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What Are We Afraid Of 
 
Well good morning, my friends, and welcome again to this service of worship. 
Lately, I’ve been thinking a lot about when I first met all of you. And I think it’s 
because that was three years ago, which feels like a really long time but also a blink 
of the eye. Time has been weird to me. Anyway…I think I’ve been reflecting a lot on 
that time because the lectionary is a three-year cycle, and so I’ve been sitting with a 
lot of the same texts and themes and feelings that I was sitting with three years ago. 
 
It was a time of transition for all of us. It was a time of uncertainty, some conflict, 
and some fear.  
 
It was scary for y’all to call me, for me to say yes. It was scary for me and my partner 
to move across the country, and scary for all of us to enter into a new pastoral 
relationship, a new chapter in our lives together.  
 
And yeah, here we are, three years later, in a global pandemic and civil unrest. And 
year, there’s a lot to still be afraid of and about, and also, I feel a certain comfort and 
conviction that we don’t actually have to be ruled by fear because we are in this 
together.  
 
I actually love being confronted with fear alongside y’all. That might sound weird, 
but y’all just really know how to show us, to do your work, and to trust that we can 
face our fear and survive, because our God is with us, we are committed to one 
another, and we are committed to discerning and enacting the will of God for us, 
even and especially in the face of fear. 
 
And this doesn’t mean that it’s all sunshine and roses, right? We have not and should 
never expect to go unscathed. This work is risky business, but I find comfort 
remembering that in our life of faith and discipleship, we can trust that we will 
never be called to do any of it alone, and when we are willing to show up, to 
overcome our fear, and maybe even to take some risks, we will find ourselves living 
exactly the lives and being exactly the people God has called to live and be. 
 
And as I sat with this parable in Matthew, this is the message that bubbled up for 
me.  
 



I have to say, though, that Matthew really, really loves talking about the outer 
darkness, where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth. And if you’re like me, I’m 
sure you cringe every time you read it. Like, okay, Matthew we get it. Cool it man. 
 
For the purposes of this sermon, and honestly, any conversation you ever have with 
me about faith or theology, you should assume that when I reference this outer 
darkness, I am never talking about or even imagining some kind of afterlife, hell, or 
lake of fire, or any of the other imagery that some folx love to use. 
 
I am talking about a state of existence, right here and right now, in which individuals 
and entire peoples can find themselves living a life within this “outer darkness.” It is 
a life of isolation, of suffering, of despair, and of fear. And I think anyone at any time 
can find themselves there, perhaps on account of their own actions or perhaps on 
account of the actions of others. 
 
Either way, this existence is characterized by the kind of fear that keeps us from 
taking risks, from doing hard but faithful work; a kind of fear that causes us to 
hoard, to isolate, to turn away from the suffering or the needs of those around us.  
 
Fear which causes us to turn away from God and the ways of God. 
 
And ya know, I would say that it’s quite likely that as of late, every single one of us 
has had a moment or moments where we have felt like we are on the edge of this 
outer darkness. Some of us may have even felt completely consumed by it.  
 
Because there is a lot to be afraid of these days. There is a deadly virus which 
continues to ravage the entire world. There is a rising threat of fascism across the 
globe. And here in our own country, we are in the midst of a civil unrest, where 
White Supremacy is alive and well and threatens the very legitimacy of our 
democracy. 
 
We are afraid of what this isolation or division might mean in our church, our 
community, our families and among our friends.  
 
And I will you that for LGBTQ+ people, Black and indigenous folx, people of color, 
immigrants, and religious minorities, and other people with marginalized identities, 
we are afraid for our spiritual, emotional, and physical wellbeing. We are afraid of 
losing our rights, our sanity, and in some cases our lives.  
 
There is a lot to be afraid of. And frankly, I relate to this wicked and lazy slave today 
probably more than I ever have. But I also know that living in this way, forsaking my 
privilege, my duty, my responsibility to God and God’s ways, will only lead me to the 



outer darkness. Not necessarily because I think God will cast me there, but because 
when we are not living into who we are created to be, there is darkness, isolation, 
despair. 
 
And yeah, risking our lives and our livelihoods for the sake of the gospel is also 
scary, but it’s the only way to live into who we truly are.  
 
In her book Braiding Sweetgrass, Robin Wall Kimmerer weaves together her training 
as a botanist with her worldview as a citizen of the Potawatomi Nation. She brings 
to life the beauty of the natural world and the many lessons it has to teach us about 
ourselves, our world, and what is True. 
 
She writes “…duties and gifts are two sides of the same coin. Eagles were given the 
gift of far sight, so it is their duty to watch over us. Rain fulfills its duty as it falls, 
because it was given the gift of sustaining life. What is the duty of humans? If gifts 
and responsibilities are one, then asking ‘What is our responsibility?’ is the same as 
asking ‘What is our gift?’”1 
 
And then she goes on to talk about the Three Sisters, which I am sure many of you 
know about being the good farmers y’all are. The Three Sisters are corn, squash and 
beans, and they have been planted together for centuries by indigenous peoples 
because of the efficacy of doing so. Planted together, each yields more than if they 
were planted alone. 
 
She says too, that these sisters have something profound to teach us. She says: 
 

The most important thing each of us can know is our unique gift and how to 
use it in the world. Individuality is cherished and nurtured, because, in order 
for the whole to flourish, each of us has to be strong in who we are and carry 
our gifts with conviction, so they can be shared with others. Being among the 
sisters provides a visible manifestation of what a community can become wen 
its members understand and share their gifts. In reciprocity, we fill our spirits 
as well as our bellies.2 

 
Now, coming back to this parable in Scripture, the master gives his slaves a gift of 5, 
2, and 1 talents. Gifts that are also duties. And gifts that were given according to the 
ability of each. In other words, gifts that were given in honor of the particularities of 
the person. Gifts that were meant to bring alive who each of the persons is. 
 

 
1 Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, Milkweed Editions, Kindle Edition, p. 115. 
2  Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, Milkweed Editions, Kindle Edition, p. 134. 



To bury that gift, then, is not only to disrespect the one who gave it, but also to 
disrespect oneself and one’s community. 
 
Each of us, have been given gifts, of compassion of love, of financial resources and 
positions of power, of insight and wisdom, of tenderness and care. Each of us has 
been given gifts which make us who we are, and the other side of our gift coin is 
duty or responsibility to use that coin for what is good and just and beautiful, not 
just for ourselves, but for all of Creation. 
 
Even though this one slave says that his master is cruel and harsh, we see this 
master giving the others everything that they gained, keeping nothing for himself.  
 
Likewise, our God is a God of mercy and faithfulness, steadfast love and compassion. 
And our God calls us to be righteous and just, to use the gifts we have been given to 
serve God and to do God’s work. And to do all of this, not from a place of fear, but 
from a place of privilege. What a gift it is for God to entrust this work to us. What an 
honor! And what a life-giving responsibility.  
 
So as we continue to navigate the fear that swirls all around us, let us take comfort 
in knowing that we will never be called to do this work alone, and that though it may 
feel risky, it may even sometimes feel downright terrifying, it is an honor and a 
privilege to receive our gifts, which were given according to our ability, and to use 
those gifts to fulfill our duty to make this world just a bit more good and just and 
beautiful. 
 
In the name of our Triune God, who Creates, Sustains, and Redeems us all. AMEN. 
 


