
 

 

Shepherds:  Joy, an Antidote to Fear 
a sermon preached by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno on Dec. 17, 2017 
based on Isaiah 35 and Matthew 1:2-11 
 
The following is a Christmas memory of James McClure Scott Jr., soldier in the 
Confederate States of America under the command of General Jeb Stuart.  
Dated: December 1862. 
 
I went with my company on Stuart’s celebrated “Christmas Raid”; it’s line of 
march being around the west flank of the Yankee army then facing General Lee 
at Fredericksburg . . .  I was in the advance column and had missed the captured 
stores, being on duty elsewhere, and was famished from a 36 hour fast, besides 
being worn with the fatigue of hours spent in the saddle, sleeping in the saddle, 
also at night as we marched night and day.  I had no time to forage for myself or 
my horse.  The weather was bitter and between hunger and fatigue I was 
desperate. 
 
On Christmas night as I was marching in front of the column I saw a light across 
a field at a house.  I left ranks, knowing I could regain the column before it 
passed.  Accompanied by another man, we made our way across the fields 
towards the light.  Having reached the house I dismounted and knocked at the 
door.  Within were all the sounds of a jovial party at supper.  At length the owner 
of the house appeared.  I asked if two men could get supper.  The man replied 
with a question, “Who are you?”  I answered, “Jeb Stuart’s men.”  The man 
exclaimed, “Well, you are in the wrong place for these are Yankee officers and 
their wives in the house,” to which I replied, “Unless they hold a mighty good 
hand, it will be the worse for them.”  The man still demurred, saying he did not 
want any trouble for the union troops would visit it on him and burn his house.  I 
answered , “I want supper, not prisoners or trouble.”  The man then turned to go 
to the dining room saying he would ask his wife.  I realized this would be a 
notification of my presence to the Yankees within, and walking in the door 
followed him, keeping just behind him. 
 
The supper party were amazed to see their host appear in the door followed by a 
fully armed confederate soldier . . . I stood with an easy touch upon my pistol 
while the host explained my demand. 
 
One of the officers sitting near a back door started to rise.  I told him, “Just keep 
your seat, I only want my supper.”  One of the women implored me not to take 
her husband prisoner. My reply was, “I want my supper and will not take 
prisoners or make trouble, but if trouble is raised, they would get the worst of it.” 
 
A place was quickly set for me at the end of the table nearest the door by which I 
entered.  Two of the women waited on me, plying me with REAL coffee, oysters, 
turkey and all the accessories to complete a Christmas meal.   



 

 

With my pistol beside me and the officers seated at the same table, I bolted my 
supper, but did precious little chewing.   
 
Meantime the sound of the Confederate column could be heard as it marched by.  
When full to repletion, I rose and offered Confederate money as pay for my 
supper which, being declined, I slid unmolested out the door, back to my horse, 
with a feeling of intense relief that the adventure was safely over.  Utter silence 
reigned in the house as I rode off and quickly regained the line of march of my 
column.  My companion had disappeared at the first intimation that Yankees 
were in the house. 
 
Fear – it’s often a matter of weighing what one hopes for desperately, vs. what 
one is desperately afraid of.   
 
The wonderful carol of this season,  "O Little Town of Bethlehem,” sums this up 
for me in a way that befits this season. It was written by a prominent American 
clergyman, Phillips Brooks, after a trip to Bethlehem 150 years ago. The Civil 
War was scarcely over. "O Little Town of Bethlehem" contains the line …  
 
 Yet in thy dark streets shineth.  The everlasting light. 
  The hopes and fears of all the years,  Are met in thee tonight. 
 
There it is. Hopes vs. fears.  Today, Bethlehem doesn’t look at all like the 
Hallmark card company has portrayed it. It’s not a little town anymore but a city, 
a very busy city, a tourist trap actually, with lots of buses, and crowds of visitors, 
and shops selling olive wood figurines, and vendors pushing and shoving, 
thrusting nativity postcards in your face, and churches—usually crowded, hoping 
this month for long lines of pilgrims, but worried because the Muslim mayor of the 
city wants to cancel Christmas because of our president’s decision to move the 
US Embassy to Jerusalem. 
 
“The hopes and fears of all the years.”   They never let up. 
 
There is, inside of each of us a place for fear, and that’s, of course, a good thing. 
There are things in this world worth being afraid of. Appropriate fear keeps us 
from making foolish and dangerous mistakes. Psychologists tell us that we come 
into this world with two built-in fears: fear of falling, and fear of abandonment. We 
want to hold on.   
  
But fear can also be a great enemy of life, a great impediment to love and hope 
and passion and joy. 
 
"Do not be afraid," the angel says to the startled shepherds on the hillside 
outside of the little town of Bethlehem. The way Luke tells it, "The glory of the 
Lord shone around them and they were terrified." But the first words they heard 
were "Fear not."  



 

 

The angels are saying that something is about to happen that will change 
everything, but don’t be afraid. 
 
Professor of Old Testament, Walter Brueggemann says that the Christian faith is 
about that two word admonition: "Fear not." Years ago in Chicago I heard him 
engage a group of us clergy— 
 
He asked us to recall a time when, as children, we were frightened: maybe lying 
in bed, sure that the shadows on the wall were of a dark monster and the bumps 
and creaks on the stairway were the portent of something dreadful.  
 
He asked us to imagine calling out to our father or mother, who would appear 
and take us in his or her arms and say, "Everything is all right. Don’t be afraid. It 
will be all right" That, Brueggemann says, is what faith is about. And it is a 
primary, fundamental, and persistent message in the Bible. 
 
When Moses is becoming nervous about the dangers of leading his people out of 
Egypt, God says, "Fear not. I will be with you." 
 
To any who face the loss of their own life one of the psalms says,  "Ye though I 
walk in the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me." 
 
And at the very end of the Jesus story, angels say, “Fear not!” to frightened 
disciples at an open tomb: "Fear not. He is not here. He is risen." 
 
Early on in that story, one of Jesus’ allies, John the Baptist, was in prison; in 
trouble because he had criticized King Herod. John had mixed politics and 
religion one too many times. John’s prospects, to say the least, were grim. John 
had been Jesus’ advocate. He had recognized in Jesus the righteousness and 
holiness and presence of God. But Jesus’s message didn’t sound right to John. 
 
John was a fiery preacher, calling religious leaders a "den of snakes," talking 
about laying an ax to the roots of a tree and burning dry branches in a consuming 
cosmic fire.  
 
Not long afterward, John was put in prison and there he began to have 
misgivings about his calling.  
 
In the first place, Jesus wasn’t acting the way John thought that the messiah 
should act. He wasn’t talking about God being angry the way John was. In fact, 
Jesus wasn’t judging and condemning sinners at all.  
 
What kind of messiah would befriend sinners, be seen with them, eat with them? 
What kind of messiah would spend his time with unrighteous men and women 
instead of insisting that everybody obey the law of Moses?  
 



 

 

John was in shock.  What kind of religion would it be that emphasized inclusivity 
and kindness instead of purity, exclusiveness and judgment?  Poor John – he 
couldn’t understand. 
 
In 1999 I went to Israel and besides the uplifting locations I visited there, I also 
grabbed an opportunity to climb down into a hole in the ground that, in Jesus 
day, served as a Roman holding pen – a jail cell.  The space was small, dark, 
and airless.   
 
Think of poor John in one of those. He’s scared. He’s alone. It’s damp in that tiny 
hole where he is kept like an animal. The king that he has publicly humiliated is 
the pettiest and cruelest of tyrants. John is going to die and he knows it.  
 
And he’s terrified that he’s going to die a failure.  So he reaches out to Jesus for 
clarity -- for a ray of hope maybe, not about his fate, but about it’s meaning.   
 
John was facing a fear many of us face at some time – that we might die not 
having lived, the fear of having lived an ultimately meaningless life. 
 
Jesus sends his friend the baptizer an intimate but coded message. “Tell John,” 
he says, “that the blind are receiving their sight, the lame are now walking, lepers 
are being cleansed, and the deaf are hearing.”  
 
That’s an almost direct quotation from a passage of Old Testament scripture 
everybody knew and loved: a lyrical poem by their great prophet-poet Isaiah.  
 
The eyes of the blind shall be opened, 
 and the ears of the deaf unstopped, 
 then the lame shall leap like a deer, 
 the wilderness and the dry land shall be glad. 
 
So Jesus is saying this: “John, as you sit there, in that cell—cold, hungry, thirsty, 
waiting for your inevitable execution—remember the promise that came to our 
people at the darkest, most frightening moment in their lives, the worst moment 
in our history, when a cruel and powerful enemy was about to attack and defeat 
and imprison and exile. Remember –  
 
The majesty of our God. . . . 
 Shall strengthen weak hands, 
 It will make firm feeble knees. 
 It will say to those who are of a fearful heart, 
 "Be strong, do not be afraid!" 
 
Of course, we’re often afraid, aren’t we? Who isn’t afraid sometimes that 
something dreadful will happen to those we love: that North Korea will make a 
false move, that the test we took at the hospital will come back positive.  



 

 

Sometimes we are afraid, as were those people Isaiah spoke to 2,700 years ago, 
watching the Assyrian army with all its chariots and horses and armored troops 
bearing down on their weak militia. 
 
Faith doesn’t mean that fear disappears. It means going on doing what you need 
to do anyway; going on with your living, your loving, your caring, your passion, in 
spite of your fear—why?  Because something has happened that is more real, 
more pervasive, more powerful, more to be trusted than whatever it is you are 
afraid of.    
 
"Courage," Anne Lamott says, "is just fear that has said its prayers." 
 
If you are like the soldier I opened this sermon with, who hasn’t been filled for 36 
hours, or maybe 36 years, move forward.  Follow the instinct inside you that 
wants life.  Fear doesn’t fall away, but the shackles of fear can.   
 
Sheila Dickson of Arizona has this to say about facing fear. 
 
“My husband promised me that, if we got divorced, the children and I would be 
living in a crummy apartment on the wrong side of town, wearing rags and rubber 
flip-flops.  I thought of Dorothea Lange’s famous photograph, Migrant Mother: a 
worn and weary woman with her hand on her cheek, her two children turned 
away from the camera, leaning for support, on their mother’s thin shoulders.  The 
woman’s worry is palpable, spreading out from her like the golden rays around 
depictions of Catholic saints.   
 
Dread kept me in the marriage until, one day, I went to the library and made 
twenty photocopies of Migrant Mother.  Over the months that followed, I colored 
the copies with crayons and markers, adding homemade paper-doll hats and 
clothes, and fancy borders of shiny aluminum foil.   
 
By the time I filed for divorce, I had decorated all twenty copies, and the migrant 
mother and her children glowed with serenity and humor.  Whenever my soon-to-
be ex-husband threatened us with economic ruin, I was only annoyed.” 
 
Barbara Brown Taylor has said that, “Fear is a small cell with no air in it and no 
light. It is suffocating, and dark -- and in a quirky kind of way it is a safe place of 
its own.  It’s a place of total stillness.  You can’t even turn around in there, 
 
When you are held captive by fear you don’t have the where-with-all to make a 
single move – and that is, in fact, just what you want, out of your fear. 
 
But BELIEF is something entirely different.  It is NOT, as some would say,            
a well-fluffed nest, or a castle high on a hill.   



 

 

It’s more like a rope bridge over a scenic gorge.  It’s sturdy, but it swings back 
and forth. Unlike fear, there is plenty of light and air around us there [maybe too 
much]. 

 
But there is precious little to hold on to except the stories that you’ve heard about 
it -- 1) That it is the best and only way across.  2) That it will bear your weight. 
All you have to do is believe more in the bridge than you believe in the gorge. 
 
Fortunately you don’t have to believe in it all by yourself. There are others to 
believe WITH you [that’s, after all, why we’re here in this place this morning]— 
And sometimes [there are even] some to believe FOR you when your own belief 
wears thin. 
 
These ones have crossed the bridge ahead of you and are waiting on the other 
side, or [maybe] they are a bit ahead of you and they are there for you to talk to 
as you move forward one step at a time..  That’s the crucial part -- moving 
forward ONE STEP AT A TIME.  Fear is about being frozen.  Faith is about 
beginning to move   -- a little at a time.   
 
If Jesus is who the gospels say he is, and who 100 generations of believing 
Christians have said he is, the bridge will hold. 
 
Believing in him will NOT put us in control.  It will not get us what we want.   
Or save us always from harm. BUT WE MAY GRADUALLY LOSE OUR FEAR 
OF OUR OWN LIVES.  Whatever the condition we may find ourselves in, we 
may finally learn to live with it, even love it, if only because we believe that HE 
lives and loves it too.” 
 
Amen 
 
Note:  I owe the Rev. John Buchanan a debt for the Biblical take I use in this 
sermon.   
 
 


