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The Sixth Sunday of Easter: Do Not Fear What They Fear 
 

On March 13th, on the Friday before we began to suspend worship in 
our Church due to COVID-19, David Brooks came out with an article in 
the New York Times called, “Pandemics Kill Compassion, Too: You 
may not like who you’re about to become.”  In his article, Brooks 1

examined pandemics over the centuries and the stories that accompany 
them, stories of greed, neglect of the needy, and fierce self-preservation. 
Brooks warned that a moral disease -- a disease of the soul -- was about 
to be unleashed in addition to a physical one and that fear does terrible 
things to a society and to a person.  
 
In our Acts reading from this morning, we hear about Paul preaching to 
the Athenians who have built many altars to their gods, including one 
“To an unknown god” (Acts 17.23). We all build altars to the ideas, to 
the people, to the things that we worship. Sometimes we worship fear 
itself, but more often we become afraid when these altars that we have 
so carefully constructed begin to crumble, when the gods we worship are 
found to be made by human hands. 
 
Since reading Brooks’s article, I have often reflected on what fear can do 
to a person. My three-year-old daughter has recently become very afraid 
of bears. We heard a faint bang one night as we were falling asleep and 
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didn’t think anything of it. We awoke the next morning to find our trash 
can fifty-yards from the house, down the driveway. Rosanna and I were 
excited a bear had come to say hi and I was relieved that, after much 
back and forth, I had paid extra for the bear-proof trash can since no 
trash had gotten out and the bear had moved on. But Arlo has been 
fixated on bears ever since. I took her outside to practice her pedal bike a 
few evenings ago and she clung to me, shaking. I tried to reason with her 
and to explain to her that bears are a lot like the deer which she loves 
seeing but her fears remain. 
 
Other stories of fear taking hold are less cute and more insidious. An 
older woman I know falling over while walking along a downtown river. 
Fortunately, her fall was cushioned by a leafy bush. Unfortunately, a 
bypasser refused to help her out due to fear of the virus. Or a man who 
started to talk to Rosanna and I as we enjoyed a rare lunch date. We 
ordered Reubens from Honey and Salt and sat down below at a picnic 
table. A stranger asked us a question about a restaurant which we gladly 
answered. Next came the “Let me tell you something…” and I thought 
to myself, “Please, no, don’t tell me something!” But, of course, he did. 
He told us about how this whole Coronavirus thing is such a joke and 
that he feared for this country. Foolishly, we tried to explain how we 
have friends who have been sick with the virus and know people who 
have lost loved ones. When the expletives began to come our way, I 
invited him to move on several times before he finally got the hint. His 
altar was crumbling. The god he had worshiped so long seemed to be 
made of human hands and fear was driving him mad. 
 
Of course, we are not the first people to be afraid. In recent decades, fear 
has become a primary power in our country and our world. And now, 



during this pandemic, it’s all too easy to find altars being built, some of 
them in our own homes and hearts. We are especially tempted to 
worship unknown gods when we cannot gather weekly around this altar 
where the true God reminds us whose people we are.  
 
The letter of 1 Peter has been a companion to us this Easter and there we 
find that we are not the first Christians to be afraid. Likely written 
towards the end of the first century, the letter addresses the saints in 
Rome who are living in a climate of fear, surrounded by altars to gods of 
the Empire. Persecution is a constant risk if they proclaim a different 
King. They often suffer for doing what is right. It is in this letter, in 
chapter 3, verses 14 and 15, that we hear these words: “Do not fear what 
they fear, and do not be intimidated, but in your hearts sanctify Christ as 
Lord.” Perhaps it bears repeating, “Do not fear what they fear, and do 
not be intimidated, but in your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord.” 
 
The antidote to fear, then, is to let those other altars fall around us and 
inside of us. The antidote to fear is, as Paul says in our reading today, to 
worship the God who made the world and everything in it, the Lord of 
heaven and earth, who does not live in shrines made by human hands, 
but rather is the one in whom we live and move and have our being 
(Acts 17:24-28). Indeed, we find in the book of Acts the example of 
what it looks like when followers of Jesus start to live the resurrection 
life of Christ. They know this Jesus who not only died but, as 1 Peter 
says today, descended to the dead and broke the very chains of death 
which were wrapped around our world. So Peter and Stephen and Paul 
are living their lives without fear because they know that Jesus has torn 
down the altar we have each built to death. It's is a cosmic shift! He has 
destroyed the power that fear has over us and we have joined with him 



in his saving work by being buried in baptism and being raised anew in 
his resurrection. That is why we do not fear what they fear. We are not 
intimidated but in our hearts we continue to sanctify Christ as Lord. 
 
Of course, there are plenty of things to be afraid of in our world still. 
You know that now more than ever. We can take reasonable precautions. 
We can make adjustments to how we do things. We don’t live with 
reckless abandonment and call it faithful. No, but at the same time, we 
should never let fear become a dominant force in our lives. We must be 
careful that we don’t build altars to worship false gods and then grow 
more afraid than ever when they start to crumble. This is why we do not 
fear what they fear and we continually, in our hearts, sanctify Christ as 
Lord. We have an altar before the true God whom we worship. We tell 
different stories like the stories of Apostles preaching like they’re no 
longer afraid to die. Stories like parishioners giving so generously when 
the wheels are falling off the world economy. Stories like bringing 
children into a world where diseases of the body and the soul are at 
pandemic levels. These are our stories. This is our altar. We do not fear 
what they fear. Intimidated we are not. In our hearts we continue to 
sanctify Christ as Lord. 


