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        Pentecost 17

Standing tall:

A song for all fears
In the beginning…
Fear.
If it isn’t your mother-in-law, then what is it?

This is the simplest definition I could find:


fear – that uneasy feeling we get when we think something bad will happen.

What can that uneasy feeling do to us?

More than you might think.

Fear can entertain us.

Many of us love to 

watch horror movies,


read Steven King novels,



tour haunted houses




and ride roller-coasters.

One of the more popular TV reality shows has been Fear Factor,


a series on which contestants agree to face their fears in order to win a prize.
During a recent segment,


a young woman overcame a fear that stalks so many –



the fear of eating “sweetbread”…




a chef’s word for “cow brains”.

Fear can also enrich us...


at least, some of us.

After Bon Jovi released a song entitled “Fear”…

after Reba McEntire sang of “The Fear of Being Alone”,



the money rolled in.

You, of course, don’t have to croon to capitalize on this fascination with fear.

38,000,000 websites mention “freedom from fear”.

Many promote products – some are potions, others are principles –

that you and I can purchase online.

The so-called “price of freedom”.
Fear can equip us too.
It alerts us to danger…alarms us into taking action.

Smell the smoke and you search for the source.

Hear the siren and you head for the basement.

Score low on a major exam and you study harder for the next one.

Fear, then, can have a positive effect in our lives.
Unfortunately, it can also have a negative impact.

Fear, you see, can enervate us;


it can sap all of our strength.

Dr John White claims that fear reduces our resistance,


causing both phobias and physical sickness.

He maintains that fear also ruins relationships and results in a reclusive life-style.

Worst of all, says the doctor,


fear restricts us…prevents us from seizing opportunities to grow.

Does God have anything to say about fear?

Do you remember what John Paul II said when he became pope?

“Fear not!” – that was his word to the world.

Where did that man ever get such an idea?

From God!

From the God who includes that phrase 370 times in his word to us.

“Fear not!”
That’s what God says to you and me today.

But God is so much more than a coach giving us a pep-talk.

He’s also the equipment manager;

providing all the resources we need to get the job done.
Starting today – and for the eight weeks that follow – we’re going to

listen to what God says…


look at the resources he provides…
so that we can “stand tall”…
stand tall…and face the fears that grip our soul.

We obviously cannot face every fear in eight weeks.
Do you remember the list?

the list compiled by one of our weekly news magazines several years ago?

the list of all the phobias that can afflict people such as you and me?
I not only remember that “emetophobia” is the fear of puking at a party,

I also recall that the list was so long it almost made you want to retch.

So many fears.

In our series, then, we’re going to focus –

focus on eight fears…the eight that seem most troublesome in our time.

We begin today, though, by facing fear itself.
In 1991, Tom Clancy wrote a novel entitled The sum of all fears.
27 centuries earlier, a king named David wrote a poem 
that could be entitled “A song for all fears”.

You will find that song – Psalm 27 – on page 546 in the pew Bibles.

A song for all fears (Psalm 27)

I believe that this song will get us started –

started in loosening fear’s grip on our lives today.

I also believe that this song will get the football season started.
The poet, you see, uses some football terminology in his song.
He urges us – in this fearful world – to


find a pocket of protection…then stay in the pocket.

Find the pocket (v1-3)
The poet who wrote “A song for all fears” 

was not a quarterback, but a king.
He didn’t see 11 “purple people eaters” facing him;


he tells us that he saw an army besieging him…



an army of evil men advancing against him [Psalm 27:2-3]
And what feeling does this king have in the pit of his stomach as he looks across the line?
He says:

My heart will not fear…I will be confident  [Psalm 27:2-3]
Such bravado!

But why?

Is the king’s army so unbeatable?

Is his war chest so inexhaustible?

The king tells us why he’s so brave.

He lets us know where he finds protection:

The Lord is my light and my salvation – he says -- whom shall I fear?  
The Lord is the stronghold of my life – of whom shall I be afraid? [Psalm 27:1]

Every evening, reporters remind us that we live in a fearful world.

A royal poet points us to a pocket of protection in this world.

He points us to the Lord.

He calls the Lord a light – 

someone who can help us see each danger clearly…


someone who can prevent us from over-reacting.

He also calls the Lord a stronghold –


someone who can give us the strength we need to deal with each danger…



someone who can prevent us from being overwhelmed.
Have you found that pocket of protection in your life?
When trouble comes your way,


do you let this Lord help you assess the danger?

Do you rely on this Lord to help you deal with the danger?

Some of us try to put on a brave face;


we try to give the impression that we can manage by ourselves.
Do you remember Cassius Clay, now known as Muhammad Ali?

Do you remember what he said after he won the heavyweight boxing title?

“I am the greatest!”, right?

What you may not know is what he said 
– and what he was told – 
on the airplane as he returned home.
When a flight attendant told him to put on his seatbelt,

the champion said, “Superman don’t need no seatbelt.”

The flight attendant also had a quick lip…and shot back:


“If you’re Superman, you don’t need no airplane either.’

Do you see yourself as a Superman or Wonder Woman?
If you do, you may not recognize the danger;


you may not feel any fear;



and you certainly won’t see the need for a pocket of protection.

That, of course, can be a problem.

A few of us may think we are “super-heroes”.

Most of us, though, feel more like Wimpy –

not the hamburger, but the hapless friend of Popeye the Sailorman.

We can’t see a pocket of protection

because we’re so focused on our own fears.

That was my problem.

If you read the article in the Pioneer Press at the end of August,

you will know that – at first -- I was afraid…
afraid to live and work in Asia.

I was afraid of myself.

I stuttered at the time;


I had problems speaking the English language;



I couldn’t see myself communicating in a foreign language.

That was a rational fear.

But I also was afraid of Asians.

I had seen the Hollywood stereotypes:


Asian men as hustlers; Asian women as hookers.

I had heard the American propaganda:


Asians are aggressors.

Again, I couldn’t see myself living in such an “unfriendly” environment.

That was an irrational fear.

My fears -- both rational and irrational -- restricted me;

they limited my life.
How I wish someone would have set me straight 35 years ago --

pointed me in the right direction…


pointed to the One who could help me confront and conquer my fears.

Maybe you need that kind of help now.

Maybe your fears are restricting you today…


preventing you from becoming all that God designed you to be.

If they are,
listen to what David says;

look to whom he points.

In this dark world, says the king, make the Lord your light.

On this fearful planet, make the Lord your stronghold.
With him, you can face your fears; 
with his help, you can even be free from your fears.

2)  Stay in the pocket (v 4-14)


When you do that…

when you turn to trust in the Lord…

when you find such a pocket of protection today,



stay in it.
That’s what the king did.

This is what I seek, says King David,


that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life,

to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord…  [Psalm 27:4]
Is that how the king dealt with his phobias?
His fears vanish when he vanishes…
when he runs to hide in the temple. 

Yes, David does talk of dwelling in the house of the Lord all the days of his life.

But for this ancient Jewish king, 
the temple – the house of the Lord – was merely a symbol…
a symbol of God’s presence.

For David, then, the pocket of protection was not a place, but a person.

He overcame his fears,


not when he moved to the right place,



but when he moved with the right person.

King David discovered what could be called the “moving pocket”…

that he was safe whenever he followed the Lord.

If a mighty king named David felt that he needed to stay in the pocket,
what choice do average citizens such as you and I have?

A hurricane named Katrina has prompted many of us to realize how vulnerable we are.

Roaring winds and raging seas have moved us to run for cover…

to seek shelter from God…to hide in his pocket of protection.

But how long will you and I stay in the pocket this time?
We all remember what happened 4 years ago today.
We all can recall scenes of people turning to God and filling his house after 9/11.

But do we also remember the reports?

the reports that showed



-- a mere year after the terrorist attacks --




we were out of God’s house…

away from his pocket of protection…



and on our own again?
A Presbyterian pastor named Jim Kennedy says 

Americans tend to have what he calls a “temporal faith”.

We like to turn to God for help,

but only temporarily….when trouble comes.

How does that “on-again, off-again” relationship with God work for us…
help us cope with our fears…especially the persistent ones?

Quite frankly, I don’t think it does.
A powerful Jewish ruler felt safe only when he followed the Lord.

He set the example by staying in the pocket.

He also showed us what to do in that pocket;
we – like he – can gaze upon the beauty of the Lord…  [Psalm 27:4]
We can take a long, hard look at this Lord –

see who he is…see what he can do.

Time – not just quality, but quantity – 

that’s what David spent with the Lord –


that’s what helped this mighty king overcome his fears…




that’s what prompted him to say:





in the day of trouble he will keep me safe  [Psalm 27:5]
How does staying in the pocket help us overcome our fears?
Spending time with the Lord gives him time…

all the time he needs to do what David asks:



to teach me your way, O Lord [Psalm 27:11]
That’s right, follow the Lord and you find his way –

the way he looks at our fears.

For example, we often fear
how other people look at us…what they think of us.

We’re concerned about the shape of our face…the size of our feet.

Follow the Lord, though, and you will find that fear fade.
Our Lord, you see, says that we need to be more concerned about

how we look at other people…


what we think of them –



do we love them as much as we love ourselves?
The Lord wants to know if we’re using the face he gave us


to cry with those who are crying, laugh with those who are laughing.

He wants to know if we’re using the feet he made for us

to run and help others.

What about the fearful world we see on the evening news?
We look at the video of a violent crime…
and we fear for our safety.

We listen to the report of a potential epidemic…
and we worry about our health.

Follow the Lord, though, and you will find these fears fade too.

You’ll discover what the Lord thinks of such fears.


Do not be afraid…, says Jesus, 

Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.  Rather, be afraid of the one who can destroy both body and soul in hell. [Matthew 10:28]
Stay in the pocket.
Give the Lord time to teach you…and you learn his way –


the way he sees your fears…



and the way he frees you from your fears.

When a king named David stayed in the pocket, he sounded fearless.

Listen again to the song he composed – in a different translation --

and you may conclude you’re hearing the boasting of a boxing champion:


When besieged, I’m calm as a baby.



When all hell breaks loose, I’m collected and cool.  [Psalm 27:3 MSG]
But don’t be fooled.

The king isn’t bragging because he is good;

he’s bragging because he has a good God.
In the song he wrote, 

he calls the Lord, God my Savior;;

he tells the Lord: You have been my helper. [Psalm 27:9]
He even says this:

I am confident of this: I will see the goodness of the Lord. [Psalm 27:13]
How did this king discover that the Lord could be trusted to help him…

could be trusted even to turn bad into good?

I think he learned this lesson by waiting…


staying in the pocket and waiting for the Lord to act.

Twice – in the final verse of his song – this king tells you and me to wait.


Wait for Lord; be strong…take heart and wait for the Lord. [Psalm 27:14]
Do we like to hear this?
Of course not!

In our culture

-- where we drive in fast lanes on the freeway 

and drive through fast food restaurants –

we don’t like to wait for anything or anybody…even for the Lord.

Yet you and I need to hear the final verse of the king’s song.

We need to hear that waiting works.

We also need to listen to the final phrase that a soloist kept repeating


during a recent African-American worship service on TV.

Over and over, the woman sang:


“He might not come when you call him, but he’s always right on time.”

At the end…

In his “song for all fears”, a king shares his experience with us.

He shows us how he learned to “Fear not”.
He tells us that once he found a pocket of protection,

he simply stayed in that pocket.

Was it easy for David to do that?

It almost seems that God had made a special commitment to help this king.
David tells us that, even in a worst case scenario, God would help him.
Though my father and mother forsake me, he says,

the Lord will receive me  [Psalm 27:10]
I wonder: has God made such a commitment to you or me?

After all, we’re not royalty, are we?

David’s comment may give us a clue.
There once was a worst case scenario.

A Father did forsake his Son…


left him hanging on a cross…

abandoned him even though he was suffering for crimes he never committed…




rejected him then and there

so he could receive us here and now.

A Father rejects his own Son just so he can accept the likes of you and me?
That’s quite a sacrifice, isn’t it?

That calls for a quite a commitment, doesn’t it?

That’s why a pastor named Paul could conclude:


Won't God, who gave us Christ, also give us everything else?  [Romans 8:32 NLT]
Stay with this God, my friend.

He’s committed to staying with you.

Stay in his pocket of protection.

Even in a worst case scenario, you don’t have to fear the worst.

By the way, what is your worst fear?

Look at the list we’ve compiled.

It’s printed on an insert…displayed on the screen.

Which one has your name on it?

During the next 8 weeks,

you’ll have an opportunity to face that worst fear…

and face it down…with God.

During the next 8 weeks, 

you and I will discover what our God says – and what he does –

about each of these fears.

What we will learn can change lives.

You may want to bring a friend.
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