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3rd Sunday of Advent C (Dec. 12, 2021 STM: 5:15 & 11:15) 

Musician begins with: “Yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting light; the hopes 
and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.” The line, of course, is from a beloved 
Christmas carol, “O Little Town of Bethlehem.” What Christian doesn’t cherish the image of 
eternal light beaming from the ramshackle stable where the Christ child dozes in the arms of his 
mother? Who doesn’t celebrate the hope his birth brings to a world where hope so often 
seems in short supply? But fears? What has fear to do with Christmas? Have you ever thought 
about that? The fear of Christmas? What is that all about? 

The history of the carol provides a hint. “O Little Town of Bethlehem” was written in 
1868 by the famed preacher Phillips Brooks. The Civil War had ended only three years earlier. 
Yes, Lee and Grant had signed their peace accord at Appomattox and shaken hands on the deal. 
Yes, battle-weary veterans from both sides had laid down their arms and trudged home. But 
half the nation still lay in ruins, and the notorious Andrew Johnson — by most accounts not the 
best president — was doing his best to dismantle the rights that had been won for the former 
slaves at such a terrible human cost. 

On the home front, north and south, families had been decimated by the carnage of the 
most brutal war America had ever known. Wives and mothers counted themselves lucky if their 
husbands and boys had come home lacking an arm or a leg or an eye. They knew he could easily 
have not come home at all. 

In 1868, it gave Americans some comfort to picture the humble Bethlehem stable as the 
place where hope and fear meet each other — and where hope emerges the ultimate victor. 

My dear sisters and brothers in Christ Jesus, today is known as Gaudete Sunday-from 
the Latin “to rejoice.” We are to rejoice in the Christ event-in God coming and saving the world 
from sin.    This is a happy time of year.  Lots to be joyful about.  Our homes and streets twinkle 
with lights.  Present are appearing under the tree.  Holiday parties are taking place.   Christmas 
carols are abounding on the radio.  Happiness. Joy. Rejoicing.  But what about fear?  I think with 
all are living with some fear right now.  These are anxious times.  COVID is still a daily reality for 
us.  A new variant is making its way around the world.  The nightly news shows us the violence 
of our world and our own towns. Racial unrest has not gone away.  Long after Brooks put pen 
to paper to describe those silent stars floating over Bethlehem’s deep and dreamless sleep, we 
still yearn for the abiding peace that is freedom from fear. 

John the Baptist sets the alarmist tone in today’s gospel lesson: “His winnowing fan is in 
his hand to clear the threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will 
burn with unquenchable fire.” (Luke 3:9). Is that cringeworthy enough for you? Far from 
delivering comfort and consolation, John’s prophecy is calculated to disturb. Yet, it is as much a 
part of the church’s Advent proclamation as the message of comfort and peace. 



2 
 

 Fear, comfort and joy are all part of the Christmas story.   What did the angel say when 
he came to Mary to announce to her the she would conceive the Christ? “Do not be afraid.” 
Don’t you think that Mary and Joseph were afraid as they made that journey to Bethlehem?  
Were they not afraid of Herod when they fled to Egypt?  Lots of fear there.  What did the angel 
say to the shepherds when Christ was born? “Be not afraid.” Fear is a real part of the Christian 
story. It is a real part of our story. And it is only by moving through our fears to the joy that 
awaits us on the other side that we truly grasp the triumphant good news of the Christ child 
coming into the world.  For the Christian, the fear of Christmas is a very real thing.  But, but, we 
know the whole story.  And we celebrate that whole story.  We understand the totality of 
Christmas.  But this is different from those who just have the secular piece of Christmas. 

  We don’t get to Christmas joy by detouring around fear. We get there, as Phillips Brooks 
knew, only by allowing the hopes and fears of all the years to meet one another in that little 
town of Bethlehem. 

 This is the message we Christians put forth. What we mark at Christmas is both joyful 
and fearful.  In this life there are things to be feared — no doubt about that. If we did not fear 
the worst outcomes of human life — illness, poverty, pain, suffering and all the rest — we’d be 
considered foolish. Today you may have many fears.  Maybe you are fearful as you wait medical 
tests.  We all come here something today, some kind of fear. Yet people like John the Baptist 
today and the prophet Zephaniah remind us of good news.  We are reminded that the Lord our 
God is our midst.  And all of our fears are ultimately nothing when they are laid up against the 
great plans that God has for this world. 

 Maybe Charles Schultz can help us with all of this.  One thing we can count on at 
Christmas is that some network will air A Charlie Brown Christmas.  A favorite scene is when 
Linus, standing on a bare stage, recites the story of the birth of Jesus from the gospel of Luke. 
That scene nearly didn’t make it into the show. TV network executives thought it too religious, 
and the reading from Luke simply too lengthy. But the producers persisted, the scene stayed 
and it became a cherished moment. 

There’s one feature of that scene that not many people notice. Just before Linus begins 
his recitation, he drops his security blanket. Anyone who’s familiar with the character of Linus 
knows he’s never without his blanket. Over the years of drawing his comic strip, Charles Schulz 
would occasionally deprive Linus of his blanket — such as when the mischievous Snoopy briefly 
steals it. Every time this happens, this otherwise cool, calm and wise-beyond-his-years 
character dissolves into frenzied angst. Linus simply cannot be without his blanket. Except in 
this moment, when he’s standing on stage reciting the Christmas story. With the Christ child on 
his mind, it seems, he doesn’t need it.  Linus proclaims the story of Christ’s birth. That is all the 
security he needs. 

Into each human life, some fears must intrude. There are indeed times when thick 
darkness surrounds us, and we may justifiably wonder if we’ll ever see daylight again. Think 
now about what fears you have in your heart.  What troubles you most?    The Christian 
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message tells us that there is one who waits beside us, to watch over us and protect us in those 
fears. This is the message of Advent, the message of Christmas when the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us. Christian writer and poet Kathleen Norris says that “the Incarnation is the 
place ... where hope contends with fear.”  I love that.  The good news of this bright season is 
not that we have nothing to fear in this life, but rather that our fearsome and powerful God 
has the ability to bring us through every lesser fear that may assail us. 

Musician again sings “Yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting light; the hopes 
and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.” May we discover anew, in these days of 
expectation, that when hope meets fear in Jesus Christ, the lesser fears of this life are 
vanquished.  Amen.  

 Much of this has been adapted from Homiletics, Dec. 16, 2018.  Frank Norris, Melanie Silva and 
Carl Wilton contributed to this material. 


