Luke 7:11-17

11Soon afterwards he went to a town called Nain, and his disciples and a large crowd went with him. 12As he approached the gate of the town, a man who had died was being carried out. He was his mother’s only son, and she was a widow; and with her was a large crowd from the town. 13When the Lord saw her, he had compassion for her and said to her, “Do not weep.” 14Then he came forward and touched the bier, and the bearers stood still. And he said, “Young man, I say to you, rise!” 15The dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother. 16Fear seized all of them; and they glorified God, saying, “A great prophet has risen among us!” and “God has looked favorably on his people!” 17This word about him spread throughout Judea and all the surrounding country. 

Fear Can Lead to Fruit
There are two kinds of people in this world; those who like rollercoasters and those who don’t. My wife and I represent these two polar opposites. It’s unlikely she would even walk near a rollercoaster, expecting a derailment that would most likely result in the car crashing directly into her. Me on the other hand, even at my age I would be the kind who after the ride goes right back into the line to ride it again. I’m the guy with the smile literally plastered on my face as I descend the highest point, going from zero to ninety in three seconds. I love roads with hills, I love sledding at high speeds, water rides, and I’d probably enjoy skydiving and bunji jumping as well.While I‘m attracted rollercoasters and other high-speed thrills, I don’t consider it a virtue, and Hyesun’s aversion to such rides is certainly not a vice; the truth is that she gets motion sickness from turning her head too quickly, so you could imagine what the consequences would be if she were to ride on, say, the Nitro (especially on a full stomach). I, on the other hand, have been immunized from motion sickness through years of conditioning on long family road trips I took as a young child.
In most other ways, Hyesun and I are equally brave. We are both fine with the idea of moving to new places where we don’t know anyone and making new friends. Hyesun has indeed been braver than me in this respect, leaving her country and her family to pursue her dreams here in the United States, and moving to Staten Island when I was appointed to serve Bethel Church. Both of us are willing to take risks and do new things and go new places, almost at the drop of a hat. Perhaps you’re this way, too – willing to face new a new environment, new challenges, new job, new children. 

But how brave are we when we come into God’s true presence? I’m not talking about church, because, despite the fact that this is a worship service and we pray and sing hymns and “pass the peace” with one another, that is no guarantee that you actually experience God’s presence. The best I can do - the best that the worship team can do - is to offer you an environment where God’s presence can be more easily experienced. But how comfortable are we when we see something or hear something that clearly indicates God’s actual presence? In today’s gospel lesson we find Jesus encountering a funeral procession. The funeral is for a man who has died, apparently young, and is survived by his mother, who is a widow – So aside from the sad circumstances of a mother having to bury her child, another point Luke is trying to make is that the woman, without husband or any male children, has no means of support and will likely have to spend the rest of her life begging for a living. The future does not look promising to this poor woman. Jesus stops the procession and commands that the man to rise, which he does. The reaction of the crowd is fear. Dead bodies don’t just come to life, though such a thing had been documented – our Old Testament reading about a similar event that took place in Judea hundreds of years earlier. Such occurrences indicate nothing less than the presence of a power that is new to us, something from beyond this world. If such events were to happen today, people would react no differently than people did two thousand years ago. They’d be afraid.
But what happens next is very important. Notice what happens next in the Gospel reading: The sentence that starts, “Fear seized all of them” continues “and they glorified God.” Furthermore, they recognized that God was looking favorably upon them. This is a good thing. God is present. He is with his people! That is reason to celebrate and something you have to tell others about, hence “word about him spread throughout Judea and all the surrounding country.” It’s perfectly normal to be afraid when in the true presence of God, and because of this, sadly, many people avoid God’s presence. It’s much safer to dwell in the realm of what is normal and predicable. It’s safer to keep God at a distance, because when God remains at a distance, we feel that we have more control of our environment and more control of our future. We can make our own plans, do our own thing in a safe setting. We can even pay homage to God by attending a church, putting in the amount of time that we’re comfortable giving to God, and get on with the rest of our lives. We can create a routine that relegates God and keeps him completely out of our lives, almost out of our schedules, and we’ve done it for thousands of years. Don’t you think it rather odd that in today’s text we find God’s own people afraid each time God pops into their lives? Even though so many texts from the Old Testament reference God as present among his people, as being with them in their struggles, as dwelling among them, yet we are shocked and afraid when God is dwelling with us. We are seized by fear. It simply indicates that God’s presence is something of a surprise to us. 

God is a bit stubborn; he has this way of injecting himself into our lives even when it inconveniences us, even when it is the last thing we want. A pastor friend of mine was a very successful young professional, with a lovely wife and lovely child in a lovely home and a bright future prior to the time that he heard God speaking to him ever so clearly, telling him on no uncertain terms, that he had to give up his job and go into ministry. Another friend went to Israel and literally heard God speaking to him in the Garden of Gethsemane, calling him, and causing him to weep uncontrollably. I can say that God has injected himself into my life and taken it over. And I know there are people in this church whose lives have been taken over as well – giving your life to God doesn’t mean you have to be a pastor. God’s presence in our lives may not expected, and it may not be easy for us to deal with, but it is inevitable. 
It may be hard for us to welcome God’s presence, because that presence is so foreign to us at first – we are so consumed in ourselves that we are shocked by his presence. And we are reluctant to surrender the “I,” My plans, my dreams, my desires, to allow my will to become God’s will, my dreams to become God’s dreams, my desires to become God’s desires. When we give up a self-centered life and replace it with a God-centered life, our passion is in serving others, not the self. 
But in this way we become free – free from fear because our lives are now in God’s caring hands, and free to love, because we hold nothing back for ourselves. Like the good servant in Jesus’ parable, we take what God gives us and invest it in others, which allows it to grow, unlike the bad servant who, out of fear, buries what was given and experiences no growth, no change. God’s will is for us to grow in our faith, our love, our service to others. 

And so I challenge you to ask yourself in what way you fear God’s involvement in your life. What is God challenging you to do? And instead of thinking of the cost of obedience to Christ, I encourage you to dream of what the fruits of obedience could be. The most obvious and immediate fruit is the peace that comes from knowing that you are living in God’s presence. Other fruits will be the changes you effect in other people’s lives. 
And after you ponder this for awhile, and determine that there is no way to escape God’s will or God’s presence, after you have dreamed about how God can effect change through you, ask how the Church can help in your dreams. A vision I have for this church is a thriving outreach and mission program that is addressing the needs of the community. It can be expanding the ministries we already have or creating new ones. Share your thoughts with me – remember two heads are better than one, and the beauty of the church is that we have over fifty heads, and twice as many arms, and twice as many legs. We have the potential to do amazing, miraculous things in this community, which is exactly what God wants us to do.
