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What Do You Fear? Insisting On Hope This Advent

FCCH November 30th, 2025, First Sunday of Advent
“When You Are Afraid, Give Me Your Hand”
Rev. Karla Miller

The First Nations Version of Psalm 122 opens the door for us on this first Sunday of Advent. It sings:
“I danced for joy when they said to me, ‘We are going to Grandfather’s longhouse.’… Send up prayers for the harmony and well-being of the Village of Peace. May all who love her find rest.”
This  is a picture of community shaped by care, a village where tribes gather to seek harmony, balance, and safety.  This is where the season of Advent begins — a longing for a world like that.   A hope for a world where peace is not a fantasy but a lived reality.
———-
The first step through that door, however, is by being brave.  By being honest about our emotional landscape.  Let’s name it:  many of us live in the fraught terrain of fear.  
What do you fear?  
As a child, I feared what lurked under my bed.
As a young adult, I feared the walk from my car to the front porch,  convinced some danger might spring from the bushes.
As a mature woman, I’d love to say I am mostly fearless, because you know, years of therapy, because wisdom gained with age.  But I do have fears.  I just call them worries.  
My worries:   Will my knees hold up? Will we meet our stewardship goal? Did I say something wrong? Is someone upset with me?
I do not fear snakes, although my wife does.  One of my biggest fears? The news, and almost every day’s headlines.

Our theme this year,  “What Do You Fear? Insisting on Hope This Advent” is the brainchild of Sanctified Art, a collective of clergy women and artists who design liturgy and curriculum for faith communities.  This theme couldn’t be more timely.   I hope you pick up a devotional book, or at least an advent calendar of breath prayers for each day.  
I know.  Fear feels like an odd starting point for Advent, a season we associate with hope, light, and expectation. And yet every Advent reading in all three lectionary cycles is delivered into a world suffused with fear.
Luke begins with these quiet words:
“In the time of Herod…”
Sounds fairly innocuous.  A normal beginning to a story—to us it sounds like “once upon a time.”  To the ancient listener, that phrase was the equivalent of a flashing red danger sign.  These five words are drenched in dread. 
Rev. Dr. Boyung Lee describes Herod’s reign as a time marked by “deception, surveillance, and violence,” a classic pattern of imperial domination. The poor were crushed under taxation, dissenters disappeared, and the political atmosphere was saturated with suspicion and terror. Life was fragile. Safety was not promised.
Fear was the air people breathed.
We, too, live in Herodian days.
Psychologist Dr. Denise Fournier writes:
“We have every reason to be afraid… Everywhere we turn we’re flooded with news that calls into question our safety and security.”
And so often, fear becomes a feedback loop.
My fear prompts defensive behavior, which triggers your fear, which prompts more defensiveness—and the cycle keeps widening. Before we know it, we are all saturated in an atmosphere of agitation and angst. 
But Fournier suggests if we interrupt that loop with the practices of curiosity, compassion, and courage, we can begin to loosen the iron grip that fear that is suffocating. 
To be clear~~compassion, curiosity and courage do not make disappear, but they DO keep fear from becoming our ruler.

_________________________
In Luke 1, Zechariah meets an angel in the temple while performing his priestly duties-—and the text says he was “terrified.” The Greek word, as Dr. Boyung Lee notes, is tarassó, which describes not just being startled, but a deep internal trembling:
“the soul’s recoil,” she writes, “in the face of uncertainty.”
Fear is a natural human response to divine disruption.
Fear is not a lack of faith.
Fear is the body recognizing that something big, something uncontrollable, is unfolding.
But fear can sink in and root itself.
Later, Jesus says, “Do not let your hearts be troubled (tarassó) and do not let them be afraid (deiliaó).”
The second word implies shrinking back, diminishing our capacity to act.
Fear becomes harmful when it settles permanently and shapes our posture toward the world.  When our hearts become so afraid, we lose hope. We become hardened and unexpectant. 
And so, Dr. Lee asks piercingly:
What have we stopped praying for because of fear?
What hopes have we quietly buried?
Where have we shrunk back from life?
Advent is the season that gently—and sometimes urgently—invites those questions back to the surface.

I think it is important to not pathologize fear.   Trauma therapists often note that fear carries information. It signals that something matters, something vulnerable is at stake.  We need fear. 

Dr. Lee says that fear is “the voice of our vulnerability seeking not to be erased but to be noticed.”
And yet we often smother fear behind shame, telling ourselves: 
I shouldn’t feel this way. I should be stronger. I should be more faithful.
Sanctified Art collaborator and artist Lauren Wright Pittman challenges this.   She writes:
“Fear itself is not the catalyst for my disconnection;
it is my unwillingness to share my fears with others and with God.”
Fear becomes isolating because we decide to carry it alone.
But God chooses another way.  Pittman notes that God enters the world of Herod not as a warrior, but as an infant—vulnerable, dependent, needing to be held.
She writes:
“I want to join God in choosing vulnerability in the face of fear.”

Poets help us name what we struggle to articulate.
Mary Oliver, in “May”, describes meeting a copperhead snake on a dark road. She kneels and looks at it, risking closeness to what could harm her.  When it moves on, she writes:
“After excitement we are so restful.
When the thumb of fear lifts, we are so alive.”
We know that feeling—that sudden lift, the clarity that follows.
And Lisel Mueller, in her poem “Hope,” writes:
“It is the singular gift we cannot destroy in ourselves…
the argument that refutes death…
all we know of God.”
Hope, she says, refuses extinction.
It sprouts like the eye of a potato, rises like a dog’s wagging tail, enters the lungs of a newborn. Hope is generative, stubborn, impossible to fully uproot.
Hope is what helps us keep reaching for each other’s hands.
Friends, Advent is not about sentimental hope.
It is gritty, rugged hope.
The kind of hope that appears in fearful landscapes.
The kind of hope that knows fear intimately but does not surrender to it.
The angel’s message is not:
“Do not feel fear.”
It is:
“Do not let fear be the whole story.”
What if the Advent invitation is this:
“Name your fear honestly—and still believe God is near.”
What if hope is the decision to reach across fear toward community?
What if offering your hand—your literal hand—to someone trembling beside you is the most Advent-y thing you can do?
Eleanor Roosevelt once said:
“You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in which you stop to look fear in the face.”
Not because you are unafraid—
but because you are not alone.
This is how the Village of Peace is built:
hand in hand,
fear acknowledged,
courage shared,
hope practiced.

And so, beloved:
When you are afraid—take my hand.
When I am afraid—may I take yours?
Together we walk toward light.
Together we can build the Village of Peace.
Together we wait for the Holy to arrive in vulnerable flesh,
breaking the cycle of fear with a newborn cry.
Hope is small, yes—
and fierce.
Hope is gentle—
and unyielding.
Hope is the hand we extend
and the hand that meets ours in return.
Amen.



