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Reflection -May 24, 2020- 
Brechin United Church online worship 

Fear or Love 

(Based on readings from Psalm 68, 1-10; 32-35; 1 Peter 4:12-14, 5: 6-11; Acts 1:6-14.) 

My friends, I believe that we humans are at a critical cross-road in our life on Planet 
Earth. Of course, this is not the first, nor the last cross-road humans have faced. The 
world wars certainly were. The industrial revolution was one. Emerging from being 
hunter-gatherers to becoming farmers 15,000 years ago was a very big one. / I believe 
that we are currently at a cross-road that is as big as any of these.  

To take on our task we have much to gain, from the scriptures we just heard, to guide us 
on to the best path. I want us to consider the two options faced by them, and us. These 
options are continually placed before us as individuals, families, churches, communities, 
countries and the world. To put it very simply, the choice is to choose between fear and 
love. Except that today, more than any time in human history, this choice will determine 
whether we live or we die. 

“Wow!” I might hear you exclaim (if I were but to turn your sound back on!). “That’s 
quite the claim,” you might say. I can assure you that I have been wrong before, and 
likely will be again. So, I invite you to be curious, and decide for yourself. 

Let’s start with our current situation. To slow down Covid-19 we are instructed to “social 
distance” one another. A terrible term, as we are social beings who NEED to connect 
with each other. While we are strongly advised to be 2 metres apart, we most certainly 
need to be socializing. In fact, the absence of human-to-human contact leads to all kinds 
of emotional issues. Especially for those who are living on their own may feel a kind of 
hunger for human touch. I suspect that all of us are experiencing this to some extent. 

Two months ago we were inundated with warnings about transmitting this virus, and 
flooded by news about Covid-19. There was a lot of fear, anxiety and even panic. Toilet 
paper, for some absurd reason, vanished off of shelves. Sometimes people glare or yell at 
others in store isles whom they believe are too close. Fear is natural when we do not 
feel safe. 

Now let’s contrast this fear response to one that is entirely different. It’s called by 
different names such as compassion, caring, curious, collaborative, generous, and simply, 
“love.” 
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It turns out that fear and love come out of very different regions of our brains. (Show 
upper and lower). Ancient wisdom knew this long before there were brain scanning 
machines. 1 John 4:18 states that love and fear are opposite. I understand that all faith 
traditions make this same claim. Did you know that it is impossible for a human to feel 
scared and grateful or curious at the same time?  

Like previous pandemics Covid-19 provokes the usual spate of plague behaviours -fear 
and dread, or generosity and compassion. We either become paralyzed and disrupted, or 
else become more aware and renewed. We either push others away and try to anxiously 
control, or else we open ourselves in new ways. For example, I have heard lovely stories 
about neighbours getting to know one another as a result of walking their block rather 
than zooming by in their cars. 

All three scriptures we heard today, including words from Psalm 68 in our opening 
responsive reading, include strong elements of both suffering and celebration or 
thanksgiving. Suffering is unfortunately a part of the human condition, whether it be 
through losses such as death or health, physical, emotional or spiritual pain. Those who 
try to always be happy usually end up suffering rather harshly at some point in time 
because suffering is usually a primary ingredient in growing and in gaining wisdom. And 
those who grieve well are usually better able to be thankful, think outside the box, have 
more empathy for others, and more. 

I want to highlight what was going on at the time 1 Peter was written. Those early 
Christians were increasingly being persecuted. Soon the Emperor Nero would start killing 
the “followers of Jesus,” but at this stage the persecution was principally verbal -
harassment, shaming, ostracizing, and such.  “Christians” as they were mockingly called, 
did not fit into Roman culture. Their treatment was harsh. This kind of activity can easily 
destroy a person’s reputation and career, so it was not something to sneeze at. 

When I was bullied as a child my mother would sing this little ditty to me: “Sticks and 
stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me.” I can tell you that most of her 
wisdom was on the mark, but not this one. Names and teasing and shaming do harm us, 
especially as children. 

Here in Nanaimo we are seldom persecuted to this extent, although the word “Christian” 
is increasingly looked down on, even though today’s followers of Christ are busily 
feeding the poor (Loaves and Fishes, the Salvation Army) and housing folk (Island Crisis 
Care Society and the Salvation Army), to name but a few worthy ventures. The housing 
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complex that is rising on the site of our former sanctuary will help to alleviate housing 
difficulties, too. 

Of course, one does not have to be a Christian to suffer. Death rates in the developing 
world are skyrocketing, not due to Covid-19 directly, but from starvation.  

Apart from the homeless and those who are unable to pay their bills, our physical 
suffering is not this extreme. But I can tell you that millions of people who have enough 
to eat and a bed to sleep in -are suffering. Quietly. Anxiously. A lot of people feel cut off 
from loved ones, and not only in senior’s homes. 

Suffering is far more manageable when we are together. Not only did those early 
believers have one another, they also had a connection to Jesus, who also suffered. 
Having a strong sense of belonging helps to reduce suffering. As it turns out a sense of 
belonging also contributes to healthier, longer, lives. 

Two very related words are key in this passage: Koinonia and koinoneo. In verse 13 Peter 
tells those Christians that they are partaking or participating in Christ’s sufferings -they 
are sharing this suffering together. The word “partake” or “to share in” is important here 
because it is related in Greek to the word “fellowship.” In Greek the fellowship hall our 
former church building had, adjacent to the sanctuary, would have been called the 
“Koinonia hall.” In verse 13 the writer uses the very similar word koinoneo 
(partakers/share in). Why is this a big deal? Why, have you noticed how people tend to 
pull together when the going gets rough? Those who are koinoneo (who share in) are in 
an intimate connection, a fellowship (koinonia)—a situation where everyone embraces 
the joys or sorrows of the other members of the group. This same koinoneo sharing is 
also used in Romans 12 where Paul talks about genuinely loving each other, adding, 
“rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer, contribute to the needs of 
others, and extend hospitality to strangers. When we suffer together, we become 
stronger together. 

This is why people feel closer to one another when we share our challenges with one 
other. Sharing hardships brings us closer together. 

Perhaps this is why the disciples did so much better when Jesus ascended before their 
eyes: Jesus had disappeared and reappeared to his disciples several times. There is now 
no longer any hint of fear in them (as there certainly had been when Jesus was killed). No 
longer are they grieving or fearful. They praise God. And pretty soon they will be 
heading out to spread the good news about the power of God’s love. 
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Peter’s letter, too, moves from talking about suffering to praising, rejoicing in God’s 
awesome presence and power. Note that the suffering comes before the praising. 

Especially when we are connected to one another. When we are in fellowship (Koinonia) 
we are able to share and bear our losses and confusion far better together (koinoneo). 

Those who have turned to fear and have isolated have not functioned well. Ironically, 
they are at a higher risk of dying from this (or other) viruses. Why? Because fear 
suppresses our immune system. Such tragedy! 

Those, on the other hand, who have been functioning primarily out of their 
compassionate mind have fared far better. Not only have they not had to pay for 
hundreds of rolls of toilet paper (!), they have slept better and felt better. 

I think that even though many people have been isolated in this pandemic, the expression 
“We are in this together” has really encouraged us to help each other in bringing 
groceries to those who are shut in, for example. As I wrote these words some in my 
neighbourhood began to bang pots in support of front-line health-care workers. It is acts 
of solidarity, such as these, that help us to feel more connected to one another, giving us 
purpose. 

Our opening words were taken from Psalm 68, a Psalm of praise to our powerful God. A 
God who shares this power with the faithful so that the needy –such as the homeless– are 
taken care of. A God who sides with those who are poor and disenfranchised. We do not 
need to be anxious, even though we are living through trying times, because, as the Psalm 
sings, God will restore, support, strengthen, and establish us. We are not alone. Yeah! 

So here is but one role for the church: to be community even during physical distancing. 
To remain in social solidarity even while doing what we can to protect human health. It is 
a fact that the first pandemic to hit Asia Minor after the birth of Christianity saw many 
Christians sacrificing their well-being for the sake of others. They put themselves in 
harm’s way. Why would they be so silly? Because they knew that all of us die sooner or 
later, and that this life is but a shadow of the life that awaits us all. I am not suggesting 
that we risk our health today, for we now have the medical system and far more scientific 
knowledge than they did then. But it is clear that those Christians were not afraid. They 
loved wholeheartedly. It was for this reason that Christianity grew very quickly. Love-
in-action draws people. 

What does acting out of love, rather than fear, look like? The answer is many faceted! 
Brechin folk are known far and wide for serving others, welcoming people regardless of 
their background or orientation, singing with our hearts open, and far more.  
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Our first hymn’s final verse reads, “God is working in our hearts to shape a new 
tomorrow: God will always challenge and provide!” 

As a civilization we, too, can choose which way to go: fear or love. To withdraw and 
protect at the expense of the whole, or to be courageous and loving, thus becoming 
whole. We can bow to being controlled in order to save some (albeit important) lives, or 
we can use this crisis to improve our civilization. It all depends on whether we act out of 
fear or out of love. 

Fear is easy. It is a favourite method of controlling us, whether it be by politicians or 
advertisers and media -including social media. Fear works. And fear creates what it fears. 
In this sense fear has been the bigger pandemic, one that has infected far, far more people 
than has the Coruna virus. An infection that is killing people through the resulting 
loneliness and selfishness. 

Love, on the other hand, requires courage and commitment. Love is compassionate. 
Love_conquers_fear. 

We can fear the virus, or we can be cautious and isolate those who are the most likely to 
die from it, and so love people regardless of how well they are functioning. As the widely 
acclaimed writer and speaker, Charles Eisenstein recently wrote, “Socially and 
biologically, health comes from community. Life does not thrive in isolation.” / 

What would living a healthy way in our civilization look like? We could love ourselves 
by taking better care of our health so as to prevent viruses from killing nearly as many. I 
have written about this on my blog at iangartshore.ca. We could bring in guaranteed basic 
income, which has far more benefits than costs, one that saves lives. Our governments 
could invest in the jobs of the future, such as renewable energy, dedicated walking and 
cycling trails, a robust public transportation system, an approach to mental health that 
helps people to feel safe and respected, and a health-care approach that aims to prevent 
disease rather than wait for people to get sick, to name just a few. 

All of this raises a big question: is the Covid-19 the only virus, or is the fear of death 
what so many have been truly infected with? Can we overcome this infection, one that 
separates us and so makes us more ill in almost every way, or join together so that we 
can heal our spiritual, social and increasingly medical malaise? Can we use this time to 
spring-board our civilizations to be more caring for one another and for Mother Earth? 

Which leads me back to my shocking opening comment. What has all of what I have just 
shared got to do with the big fork in the road? 
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Friends, Covid-19 is but a dress rehearsal for what is coming to civilizations if we do not 
take a drastic turn toward developing a caring and mutual relationship with Mother Earth, 
as some call her. Humans are causing a mass extinction of earth’s creatures. We have 
destroyed about half of earth’s top-soils and are rapidly running out of drinking water 
around the world. Low-lying coastal areas are increasingly in trouble as the sea-levels are 
starting to rise due to melting ice. Oceans are becoming too acidic to sustain life, the 
source of much of the oxygen we breathe. We are collectively headed toward a cliff, 
something that we have never before faced, apart from an ever-possible nuclear war. 

We can react to this in fear, and/or hope these dangers go away. Or we can lovingly act 
by courageously contacting our elected officials, boycotting companies that are a big part 
of the problem, divesting investments in oil and gas companies and the banks that fund 
them, writing letters to the editor, even joining in a protest if/when they are ever able to 
occur! We can more carefully choose what we purchase, eat less meat, buy local, grow 
our own food (which many are doing this year!), contribute to causes that are trying to 
make a difference (including Brechin!) and far, far more. 

All of these are good, yet we cannot make a real difference on our own, no matter how 
much we recycle. We have to act together, join forces, to defeat the chaos that will 
surely otherwise come. We need to join like-minded organizations, whether it be 
supporting refugees, the homeless, renewable energy, transportation, or even a political 
party, and participate in it. Lend your hand. Raise your voice. When we can worship 
together again, car-pool. Through any of these measures we gain a sense of belonging 
and purpose. It’s good for us! 

Ultimately, as individuals, as a congregation and as a society we can go with fear or love, 
self-preservation or generosity. Alone we tend towards fear, together we tend towards 
love.  

Friends, we are not alone. We live in God’s world. We are a fellowship (koinonia) that 
can serve together (koinoneo). Together we are strong. 

Spirit is with us to show us the way and inspire us to act lovingly, together.  

Amen! 


