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Faith vs. Fear
(display metaphor) 

Fear: It’s an emotion we’ve all experienced.  Even if we think of ourselves or others as brave, none of us can claim we’ve never known the sudden, cold shiver of fear, or the momentary paralysis that it produces.  
Fear is an instinctive emotion present from the moment of birth.  It serves to warn us that danger is near - whether real or imagined.   Two of the earliest fears we all experience are the fear of falling and the fear of being abandoned.  Nobody has to teach an infant these fears.  They’re instinctive and natural.  Every infant experiences them.
Another common fear – especially among children - is the fear of the dark.  All of us can recall from our earliest childhood at least one occasion when we were convinced a monster of some kind lurked under the cloak of darkness either in our closet, under our bed, or in the corner of our room.  Shadows cast on the wall by a full moon, combined with a child’s creative imagination, can easily ignite fear.
(Display slide of “Monster’s Inc.”)

Many of you will remember the 2001 animated movie, “Monsters, Inc.”  The lead characters were voiced by Billy Crystal and John Goodman.  If you haven’t seen this enjoyable and zany movie, I highly recommend it.  It’s a delightful story of how an innocent toddler named Boo accidentally befriends a softhearted green boogeyman named Sully who happens to appear one night in her closet.  Sully’s sidekick monster, Mike, is a hyperactive frustrated comedian played by Billy Crystal.  
My point is, fear is a natural reaction to sensed danger - whether real or imagined.  While its true fear can paralyze us and be detrimental to our safety and welfare, it can also be a catalyst for courage, motivating us to mature and strive to accomplish what otherwise we would deem impossible. The issue is how we handle fear.  
President Franklin D. Roosevelt, in his First Inaugural Address on March 4, 1933, spoke these memorable words: “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.”  America was struggling to recover from the worst economic depression in her history.  It was a time not unlike our own: economic uncertainty, bank closings, high unemployment and record home foreclosures.  
In speaking these words, President Roosevelt confronted the economic fears of the nation, and helped them resist paralysis.  His words inspired Americans, enabling them to look beyond their austere circumstances and view the future with hope and courage.  Over the course of the next decade, America rebounded from the Great Depression and experienced the greatest economic recovery and boom of modern times.
The ancient Hebrew people were confronted with a similar situation described for us in this morning’s text.  
(display slide of slaves in Egypt)

You’ll recall the Hebrews had been slaves in Egypt for 430 years. Imagine, 430 years.  That’s eleven generations.  

Then, under the capable leadership of Moses, God prepared the way for the Hebrews to be liberated.  Having demonstrated His awesome power by inflicting Egypt with ten horrific plagues, Pharaoh finally relented and set the Hebrews free.  
(display map of the Exodus)

Following their release and miraculously crossing of the Red Sea, the Hebrews began their journey toward the Promised Land.  Along the way they constantly complained to Moses and God.  They complained they had no water, so God caused cool refreshing water to gush from solid rock.  They complained they had nothing to eat, so God gave them quail and fresh manna each day.  Time after time God demonstrated His willingness and ability to care for the Hebrews if they only trusted Him.
(display slide of people encamped by mountains)

After months of traveling through the desert, finally they arrived at the border of the Promised Land.  It appeared their long arduous journey was near an end.

Before entering the land, God instructed Moses to select twelve men to serve as spies, one from each of the twelve tribes of Israel.  Together they were to scout the land and assess what they found, and return within 40 days to report their findings.  Two of the spies chosen were Caleb and Joshua.  
The twelve men did as they were instructed, spending the next forty days scouting the land, infiltrating their communities, and spying on the natives.  They found the land to be rich and fertile, producing abundant crops.  

Upon returning, ten of the spies were fearful that the Hebrews were ill equipped and incapable of conquering the occupants of the land.  So they exaggerated their report, even stating that giants lived among the people.  

When the Hebrews heard the report they became angry with Moses.  They accused him of bringing them into the desert to die.  Some even suggested they were better off as slaves in Egypt.

Then Caleb and Joshua spoke up, presenting a minority report.  They urged the people not to be afraid, but to trust God and His awesome power.  They argued that God would fight on their behalf, even as He had in Egypt.  They urged the people to remember how God had cared for them as they journeyed through the wilderness.  Now was not the time to doubt God. They were literally on the edge of claiming God’s dream for them.  
But the people would hear nothing of it.  They threatened to stone Caleb and Joshua if they did not silence themselves.  So Caleb and Joshua remained silent.

Seeing all this, God grew impatient and annoyed with the Hebrews.  What did God have to do to gain their trust?  Had He not sufficiently demonstrated His faithfulness and care for them?  So as punishment God sentenced the people to wander in the wilderness for 40 years – a period of a generation.  No one from the present generation would inhabit the land God had promised to their ancestors.  So for the next 40 years the Hebrews wandered aimlessly through the desert until the present generation died off.  It would be the next generation that would inherit God’s promise.
(display metaphor) 

I share this story as a lesson in faith versus fear.  The Hebrews’ fear of invading the land cost them the joy of inheriting God’s promise.  Though their dream was within reach, it slipped through their fingers.  

As you’re aware, for the last year-and-a-half Allison has been on a similar journey of faith.  During this time we’ve been discerning God’s direction for Allison’s future.  Our  journey included numerous congregational and small group meetings; several direct mailings to the congregation; and lots and lots of discussion.  For some the journey has been rewarding, though exhausting.  Others viewed it as tedious and drawn-out.  Still others missed most of the journey, being absent for much of what has happened.  
This afternoon, however, this first phase of our journey comes to an end.  At 3:00 o’clock Allison will gather for an historic vote.  Poised at a crossroads, we will decide which road to take.  We’ll decide either to remain at our current location and expend capital to make major repairs, or we’ll invest our energies and capital exploring options to relocate and redefine ourselves and our mission.  

As your pastor, it’s my prayer that when the time comes to cast your vote, you will do so from a position of faith and not fear.  I pray your vote will be a decision to trust God and what God can do, and not a decision based on your fear of what might or might not happen.  
I know that for some, despite all the information that has been presented and discussed over the last year-and-a-half, you are dissatisfied with the answers you’ve received from questions you’ve asked.  Your dissatisfaction has left you feeling doubtful, apprehensive, and mistrusting, creating a sense of fear.  
I understand and I am sorry.  I wish your leaders and I were able to answer every one of your questions to your complete satisfaction.  Regrettably, some of your questions are unable to be answered until we as a congregation decide what road to travel.  But I can assure you, when that decision is made - and before any action is taken or money expended – you will be consulted and your questions answered to your satisfaction.
I know that for many, money is a concern.  You want to know where will the money come from whatever we decide.  It’s a good question that needs to be addressed, and it will be addressed once we know in what direction we’re headed.
I do know that whether we remain at our current site or relocate, a substantial amount of capital is required.  If we vote to remain at our current site, I believe it’s safe to assume we will begin immediately to make plans for a capital campaign.  This will allow us to proceed with the major repairs sooner rather than later, saving us money in the long run, as well as preventing any inconvenience caused by further deterioration of the projects needing repaired.    

Of one thing I’m confident: We won’t wake up one morning with millions of dollars lying on the sanctuary floor ready to be picked up like manna.  That’s not likely to happen.  To be honest, I don’t know where the money will come from that we need.  It’s as much a mystery to me as it is to you.  
But before we know where the money will come from, we need to know the purpose for which the money is needed.  Our vote this afternoon will answer that question.  
Two things I know.  One, we’re not in a position to do nothing.  Whatever we decide to do will require a substantial amount of capital.  To do nothing would be irresponsible, denying the realities that exist.
Secondly, I know that if we trust God and His faithfulness, God will provide in ways we can’t yet imagine.  As a person of faith, I still believe in miracles.  I still believe God intervenes in our lives in ways we don’t expect and can’t imagine.  
God may not send millions of dollars for us to pick up like manna, but that’s not to say God isn’t faithful.  I’ve learned over the years that if God’s people are faithful to God’s lead - trusting God rather than themselves - God will provide.  In some way or another, God will provide.  That’s the lesson of the Exodus. 
The bottom line is, when you come to vote this afternoon, your leaders and I ask that you cast your ballot from a position of faith and not fear.  
I’m reminded what the Book of Hebrews says about faith.  In chapter 11, verse 1, we read: “Faith is to be sure of the things we hope for, to be certain of the things we cannot see.”  
There is probably no greater fear for adults than the fear of failure.  No one enjoys failing.  The sad thing is, many times we forfeit God’s blessings because we fear God will be silent and distant, uninvolved in our lives.  So we spend our time and energy focusing on our circumstances rather than trusting God and what God can do.  
I acknowledge there remain issues to be further explored and resolved, and questions that need answered.  I don’t deny that.  But unless we act on faith, trusting God to lead and provide for us, our faith has little value.  

God has been faithful to Allison for 218 years, providing for her in her times of need and crisis.  I have no doubt God will remain faithful if we follow His lead and serve His purpose.  AMEN
