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So we have known and believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and those who 
abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them. 

Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of 
judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world. There is no fear in love, but perfect love 
casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection 
in love. We love because he first loved us. Those who say, “I love God,” and hate their brothers 
or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot 
love God whom they have not seen. The commandment we have from him is this: those who 
love God must love their brothers and sisters also. 

Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God, and everyone who 
loves the parent loves the child. By this we know that we love the children of God, when we 
love God and obey his commandments. For the love of God is this, that we obey his 
commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome, for whatever is born of God 
conquers the world. And this is the victory that conquers the world, our faith. Who is it that 
conquers the world but the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God. 
 

This is my all-time favorite cartoon. I like it so much that I 

bought the rights to use it from The New Yorker. It shows two 

forlorn priests of a cult that practices human sacrifice sitting in 

front of a giant skull, with various other skulls and bones littered 

around on the hill. One mournfully asks the other, “I wonder 

why we’re not getting any new converts?” A lot of churches and 

denominations are asking themselves the same question. Well, 

the proper response is to ask, “What kind of message are you 

sending?” 
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As you’ve heard multiple times, the most frequent commandment 

in the Bible is some variation of “Don’t be afraid,” or “Fear not.” It’s 

there 365 times, one for each day of the year. That’s remarkable 

enough in and of itself, though in every religion, there are admonitions 

to behave bravely. Being brave doesn’t mean we don’t feel afraid. If 

there was no fear, there could never be any courage. As John Wayne 

said, “Courage is being scared to death, and saddling up anyway.” The picture, of course, 

is the Duke himself as Sheriff Rooster Cogburn in the movie, “True Grit.” Being afraid, 

and still doing what you have to do, is the classic definition of courage. Courage is 

usually understood as the opposite of fear, in the same way that prosperity is the opposite 

of poverty, and goodness is the opposite of evil. In today’s scripture, there’s another 

answer to fear, besides simple bravery. That answer is love.   

The humorist Marvin Kitman once said, “A coward is a hero with 

a wife, kids and a mortgage.” The young have a great deal to lose, but 

do not yet know it, so very often they are reckless, careless of their 

lives and futures. Older folks who have been tempered by life, or who 

have obligations like family, livelihoods or reputations that they want 

to protect, are much more cautious. Caution may look like timidity, 

but in many instances it is actually a virtue called prudence. This is a picture of my seven 

year old daughter Emma and my six year old grandson, Jesse. It was taken after church 

the Sunday before Memorial Day. We were walking back to the car and they just reached 

out and took each other’s hand. My older daughter Caitlin took that photo. For those who 

don’t know, there is a 17 year gap between my daughter Caitlin and my daughter Emma, 

and only 11 months between Emma and my grandson, Jesse. Emma is Jesse’s aunt, 

though they are more like brother and sister. All those years when I reasonably thought 

Caitlin would be my last child, I had plans for something I would do after she graduated 

from college. I was going to get a Harley-Davidson Fat Boy motorcycle (that’s actually 
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the type of motorcycle, not a judgment on my physique). I had wanted one since I had 

turned 40, but I wasn’t going to get it until my last child was out of college because I 

didn’t want to risk a cranial injury. To that great plan for my future, the Lord said, “Ha, 

ha, ha, ha!” Instead of being 61 when my last child graduated, I’ll be at least 78, 

assuming I’m still around. My “last child out of college” vehicle has gone from being 

from a Harley-Davidson motorcycle to one of those big tricycles you pedal around on. 

That’s OK. I love my children and grandson and, God willing, want to be around for 

them. If we old codgers try to tell you young whippersnappers not to be pleasure-seeking 

and careless, though we were certainly pleasure-seeking and careless when we were 

young, it is not because we are hypocrites, or because age has turned us into cowards. It 

is because some of our choices resulted in catastrophes whose consequences will endure 

to the end of days. If we try to warn you about the choices you make, it’s not out of fear 

for our future, but out of love and concern for yours.  

This very spontaneous picture was taken when Emma was two. That 

is our late, beloved golden retriever, Lance. I miss Lance a lot. Like most 

all golden retrievers, Lance generously dispensed good will and pounds of 

hair. He was friendly to everybody. We used to joke that if a burglar 

broke in while we were gone, Lance would lead him to the TV, the 

computer and the refrigerator, and then roll over on his back so the burglar could scratch 

his stomach. One day, some door to door salesman came by trying to sell something, and 

Lance went nuts—growling, barking—even though the guy seemed perfectly harmless. 

After he left, I turned and said to Lance, “What got into you? You’ve never done that 

before.” And then I realized he’d never done that before because a stranger had never 

come to the door when he was with little Emma. Lance was defending her. 

We can be very protective of those whom we love. That God loves us is beyond 

dispute, and the Lord is far more than the Great Golden Retriever in the Sky. When Jesus 
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first sent his disciples out, he told them not to be afraid of the people they would 

encounter: 

So have no fear of them…Do not fear those who can kill the body but cannot 
kill the soul…rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell… 
[Matthew 10.26, 32].   

 

Jesus taught his disciples not only to love God, but to fear God, and to only fear God. 

It wasn’t a fear based on God Almighty being capricious and changeable, but on God 

Almighty remaining whom God was and is. A true defender sometimes needs to be 

fearsome. In the Bible, God is called many things, including our “Fortress and Shield” 

and “Very Great Defender.” Once, when Moses himself doubted God’s ability to deliver 

the Israelites, the Lord responded, “Is my arm too short?” If we strive to do God’s will, it 

won’t just be us fighting for ourselves. In Psalm 142, David prayed, “When my spirit 

grows faint within me, it is you who know my way.” That’s faith based on love. Of 

course, when David was confronted with his terrible sin involving Uriah and 

Bathsheba—a sin so great we are still talking about it 3000 years later—he prayed,   

Have mercy on me, O God, according to thy steadfast love; according to thy abundant 
mercy blot out my transgressions…Against thee, thee only, have I sinned, and done 
that which is evil in thy sight, so that thou art justified in thy sentence, and blameless 
in thy judgment…Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit 
within me.   Cast me not away from thy presence, and take not thy Holy Spirit from 
me” [Psalm 51.1,3-4, 10-11].    

 
That’s faith based on fear, if we understand fear of God as 

“Holy Awe” at who God is and what God can do. This painting is 

Rembrandt’s “Return of the Prodigal Son.” The Prodigal had 

betrayed his father’s trust, abandoned the family, squandered 

everything—including what rightfully belonged to his father—and 

returned home broken, destitute and ashamed. He did not presume 

that his father would let bygones be bygones. All the way back, he 

was practicing his opening line: “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I 
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am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like a hired hand” [Luke 15.18-19]. 

Why was it better to be treated as a hired hand than as a son?  According to a law found 

in Deuteronomy 21, the father not only had the legal right but almost the moral obligation 

to put an end to the son’s wastrel life, by dragging him out to the elders of the city, telling 

them how stubborn, drunken and rebellious he was, and letting the men of the city stone 

him to death [Deuteronomy 21.18-21]. 

The Prodigal Son was afraid because of his own great sin, and the authority his 

father possessed. But seeing his son’s genuine remorse, the father welcomed him home 

with joy and unrestrained generosity, while the servants watched in wonder and the 

dutiful older brother brooded in deep, understandable resentment. God is always ready to 

welcome us home—but we must never forget that God is God, and we emphatically are 

not. God’s laws are not called “Suggestions,” but “Commandments.” Love of God and 

fear of God are not mutually exclusive. They are both based upon whom God is. 

Even though God is often our physical defender—in most instances, in ways we are 

not even aware of—our physical lives do not endure forever. They can be taken away by 

disease, infirmity, accident or the actions of an enemy. But, as Jesus said, “Do not fear 

those who can kill the body but cannot kill the soul.” Not even our most determined 

enemy can decide our soul’s immortal destination. That authority lies solely with God, 

whom, we must never forget, “so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so 

that whoever believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life” [John 3.16]. 

That said, the human body is a very, very precious thing, not least because we are made 

in the image of God, who knit us together in our mothers’ wombs. The death of our 

bodies will bring grief to those who love us, especially when the one who dies is far too 

young. 
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Every time I look at this photograph, I am almost 

moved to tears. It was taken on Memorial Day, 2007, 

by John Moore, a photographer for Getty Images who 

had covered the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. On that 

day, he went to Section 60 of Arlington National 

Cemetery, where hundreds of young Americans had 

recently been laid to rest. Moore was accompanied by his wife, Gretchen, who was nine 

months pregnant, and their two year old daughter, Isabella. In Section 60, they saw a 

mother kiss her son’s tombstone, watched as two soldiers put flowers and a cold beer 

next to a buddy’s grave, and read a note written by a young son to his father: “I hope you 

like Heaven… Please write back!”  

 They also saw a young woman gesturing to a gravestone and talking in sentences 

broken by sobs. Moore eventually approached her and introduced himself. She said her 

name was Mary McHugh, and that the grave was of her fiancé, James “Jimmy” Regan, 

who had enlisted in the Army after graduating from Duke University. He was a Ranger 

who did four deployments in three years in Iraq and Afghanistan—a nearly unfathomable 

stretch of hard duty. He had been killed in Iraq the previous February by a roadside 

bomb. Mary said she and Jimmy were going to be married when his enlistment was up 

the following year. “We loved each other so much,” she said. “We thought we had all the 

time in the world.” 

 A few moments later, Moore’s wife and daughter joined them. Little Isabella 

started pulling on her father’s arm, climbing on top of him, and whispering “Daddy” in 

his ear. Moore was painfully aware of the contrast between his own family’s happy 

circumstances and Mary’s deep grief. With her permission, he took some pictures, got her 

e-mail address, and promised to forward them on. The Moores moved on to another 

section of the cemetery, but when they passed back by, they saw Mary lying in the grass, 

sobbing again, still speaking, with “her face close to the cold marble, as if whispering 
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into Jimmy’s ear.” Moore took one more picture—this one. He said he received some 

criticism when it appeared, though not from Mary, who was very gracious. He wrote, 

“Like many who have seen the picture, I felt overwhelmed by her grief, and moved by 

the love she felt for her fallen sweetheart.” 

 How deep can grief be? As deep as the love that precedes it is high. Why was the 

young, strong body of Jimmy Regan in a grave and his heartsick fiancee weeping above 

it? Because, a few years before, he had taken an oath that included these words, “I, James 

Regan, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United 

States against all enemies, foreign and domestic…so help me God.” He died because he 

swore to defend the country that he loved. Everyone who takes an oath to protect and 

defend others takes that chance. Our greatest Defender, Jesus Christ, suffered and died on 

a cross for our sakes. It’s not that true defenders hate what is front of them, but that they 

love what is behind them. Incidentally, Mary McHugh is now a physician in residence at 

Northwestern University Hospital. Her specialty is Emergency Medicine, which means 

she helps save broken bodies, and heal injured hearts, and console wounded souls. 

Why does God not always physically defend us? That 

is a mystery whose answer we may learn in heaven. But the 

cross of Jesus Christ reminds us that unearned suffering can 

be redemptive, and that God wastes no pain. There are 

Christians all over the world, members of the Persecuted 

Church, whose lives are taken from them because their Lord and Savior is our Lord and 

Savior. How do they continue in faith? Because they know that when they give up this 

life because of their faith in Jesus Christ, they come into the life everlasting. Even if we 

are not always physically protected, God, through Jesus Christ, is always our spiritual 

defender. This haunting photograph by John Stanmeyer was taken while he was on 

assignment for National Geographic Magazine. It won first place in the 2014 World Press 

Photo competition. It shows a group of migrant workers in Djibouti—a small nation on 
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the east coast of Africa—holding their little glowing cell phones up to a moonlit sky in an 

attempt to get a signal from nearby Somalia. They’re trying to call their loved ones, to be 

reassured they still abide in the world. Most of us have experienced the desperation that 

comes from not being able to reach someone we love for prolonged periods of time, of 

not knowing where our loved one is and fearing the worst. It somehow seems appropriate 

that the people in the photo are looking to the heavens for a signal. We do much the same 

thing—though in a far deeper way—when we pray to God Almighty. The signal from 

God is always clear, and he is always ready to hear from us, as our “Shield and Defender, 

the Ancient of Days.” 

O worship the King, all glorious above,  
O gratefully sing God's power and God's love;  
our Shield and Defender, the Ancient of Days,  
pavilioned in splendor, and girded with praise.  
 
Frail children of dust, and feeble as frail,  
in thee do we trust, nor find thee to fail;  
thy mercies how tender, how firm to the end,  
our Maker, Defender, Redeemer, and Friend.  
Amen. 
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