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Thunk.  Thunk.  Thunk.  Each thunk tugged him away from the land of slumber and toward consciousness.  As he surfaced and opened his eyes there was only darkness to be seen.  As he oriented himself from his dreams to the reality of his place, prone and alone in bed, he wondered.  What were those thunks?  The settling of an old house?  A rambunctious squirrel on the roof?  Or footsteps, footsteps on the stairs?  His imagination was now fully awake and at work.  Was someone in the house?  Maybe that employee he had to lay off had come to exact revenge.  His body coursed with adrenaline. 
For a moment he missed those days when he was a small child and an ominous sound in the night could be defanged of its fearsomeness by a call to his parents down the hall.  No choice in this case but to be his own parent.  I am sure it was nothing, but just in case, he slipped out of bed as silently as he could and crept to the door, his body, tense and tight and ready for a fight.  He flipped on the hallway light to find nothing but an empty set of stairs.  
He sighed and went back to bed.  He was freed from the fear of monsters in the dark but the adrenaline was still coursing through him.  Thank God it was not that guy he laid off but he started to think about the rumors there would be more layoffs.  What if he was next?  How would he ever come up with the mortgage payments?  Okay, stop it. Think happy thoughts.  Only two weeks until his birthday. He was looking forward to the celebration with his friends as he turned fifty. 
He calmed down a bit, smiled at the thought of being middle-aged and began to drift off to sleep.  But wait, fifty is middle-aged?  Did he think he was going to live until one hundred?  How many years did he have left before he would be face to face with death?  
	Fear. It can come for us at almost any time of the day or night.  Sometimes fear serves us well.  Fear of walking onto a lake with thin ice may save us from drowning.  But fear can also be debilitating.  Unfounded fears or fear in what is beyond our ability to control can often end up paralyzing us for no purpose and limit our ability to function.      
	Our text from the prophet Zephaniah is addressed to the Israelites as they are seeking to recover from their exile.  It is a promise of restoration after a period of massive dislocation and trauma.  It is an invitation to rejoice.  It is a call to be strong because there is no reason to fear.  
Fear not.  It is a message we hear repeatedly in the Bible.  My friend, Agnes Norfleet, the pastor at Bryn Mawr Presbyterian Church writes, “I’ve heard Biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann say it is the primary, fundamental, and persistent message of the Bible.”  She goes on to say, “I have not done the count myself, but I have read in a number of places that the words ‘Do not be afraid,’ appear in the Bible three hundred and sixty five times.  Once for every day of the year and this has certainly been a year when we have needed to hear that chorus over and over.”    
I do not suppose it is a message we can hear too often.  The thunk of fear will find its way into all of our lives in one way or another.  For the Israelites, trying to recover from the trauma of being dragged from their homeland, I am sure fear was an ever-present reality. Both of our scripture texts this morning are speaking to this reality.  When your life gets completely gutted and turned upside down you are permanently shaped by it.  
But it does not take a major tragedy for us to be shaped by fear.  Our overactive minds can lead us to find a home in our fears, to allow our fears to affect how we experience and live our lives.  Unfortunately, there are times when we can become hardwired for fear and thus owned by fear.  If we were to draw a picture of ourselves in that state we would surround ourselves with threats we perceive.  Imagine a drawing of yourself and circling that are words and phrases like “cancer,” “being fired,” “being unloved,” and whatever else you carry in your kit bag of fears.  Finding ourselves in that geography does not allow us much joy and freedom in our lives.  
I have shared this with you before and I will likely share this with you again because I think it is important.  Rabbi Alan Lew is one of my favorite theological authors.  He notes that there are only two words for fear in Hebrew, “pachad” and “norah.”  
Pachad are the fears we create in our mind.  Pachad are those imagined footsteps on the stairs in the middle of the night.  He notes, “It is astounding how often such fears become the organizing principles of our lives and how much they close us off from the world.” (Lew, p. 117) These are the kinds of fears that encourage us to curl up in the fetal position.
The fear known as norah is of an entirely different stripe.  Norah is the feeling we experience when we find ourselves in the midst of the holy.  This the fear that causes our jaw to drop open as we are filled with awe because we find ourselves overwhelmed by the power and beauty before us. Some people experience this when viewing some remarkable element of God’s creation, such as the Grand Canyon, or the most beautiful sunset.  Some people experience this in some moment of prayer or reflection or worship when they feel the powerful presence of God so near to them. 
Allow me to let you in on a little secret of which I am constantly trying to remind myself.  When we experience the norah kind of fear; when we are filled with awe because we recognize God in our midst; every other fear we can imagine is a pachad fear, an imaginary fear.  When we draw a picture of ourselves in response to the awe-inspiring norah fear we do not surround ourselves with words like “cancer” or “being fired” but with an image of God Almighty’s powerful, loving arms wrapped around us.  
This is not a belittling or dismissal of the things in this world which can genuinely harm us.  Rather it is placing those real dangers beside the Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer of the universe.  Yes, there are bad things in this world.  But nothing in this world can separate us from the love of God.  All of our ultimate outcomes are assured.  
During this season of advent as we journey toward the birth of Jesus, the arrival of God in our midst, we will soon be hearing the story of that blessed night and those shepherds abiding in the fields.  When an angel of the Lord stands before them, and the glory of the Lord shines around them, they will be terrified.  
And they will be told, “Do not be afraid.”  Yes, they are being told to not be overcome by the awe they are experiencing in the midst of the grand techni-color demonstration, norah fear.  But, more importantly they are being told of the good news of great joy for all people.  For a savior is coming.  God’s grace is entering into all of our lives.  The angel is telling them you do not need to be afraid of anything in this world, of any pachad fear.  
No matter what may come in our lives that powerful love will never be taken from us.  Our destination will never be in doubt.  In the end we will all be healed, made whole, and loved completely and eternally.  When you know the ending of the story, and that ending is the best possible ending of all, the twists and turns along the way are far less scary. In the face of norah, awe of God, our pachad fears fade in importance. 
Yes, there will always be thunks in the night.  
And some of them will have real and lasting consequence for us.  But not a single one of them are eternal consequences.  In this season of advent, when we hear a thunk, we are called to hear something else in our ears as well.  Remember that song of praise that heavenly host will sing out in praise to those terrified shepherds “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom God favors.”  He is indeed coming.  Do not be afraid.
Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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