The Fear of the Lord

Mark 9:2-9
Romans 8:31-35 & 37-39

| wonder what you’re afraid of? Or who? As a teenager, my step-daughter, Hannah, was
terrified of spiders. Our house wasn’t exactly spider-infested, but it was quite an old
cottage, with plenty of arachnid access points, and Paul could often be found running up the
stairs to rescue her as yet another of the little monsters cornered her in her bedroom. In the
end we bought her a spider-hoover which safely sucked up the offending creature without
damage, so it could be released into the garden. Paul’s opportunities for exercise decreased
dramatically — and she loved it! | must ask her if she still has it.....

Over the last couple of weeks, by chance or divine design, depending on your point of view,
we’ve had a series of readings — Jesus walking on the water, the healing of the man born
blind, Jesus as the image of the invisible God - which have led to sermons or reflections on
how we see Jesus. Who Jesus is, if you like. And today, we have another — the story of what
is known as the “transfiguration” — “a striking change in appearance” as my dictionary
would have it.

But before we look at the story itself, it’s actually quite important to see where Mark places
it in his gospel account. He has already given his version of the “signs” we’ve been looking at
in our midweek reflections — the feeding of the 5,000, Jesus walking on the water, the
healing of the blind man; and these are followed by his account of Jesus asking the disciples
who they think he is and Peter’s great declaration, “You are the Messiah.” You may recall
that this leads on to Jesus beginning to tell them about his forthcoming death, that Peter
protests that this will not happen, and that Jesus rebukes him — “get behind me Satan”.

And immediately before today’s reading, Jesus has spoken to his followers about the reality
of being his disciples - the need to take up the cross; to be prepared for public humiliation
and suffering. That his way is not the path to public acceptance, “respectability”, adulation
and political power — but that it is the road to something eternal. And as Jesus takes Peter,
James and John up the mountain with him, and he is changed before their eyes, they get a
glimpse into that eternity which he is promising.

It's clearly one of those events which is so far outside everyday life that they really struggle
to describe what actually happened — the depth and intensity of the experience left them
struggling for words which could capture it all.

However, one thing is clear - they were terrified.

And terrified is a word which has come up a couple of times over recent weeks in relation to
Jesus. Can that be right? Whether we currently are or are not — should we fear Jesus?

Fear comes in different forms. When my older son was about 2 years old we took him to a
local wildlife park. Mostly it had fairly benign animals — a few deer, almost certainly some
rabbits, and probably some horses. But it also had one or two more exotic creatures, like



warthog and giraffe. Being a fairly confident walker, my son was stomping on ahead,
excitedly showing us the way to go. As we turned a corner, and the path ahead came into
view, my heart stopped, for just to the right of the footpath stood a fully grown tiger. Stories
of escaped wild animals flooded my brain, and in the fraction of a second it took me to
realise that it was made of fibreglass, | felt fear such as | had never known before. Probably
on a different level to Hannah's fear of spiders.

And I'm guessing that fear for one’s physical safety is something that, sadly, some of us will
have known. But the Gospel reading doesn’t really suggest that it was that type of fear
which the disciples experienced.

Perhaps a better word for it would be awe. An experience of something which is so far
beyond our comprehension that we are left just completely overwhelmed and
disorientated. When my sons were a few years older, we spent 6 months in Sydney,
Australia. A friend of a friend invited us to visit their (actually amazing) home some distance
out of the city. We had a fabulous day, and were driving back, well after nightfall, through
one of the national parks. The only light was starlight, and we stopped the car and looked
up. | actually do not have words to describe what felt like looking into infinity. But | do now
know the sensation of total and utter awe. It is a kind of fear — but of how small we are in
comparison, rather than of the thing itself.

And it’s this meaning of fear — awe — which its helpful to remember when we read or hear
passages like “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” in the Old Testament, or “it is
a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” in the New Testament letter to the
Hebrews.

We aren’t meant to be afraid of God - but we are meant to hold him in right regard.

It’s put much better in C.S. Lewis’s “The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.” If you’ve never
read it, then please do so - the film just doesn’t do it justice . If you have, read it again soon.

In this part of the story, the four children have recently arrived in Narnia together, to find
that Lucy’s friend, Mr Tumnus, has been captured by the White Witch — she who holds the
country in captivity, locking it in a season where it is always winter, but never Christmas. The
children have been found by the talking animals and are, for now, safe and warm in the
home of Mr & Mrs Beaver. Having eaten an enormous meal together (with marmalade roll
for pudding — how perfect!), Mr Beaver is speaking of Aslan....

“You'll understand when you see him.”...

“But shall we see him?” asked Susan.

“Why, that’s what | brought you here for. I'm to lead you to where you shall meet
him,” said Mr Beaver.

“Is - is he a man?” asked Lucy

“Aslan a man!” said Mr Beaver, sternly. Certainly not. | tell you he is the King of the
wood and the son of the great Emperor-beyond-the-Sea. Don’t you know who is the
King of Beasts? Aslan is a lion — the Lion, the great Lion.”



“Ooh!” said Susan. “I'd thought he was a man. Is he - quite safe? | shall feel rather
nervous about meeting a lion.”

“That you will dearie, and no mistake,” said Mrs Beaver; “if there’s anyone who can
appear before Aslan without their knees knocking, they’re either braver than most,
or else just silly.”

“Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy.

“Safe?” said Mr Beaver. “Don’t you hear what Mrs Beaver tells you? Who said
anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s the King, | tell you.”

Jesus isn’t safe. He keeps us safe in God’s love — as St Paul puts it....

“l am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present
nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation,
will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

.... but we should never make the mistake of thinking that because Jesus is God in human
form, and God is love, that Jesus is some sort of wishy-washy character who we can remake
in our own image of romanticism. Someone who is nice and essentially harmless — who can
be taken for granted and often ignored. In The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, Aslan is
not a tame lion. Jesu’s path from this point in Mark’s gospel is one towards public
humiliation, suffering and death — for our sake. If we are serious about being his disciples,
his apprentices, then we should not be surprised if that is the journey we are also called to
travel.

Jesus is not “tame”. He is not “safe” — but he is good. And as Psalm 27 says, “I believe that |
shall see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.” Jesus will not remove us from
the troubles and dangers of our lives, but wherever the path takes us we will find him
walking with us. We should recognise and respect him for who he is, but we do not need to
be afraid of him.

And there is, of course, at least one other way in which we can “fear” — probably the one
which we experience most often. It’s the fear we feel when we perceive that the status quo,
the “way we live”, is under threat. When we feel that forces beyond our control are
challenging and changing things which we have long held dear and which we may have
thought were immovable. When we face a situation like this we have three options:

First, we can dig in our heels and refuse to change. The problem with this is that change
almost invariably happens anyway. It’s a function of time. | don’t much like getting older,
but there’s not a great deal | can do about it!

The second is to ignore it and carry on as before. The problem with this is that invariably
what we can do becomes more and more limited, until we feel we’ve backed ourself into a
corner because we will only do things on our own terms. Everything has its season, and
when the season is over, the wise recognise it and move on.

The third way to cope with change is to get involved in influencing it. As we begin to
recognise we have some control over the change, the fear recedes, and we are freed to



think (or dream) of new ways of being. Oftentimes we find that the thing we were clinging
on to because it made us feel “safe” has become a weight which is holding us back. | had to
let go of the desire to “mother” my sons in order to appreciate the joy seeing them being
parents — and to fully appreciate the joy of being “grandma”.

We began these thoughts by reflecting on different ways in which we “see” Jesus. Does that
“seeing” involve fear?

Should we fear God? Or Jesus, who is God? Or, indeed, the Spirit, who is God? No. We
should respect God. We should acknowledge the otherness and awesomeness of God. We
should hold God in right regard. But because Jesus has opened the way to living in
relationship with God, we have no need to be afraid of him. Whatever the future holds.
Wherever the path takes us, he will be with us, just as he walked down with mountain with
Peter, James and John at the end of the story — back into the joys and challenges of their
every day lives.



