. Yes, I'm talking about the devil. And yes, I believe in the existence of the devil. As scary as that sounds, Peter says we can resist him. And win. His roaring is not the last word about our fears. 


Nor is he the biggest lion in the jungle. On our side, for us, is “the Lion of the Tribe of Judah”—another name for Jesus--who came to answer the prayer of Psalm 58:6: “Break the teeth in their mouths, O God;  tear out, O LORD, the fangs of the lions!” That prayer, like all the other prayers in the Psalms, was answered in full by Jesus, especially when he faced down death and walked out of his tomb alive. Sticking close to the bigger, badder Lion of the Tribe of Judah, we can resist the whipped and toothless lion in the darkness, and  live to tell the tale (Can I get an Amen?). In fact, do that, resist him, Peter says, and we can come away from the fight strengthened, refreshed and even glorified.  Learn to recognize the fear-mongering lies of hell for what they are, and learn to stand up to them and say, “God has helped me this far. I've come this far by faith, I'm not running back in fear.” 


Do that, and Peter says “the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast.” 


Like the tourists who woke up on a glorious African morning in their canvas tents out on the Serengeti Plains. It had taken them a while to fall asleep, because lions kept roaring most of the night, not far off in the brush. A few times they even heard twigs snap on the ground nearby. Then they nearly lost their heads and bolted out of their tents, which would have been the wrong thing to do if there had been lions on the other side of the canvas. But against the light of the campfire, blazing in the middle of the circle of the tents, they would then see the shadow of the night watchman, walking about with a 30.06 big bore hunting rifle. A restless sort of sleep had finally come to most of them around 2 or 3 AM.


Then, around 7AM, to the glorious sounds of birds singing and monkeys chattering in the trees, the tourists clambered out of their little tents to see the night watchman making coffee and cooking breakfast over the fire he had tended all night. Just a few hundred feet away, herds of gazelles and zebras were grazing peacefully in the glorious morning sun. Which meant that either no lions were nearby, or that they were asleep, having stuffed themselves on some other creature than a tourist on his first night in Africa. Closer at hand, in something of a semicircle around the camp, were parked three Land Rovers in which other night watchmen were starting to nod off, to sleep away the day shift, after having spent a night inside the cabs with their hunting rifles, staying awake drinking tea and chatting with each other over the radios. Aside from the usual roaring of lions, it had been another long, uneventful night. They had done their part to keep the tourists safe. 


If this safari is anything like all the other ones, in a week or so all of those tourists will go home alive and with all their body parts and tell all their friends and family, “It was so beautiful! The trip of a lifetime! And we learned to sleep to the roaring of lions nearby!” And some of those friends will pay good money to come and experience the same beautiful adventure. 


But most of the credit for the sleeping tourists' safety goes to the guy making breakfast and coffee, who kept the fire tended all night. Now that he's cooking over it, its just a bed of white hot coals. But while his clients were sleeping—or trying to—it was more like a college football bonfire, big enough to keep the big cats at bay. Nothing will overcome their instinctual fear of fire. The bigger the flame, the more distance they keep.


And that's what we're doing here today, by worshiping God, by supporting each other, by praying and listening to God's word. Its what we do whenever we attend to our personal lives of prayer and devotion. We're tending the holy fires of faith that keep the lion in the night time darkness, the devil, at bay. He fears that flame of faith just as much as lions fear a good bonfire, just like he fears the Lion of the Tribe of Judah, who defanged him at the entrance of his empty tomb. Oh, at some points in the life of every saint his roaring in the night time darkness of our fears will still chill our hearts from time to time. But whatever happens, we are eternally safe, in the ways that count most, as long as we tend those fires of faith and stay near to the Lion of the Tribe of Judah.  That's our part. For that we are responsible and capable. The rest is up to God who brought us this far by faith. 


Don't run back in fear. 
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