Draw Near - Rev. Denise Schiavone

As alittle boy, my son Connorloved to climb trees. Our yard in [ llicott City
has abundant trees—a few really suitable for climbing. Pig sturdy oaks planted
decades before we moved in. T hick branches leading progressively to a canopy
top of leaves one could peer through to survey the neighborhood. Flenty of
rugged grooves in the bark for footholds. My son took advantage of all that,
fearlessly scaling his way up toward the sky.

One day when (Connorwas about 10 years old, my husband Matt returned home
from work, stepped out of his car in the driveway, and heard “[Hey, Dad!” e
looked around, but didn’t see anyone. T hen he heard it again, and identified the
voice as (Connor’s. Put he didn't see Connor anywhere. Knowing our boy, he
began scanning the low branches of the trees in our yard, but he didn’t see our
son. 5o, he looked within the higher branches of those trees. Still, no Connor.

T hen, something made him look Aigher. And finally, he saw (Connor, perched on

the roof of our house, grinning and waving, quite P]easec{ with his accomplishment.

Matt’s heartjumpec; into his throat, as he was seized with horri{tjing visions of
Connorfa”ing off the roof. Put he didn’t want to startle our son, so he calmlg

walked over to the house and Peered up, asking “Iow did you getup there?”

(onnor Pointcd to the tree on the east side of our yard, the one my husband had

commented numerous times about bcing too close to the house.
“| climbed uP,” (_onnor rePlied.

Thc next morning, | awoke to a very, very loud buzzing sound—it took me a
moment to identhcy what it was. |t was the sound of chain saw cutting into bark, my

husband making sure that would nevcrhappen again.
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As a bog, Connor climbed without fear. As Parents, we know fear can be
healthg. [t helps us set boundaries, it he!Ps us mitigate risk, it heips us keep our

children safe.

PBut fear can also keep us from growth: inour relationships, in our faith lives, and
in ourselves. ]t can sometimes Cl”iPPlC us emotiona”g‘ ]t’s Certainly casy to look at
the events in our world todag and see that haPPening, all across society. We are a

PCOP‘C O'FtCﬂ consumed 1’33 Fear.

(onsider the scores of best-sclling sclf-help books on the market about
conquering our fears. Books like Stop [ear [From Stopping You, Willing the
Warin Your Mind, and [Feel the [Fear and Do [t Anyway. (onsider that
therapy in the (1.5, is a nearly $ 10 billion industry. Consider the news we are
exposed to every day. [Trom natural disasters to war to poverty to violence, the

world gives us much to be fearful about.
But what does Jesus teach us about fear?

Well, we can look at what to&ag’s Gospel reveals about this. Jesus takes a little

child, wraPPing him in his arms, holding him up forthe c]isciples to see.

Fopular interpretations point out that Jesus is emphasizing our call to care for
the lowest and the least, which children of that time were considered. Put beyond
that, the (Greek word for little child” indicates a very little child, most likely an
infant or a toddler. robably a child who couldn’t speak yet. |n other words, this is
a particularly vulnerable child, someone without a voice—completely dependent on
others for his care. (Children in that time were considered of low stature. Put

more than that, theg were vu/nerab/c,just as children are todag. And because of
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that, theg are also trusting. They have not get learned enough of the world to be

consumed bg their Fearsw—and SO the}j de}cault to trust.

The ciuestion of trust emerges in Mark’s Gospel when Jesus confronts the
discip]es, asking: “AWhat were you arguing about?” Wh}j does he ask this ques’tion,
when he C]earlg knows the answer? [Toreven as the disciples resPonc{ with silence,
Jesus gathers them and says, listen, hear me and understand: W/706vcr wants to

be first must be last of all and servant of all.

When Jcsus asks the disciplcs what thcy’re arguing about, he alread9 knows.
PButin the midst of their c]uarrcling and divisiveness, Jesus asks the &isciplcs to
trusthim. Hc opens the door for them to confess their schcis}*mcss) to share their

fears and anxieties, and to have an honest dialogue with their teacher, their

brother, their| ord.

Unmcortunatelg, the c]isciples are frozen }Jg fear. As theg peerupon the face of
that tiny child in Jesus’ arms, theg may have been confused. Ferhaps theirfaces

burned with shame over how theg’d been behaving.

Whatever the case, | wonder, what might have haPPened if the c]isciples had been

wi”ing to have that honest conversation with _Jesus?

The factis, there is r\othing in our hearts or our heads Jcsus doesn’t alreaclg
know. | he good, bad, uglg,joy]cul, confused, scared: he alrea&g knows it all, and
loves us sti”w—gcsterday, today, and alwags. And he invites us to share our fears

with him, to trust him, and to grow in authentic rclations!ﬁip with him.
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What kind of growth might we experience if we could have this kind of relationship

with Jesus?

Ohne area of growttﬁ migtxt be in our discipleship. We migtnt find ourselves more
contident]g ]eaning into our call to serve, stnaring ourgitts without fear that we

wor’t have enougtl) that we won’t be enougt‘s.

For the Past montts, l’vc been blessed to work with almost two-dozen members of
our congregation in disceming aresponse to the Atgtnan retugcc crisis. As tens
of thousands of these rctugecs enter the US in the coming montt‘ns, we expcct a
number of them to settle in the Maryland/\/irginia/DC area. Wittl on]g 90 c{ays
of services guarantecd to them when tt;ey arrive, we know their ongoing needs,

from housingJ to mentoring, to transportation, to tutoring, will be tremendous.

[n our discernment process, we reflected on scripture that 5P01<e to the migrant’s
journeg, we learned about the retugee experience, we considered who our
neighbor is and what it means to welcome, and we exPlorecI ourvalues and our

strengths as a faith communitg.

We also acknowledged our fears and ambivalence around what kind of
commitment (_hrist (_hurch could realistica119 make, about whether we migtwt get

something wrong, and whether we migtnt be taking on too much.

And though the discernment process left us with many ]ir\gcring questions, we
agreed as a group to move Past our fears and commit to respond in some way to
welcome and suPPort the Atgtman retugces who will soon be among our

communitg. Ancl we agrced to trust that despite our unanswered questions, our
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continued discernment would lead us to full claritg on (God’s call for us, and to

confidence that (God will Provide and Prevai].

T his new initiative is one of many ministries requiring ourghcts of time, talent, and
treasure. (_hrist (_hurch does a Jot. We give a Jot. \We give generous!9 to support
underserved children and families in our community. We are wiuing to have hard
conversations around race and Privilege) and to make a commitment to stand and
Figlﬁt racism in all its forms. We are wi”ing to put ourselves out there to explorc

new ministries where we face numerous unknowns.

In 50 many ways, you all answer the call to serve those margina]ized, oPPresscd,
and Persecutcd n the world——trulg c{iaconal wor1< that emerges From our baptisma]

covenant. ] look around Christ Church and feel trulg blessed to be your deacon.

Minis’crg is hard work. New ministrg is even harder. Wl” we sPreac] ourselves too
thin? Will we have enough resources to care for those within our Parish as well as
those outside it? (_an we trust that we’ll be able to welcome a//in Christ’'s name?
Knowing that he walks with us, that he Provic]es when we ask rightly, that as a
community serving through the Spirit, we can trust we will have enough) and we will

}JC enough.

We can expcricnce a more authentic relatior\ship with (God that allows us to
share ourfears and anxieties and move past them, living into (God’s call for our
lives. Wc can rfject fear and choose trust: an economy of grace that allows all to
ﬂourish, as James says, in the wisdom that “is first pure, then Peaccab]e, gentle,
wi”ing to 3ic]d, full of mercy and good fruits...” wisdom that gic]ds “a harvest of

righteousncss sown in peace for those who make Pcace.”
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As we exPlore new ministries and grow existing ones, as we each discern in the
coming weeks how to Persorxa“g give our time, talents and treasures to support all

that (Christ (Church does, Jesus invites us to cast out our fears, and to trust.

[He holds up a vulnerable little chilcl, saying; Do not fear. /Wrap my arms around
gou. / walk beside gou. / went to the cross so you can be free of the yoéc of fear

Welcome in my name, serve in my name, love in my name.

On our own as incliviclua]s, we are not cnougk, and we never will be. Putasa
community of bclievers, buoycd ]39 the f’“loly 5Pirit and the power of Christ’s
cxamPlc, we will always have cnough to serve othcrs, to walk with othcrs, to follow
Jcsus’ teaching: “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and

wlﬁocvcr wclcomcs me we]comcs not me but the one who sent me.”

(5od takes our combined gifts and uses them for immeasurable good. |_ast will be
first. T he lowly will be lifted. T he least will be greatest. T his is the harvest of
righteousness, the uPside_&own kingdom of heaven. As disciPles of Christ, our
role is to trust and humbly serve, to build up that kingdom.

M9 prayer this morning, is that when we find ourselves frozen }33 fear, we may find
the wisdom and courage to lag those fears at the foot of the cross, to share even
our darkest fears with _Jesus, and to engage in trulg authentic relatior\ship with
him. Draw near to Goaf and he will draw near toyou‘



