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Christmas
“Do not be afraid”
Throughout the Christmas story men are told by angels “Do not be afraid.”  An angel tells Joseph “do not be afraid to take Mary your wife into your home.”  An angel tells the shepherds near Bethlehem “Do not be afraid; for behold, I proclaim to you good news of great joy.”  Even nine months before Christmas Day, the angel Gabriel told Mary “Do not be afraid…for you have found favor with God.”  

In all these messages, God is not saying that fear is bad in itself.  A little fear can keep us safe.  Fear of injury makes us look both ways before crossing the street and stay away from dangerous places and things.  Fear of punishment makes us do our work and behave ourselves around others.  The Bible even says that “fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.”  

Being afraid is only a problem when that fear keeps us from doing what is important or necessary.  St. Augustine was afraid to become a Christian and change his sinful lifestyle.  He wanted to be a famous teacher of public speaking, but only when he overcame his fear and was baptized could he do the important work God had for him by teaching about Christ.  Only after he overcame his fear did he become truly famous down to our day.  St. Ignatius too was afraid to do anything for Jesus or for others because it would interfere with his career as a soldier for Spain.  He wanted to be admired for his strength and skill in battle, but only when he overcame his fear and put Jesus first in his life could he fight the more important battle that God wanted him to fight: a battle to save people’s souls in Europe and around the world by helping them to love Jesus.  Only after he over came his fear was he admired the world over for his strength of will and skill in spiritual combat. 
Like these people and so many more, God does not want fear to stop us from doing what is important.  God wanted Joseph to be the earthly father of Jesus.  God wanted the Shepherds to know that their savior was born so they could visit him.  And most of all, God wanted Mary to say “yes” to be his mother, the mother of Jesus.  God does not want fear to stop us from doing His will.

Remember the parable Jesus told about the servants who were each given talents by their master.  One servant was afraid and buried his talent in the ground, causing his master to become angry.  The message for us is clear: use what God has given you for good.  Do not be afraid to do God’s will.

So often we are afraid.  We are afraid to offer help to that person whose car is broken down on the highway.  We are afraid to welcome new people to our neighborhood with a visit or even to get to know our neighbors, our classmates, or our co-workers.  We are afraid to talk about Jesus at work or at school.  We are afraid to be seen praying in public before our meals.  We are afraid to apologize to the people we have hurt or to offer forgiveness to the people who have hurt us—even before they ask for it.  
We Christians miss out on doing so much good in the world because we are afraid—afraid of being mocked, rejected, hated, or insulted.  Imagine if God the Son had let fear stop him.  Imagine if Jesus had chosen not to be born because he was afraid of being mocked, rejected, hated, or insulted—which, in fact, he would be later in his life.  No.  Jesus was not afraid.  And to show us how courageous he was, he came in the most helpless form possible.  He came as a member of the societal group which has the most reason to be afraid in our world: a helpless baby, totally dependent on others for protection.  

Despite his situation, the message of Christmas is not, “watch out for yourself,” or “take what you can as long as you can get it.”  The message of the angels is “do not be afraid.”  Do not be afraid this Christmas.  Do not be afraid to live your life according to Christ’s message this year.  Do not be afraid to use your talents to do God’s will.  Do not be afraid to pray, to reconcile with others, and to show love to strangers and even to enemies.  Jesus was not afraid, and he wants to share his courage with us here and now by sharing with us his body and blood.  At communion today draw courage from Christ.  Think of all your fears now and put them in his hands so you will not be afraid to do God’s will.  This is the greatest gift you can give to Jesus for his birthday.  And if you are open to God in this way, you can receive the gift he has for you, the gift lying in the manger, the gift of ultimate love, the gift of God’s own Son given to you.  
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