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‘Fear not’, says the angel to
Joseph, to Mary, to the shepherds. It is
recurring motif in the Christmas stories,
and a significant reminder that the
overwhelming news of God the
Saviour’s coming is both all that the
human heart could hope for, and also
something that powerfully disrupts the
way the world goes and the way our
lives go. There is something to be afraid
of in the renewal of a world: I may not
welcome being reconstructed or
interrupted. Religious commitment of
any depth is bound to say to the world
around it that the assumptions and
habits of that world are not beyond
question. It isn’t all that surprising if a
secular environment looks at religion
not only with suspicion or incom-
prehension but with fear. There's more
than one reason for religious
commitment to be made invisible;
sometimes invisibility is sought. Here,
then, are two quite different aspects of
the public face of religious belief and
the complex reactions and feelings it
produces-a secular world determined
to protect itself against any show of
religious faith; a religious community
fearful about proclaiming its identity in

i public because of
hatred towards its
il members. Different
| problems, different
imotivations; but
l|behind both lies
ione central and
urgent challenge to
= do with public face
of religious belief in the modern world.
Discomfort about religion or about a
particular religion may be the response
of an educated liberal or, at the opposite
extreme, the unthinking violence of an
anti-Semite; it isn’t easy to face the fact
that sometimes the effects are similar
for the believer. The fear of faith itself
is part of what can breed fear in a
vulnerable or minority community, of
whatever tradition. And before we rise
up and angrily deplore this, it’s worth
pausing to ask just why faith provokes
such a passionate protectiveness.
The believer says to the secular
world, ‘Don’t be afraid!” Yet religion
has appeared as something fighting to
take over territory in the human soul
and the human world-an empire
pushing at the frontiers, struggling to
defeat the independence and dignity

of people. You may remember
Swinburne’s famous lines-*Thou hast
conquered, O pale Galilean! The world
has grown grey with thy breath.” That
sums up what a great many people
believe. It comes from a highly selective '
version of history, yet it has enough
plausibility to need an answer at the
very deepest level.

And this is what our Christmas
story and our Christmas faith offer.
Why should Joseph and Mary and the
shepherds not be afraid? Because what
happens when God comes to earth is
not something like the first landing of
an occupying army, the first breach in
our defences by a powerful enemy who
wants to take all that is ours. The truth
is as different as could be; and the clue
is in those simple words, ‘The Word
was made flesh’. When God comes
among us, he donesn’t first of all clear
humanity out of the way so that he can
take over; he becomes a human being.
He doesn’t force his way in to dominate
and crush; he announces his arrival in
the sharp, hungry cry of a newborn
baby. He changes the world not by lay--
and threat but by death and
resurrection. He comes in stillness. He
comes in dependency and weakness.
He comes by God’s absolutely free gift.
Yet he comes from the heart of our own
human world and life, from the womb
of amother, from the free love of Mary’s

(Contd. on Page 8)
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heart given to God in trust. And this is
mysteriously the same thing as his
‘coming down from heaven’. He is
utterly different, the human being who
lives God’s own life; he is utterly the
same, like us in all things, as the Bible
says. The manner of his coming tells
us so many things-but not the least is
that human nature, bruised and
disfigured as it is by sin, is still capable
to bearing the life of God. In the birth
of God in flesh and blood, we see what
we were made to be-carriers of divine
love. And with this birth we begin our
journey back to where we belong, back
to God, back to what we were made to
be. To live in peace and delight with
God does not mean that our humanity
has first to undergo such radical
surgery that it barely seems human any
more, that our nature has to be beaten
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FEAR NOT (Contd. from Page 4)

into submission by a divine aggressor.
He came all so still; he came to his own.

Here then is the real Christian
response to the modern secular
person’s fear. God is no hostile alien,
snatching away what belongs to us.
Faith is not either a perversion of
human freedom or a marginal and
private eccentricity. It is human freedom
raised to its fullest by the fact that God
has embraced it in love-‘from his
fullness have we all received, grace
upon grace’. The Word is no stranger
in the world; he is the very centre and
energy of creation itself, the heart of
every heart. So Christian faith does
not seek to carve out a territory to
defend for itself, nor does it look to take
over a potentially rebellious world and
subdue it by force. It simply witnesses
to the world that the world will never
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be fully itself except in the glac
receiving of God’s presence and the
recognition of the ‘true light’ at the
centre of all human, all created life. I
this makes us afraid, the Christian wil
say, that is because at some level we
are afraid of ourselves, of what we may
have to change our lives unreco
gnisably in order truly to becoms
ourselves.

No, it isn’t comfortable, it may b
terrifying. ‘He came to his own’, yes
‘and his own would not receive him
and *his own’ in this context is all of us
who are made in his image and who ye
can’t cope with his promise. An
because we people of faith have s
often behaved as though we had neve
heard or understood the Christma

(Contd. on Page 12
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gospel. we can’t expect the secular
world to believe us straight away when
we say that they have nothing to worry
about and that faith is the flowering of
human dignity not its opposite. First
we have to show that we truly are on
the side of humanity-by patient loyality
to people in thier need, by courage and
sacrifice for the sake of justice, by
labour for reconciliation, setting people
free from the threat of violence. God
comes to ‘his own people’, religious
people, and we have often failed to
know or receive him.

And then, supposing we have
cleared away the fears that arise from
the way religious people have failed to
witness fully to their God-then the
deeper fears can and do come to the
surface, the fears of what faith may
demand of a person. Nothing will take
away the challenge here: we can only
hope that there are enough lives
showing joy and humanity to make the
challenge worthwhile-lives in which
the eternal Word will speak. Such lives
will have about them the great mark of

FEAR NOT (Contd. from Page 8)

God’s action in Jesus which is that he
doesn’t invade, doesn’t push us out
of the way, doesn’t reduce or demean
us; he invites, he openes up to us his
own infinite hospitality, drawing us
into his world, his life. He makes us more
than we are. not less. And that is what
the true persons of faith will show in
their life. When the life of faith is visible
in the public world, it is not something
threatening the integrity of the
supposedly neutral and obvious moral
principles of the secular state; it is a
glimpse into the depths of all morality,
all principle and commitment, into the
depths where the holiness and
faithfulness and love of God secretly
nourish the essence of human life, that
life which is made for the destiny of
becoming children of God. It is a
glimpse into a richness surrounding all
that we are, without which all our
vaunted values and principles would
soon corrupt and die.

All our great religious traditions
say something of this-which is one
reason for Christians, Muslims, Jews

and others to stand with each other and
speak out for each other in times of
stress or harassment. Yet the
uniqueness of our Christian faith is that
it is inscribed for us not only in a text
but in a living human presence in which
dwells all the fullness of God. We may
confidently say to a nervous secula
world, ‘Fear not!” God is not coming t¢
abolish but to fulfil the hopes of liberty
and human dignity. But we ourselve:
as believers need to hear the same
words we speak to others: ‘Fear not!
We don’t have to fight for our claims is
such a way that all the world sees &
another power-obsessed and anxiouw
human institution; we have only to lg
the Word be born in us and speak it
us. A lifetime’s work, but also &
moment’s gift, in the sudden grasp @
the mystery of this celebration of Got
made human, in the words we hear fron
the gospel, in the bread and wine a
the Eucharist: ‘from his fullness wi
have all received, grace upon grace.’

(A Christmas sermon
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You are as young as your faith, as old as your doubt;

as young as your self-confidence, as old as your fear;

as young as your hope, as old as your despair.
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Count your blessings instead of your crosses;

Count your gains instead of your losses:

Count your joys instead of your woes;

Count your friends instead of your foes;

Count your smiles instead of your tears;

Count your courage instead of your fears;

Count your full years instead of your lean;

Count your kind deeds instead of your mean:

Count your health instead of your wealth:

Count on God instead of yourself,
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‘ I wish to congratulate you for having

boldly conveyed your stand on the wrong
decision taken by the CSI Madhya Kerala
Diocese in regard to the appointments in
its schools and colleges. An octogenerian
born and brought up in the Diocese, it is
painful for me to hear of the unwise
decision. It is indeed sad that the church,
instead of being a guiding light house, is
losing its vision! I hope wise counsels will
prevail.

M. I. Jacob, Tiruchirapalli

m

It is indeed painful and disgusting that
the CSI Madhya Kerala Diocesan Executive
has decided to take bribes for the
appointment of teachers in its schools and
colleges. How very sad our church is
controlled by unwanted elements! In the
words of the late Prof. T. B. Thomas, “it is
deliberately eschewing christian ideals and
relying on practical wisdom for the
extension of the kingdom of God.”

M. J. Varkey, Ernakulam
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The senior advisor to Bill Clinton had
this to say when George Bush managed to
retain the Presidency for a second term.
“The evangelical churches became
instruments of political organisation.
Ideology was enforced as theology, turning
non-conformity into sin and the faithful,

following voter guides with Biblical
literalism, were shepherded to the polls as
though 10 the rupture. White Protestants
especially in the South gave their souls and
votes for flag and the cross, The campaign
was one long revival.”

Political activism by Christians, backed
by the Church, is not the cause for worry
here.  Here is a President who based his
actions on blatant lies leading 1o horrendous
consequences for the rest of the world, The
havoe caused in Iraq is several fold what
Saddam Hussain could have ever caused 1o
America even if he had the means to do it
The arrogance of George Bush in ignoring
its trusted allies and the overwhelming
public opinion all over the world stands
unmatched in human history. By ignoring
the United Nations and taking unilateral
action he has destroyed the only institution

(MO0 @ M6 o

O MR @lmlwl s al30841530ilg] MW (MmN

mankind had in resolving international
disputes in a civilized manner. The
evangelicals in the U.S. South by not
considering the immorality involved in al]
these actions and giving importance (o the
questions of abortion and gay marriages has
completely put priorities upside down. It
IS a pity that the two foremost political
leaders of the Western world, George Bush
and Tony Blair, who claim to be practising
Christians, impose so much misery on the
rest of the world and still get away with it
Only in a uni-polar world can such excesses
£0 unpunished. But we are more concerned
here with the attitude of Christians. Every
thinking Christian ought to ponder whether
the morals and priorities they uphold are in
line with Christ’s teachings.

K. P. Luke Vydhian, Bangalore
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| am not an avid bird watcher

But | appreciate their call, attire and pose
Ornithologists say that there are 800 species of birds in India
They are aquatic and terrestrial birds. »

To see them around we need to cultivate patience and passion.
Birding is an inéxpensive hobby to be pursued

A pair of binoculars will keep us nearer to the friends of the air.

O birds! your care-free life makes me jealous

You move from place to place

From branch to branch :

Your attire and your pose are beyond any word of admiration
Your strength to fly above the sea and the mountains is still a mystery
Your annual visit to my country is indeed a lesson for me
Some call you migratory birds!

Who has given you the navigation skills?

How do you know that you will have a resting place elsewhere?
What prompts you to return home?

You excel the jet engines of our most sophisticated air crafts
You move in flocks

Don’t you fight against one another?

Are you pilgrims?

Do you take annual retreats?

-Rev. Dr. M. J. Joseph
Bangalore

O Man! we live on faith A

We acquire strength through faith

Our reserved energy is kinetic

We live with the minimum .
We live under the care of ou,g;gator
We express our gratitude at day-break
We sing praise to our H

our own property

members are only pointess 1o § 1e one who created us
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