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          One of the things frequently to emerge from acts of terrorism are iconic images that 

capture, in one moment of time, all of the emotions that we are feeling. Today is the 25
th

 

anniversary of the Oklahoma City Bombing, and as I looked at the topic on Twitter, I knew 

immediately the first image I would see – the tragic photo of the fireman carrying the 

bleeding body of the infant out of the rubble. That image, shown worldwide, still sears our 

souls.  

     This past week I was wondering what iconic images might emerge that define the fear 

that the global pandemic is inflicting on the world? There is the strange image of the virus 

itself, looking like some kind of underwater mine from World War II. Recently on a 

website I saw an image with the caption, “This photo will become a symbol of the pandemic 

in America.” It was a photo of homeless Americans sleeping in taped squares in a parking 

lot, while the Las Vegas strip and all of its empty hotel rooms, shimmered in the 

background. It might be the image of the mass graves being excavated in New York City, 

or the empty, lifeless streets of any city, or the line of mask-wearing voters in Wisconsin 

with someone holding a sign saying, “This is ridiculous.” 

       Whatever iconic images emerge, they will reflect what a sad and confusing time this 

has been for our nation and for our world. The pandemic is causing both hardship and 

paranoia, and that paranoia is fomenting a deep resentment against other nations as 

leaders and individuals try to assign blame for the origins of the virus. The most extreme 

voices in our culture have declared that, whatever its origin, COVID-19 is an act of 

bioterrorism that has a specific political agenda. Those voices have emerged because a 

pandemic is experienced as a terror, and terror has a way of perverting our values and our 

judgement.   

     Commentators and pundits are looking at the aftermath of 9/11 to find some kind of 

cultural comparison to the virus and its aftermath, but many are observing that the terror 

inflicted by a pandemic will be much worse and last much longer than the events of 2001 

and the aftermath.  This morning we recall that 9/11 resulted in conflicts that took the 

lives of half a million people, with another half a million still dying in Syria. The truly 

frightening question right now is, “What conflicts might emerge from the pandemic, and 

how many lives will it take?” 
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     The power of terror is its ability to come out of nowhere and roil or destroy our lives, 

and I am not just speaking of the terrorism associated with political and religious causes.  

We face both public and more personal terrors - the abuse of a spouse or a child is one such 

example. Depression is terrorism of the mind; addiction is terrorism of the emotions and 

the body; prejudice is a terrorism that destroys both the victim and the perpetrator, for 

both live in fear of the other.  What do we do in response to these terrors? How do we 

defend ourselves against the predatory mind, the evil heart, and the things that curse 

humanity? Does our faith give us any help in the face of terror, besides comforting the 

relatives of the dead, supporting the sick or injured, and demanding justice? Does faith 

make a difference? 

     Knowing that sin is an infection of every human heart, unlike COVID-19, Jesus never 

glossed over the reality or the power of terror. In the tradition of  first century Judaism, 

the arrival of the Messiah was supposed to be the end of the traditional terrors that had 

hounded Israel – the terrors of empires such as Rome; the terrors of the their religious law 

and those who enforced it; the terror of death, illness, and human suffering. But Jesus, in 

preparing to send his apostles out to preach and declare the good news of the Messiah’s 

presence, uses his own iconic images in telling them that his presence was not the end of 

their suffering, but the beginning: “See. I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of 

wolves; so be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.”   

     More so than any other animal, the wolf is the destroyer of the sheep.  The image of 

Christ’s followers as sheep might make some of us cringe, and the apostles themselves 

certainly did not act like sheep as they accompanied Christ in his daily ministry, but in this 

particular scene from the gospel of Matthew, the apostles will be alone for the first time as 

teachers, preachers, and sharers of the good news.  They are, using the image that Christ 

uses, about to be sheep without their shepherd, and Christ wants them to be prepared for 

the type of responses they will get as they go out in his name. 

     CS Lewis summarized Christ’s presence and his claim of the Messianic identity when he 

wrote: “I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often 

say about Him: ‘I'm ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don't accept His 

claim to be God.' That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and 

said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a 
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lunatic -- on the level with the man who says he is a poached egg -- or else he would be the 

Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or 

else a madman or something worse.” 

     If that is our claim and confession as believers – that Jesus is the Son of God -  it is one 

that does not sit well with the rest of the world, and Christ knew that his followers would 

face suffering as they made, shared and lived that confession.  But in using this frightening 

image of the sheep among the wolves, Jesus uses another iconic image to assure them that, 

though they would be physically apart from him when they encountered terrors, they 

would never be alone: “When they hand you over, do not worry about how you are to 

speak or what you are to say; for what you are to say will be given to you…for it is not you 

who speak, but the spirit of your Father speaking though you.” Though he does not 

explicitly say it in this passage, Jesus consistently connects his love and the love of God to 

the image of the good shepherd, the perfect shepherd, who never leaves the sheep.  

     Christ made the promise of his spiritual presence to all of his followers, past, future, and 

present, and he sealed that promise by his death upon the cross and his resurrection from 

the grave.  The great inventor and mathematician, Galileo, suffered terribly at the hands of 

the medieval church, which was not hesitant to use terror as a means of enforcing 

obedience. Galileo was called before several inquisitions for his theories about the solar 

system, and though the religious leaders were not willing to torture and execute him, they 

were willing to keep him under house arrest until his death.  Yet, Galileo knew there was a 

power greater than the terror of religious fanaticism when he wrote:  “The sun, with all its 

planets moving around it, can ripen the smallest bunch of grapes as if it had nothing else to 

do. Why then should I doubt God’s power?” 

     Why then, should we doubt God’s power, even in the face of terror? In every day of life 

given to us, Christ sends us forth to live, speak, and act as Christians.  At times we may 

find ourselves surrounded by wolves, or we hear them howling close by; sometimes they 

catch us, and hurt us. The wolves surrounded Jesus when he was challenged, betrayed, 

denied, tortured, tried, and crucified.  Terror had its way with the Messiah for a short 

time, but on the third day he rose again – he rose for you; he rose for me; he rose for the 

victims of the pandemic, and all other forms of terror. Now he reigns in true, absolute, and 

eternal power. The shepherd became the sheep, so that the sheep might overcome the 
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terror of life and the terror of death; we are his sheep, his flock – we belong to him, and no 

one else.   

     James Neil Hollingsworth, who wrote under the pseudonym of Ambrose Redmoon, was 

a paraplegic who turned to writing after a tragic automobile accident at the age of 33.  Just 

before he died at the age of 63, this is how he summed up the experience of a life turned 

completely upside down: “Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the judgment that 

something else is more important than fear.”  For Hollingsworth, the task of writing was 

more important than the fear of his condition. 

     Christ has given us a task so important that we must fulfill it, no matter the cost, no 

matter whatever it may do to our lives – it is the task of being his church and being his 

good shepherds. As Jesus became as a sacrificial lamb for us, we must become shepherds 

for him, which means facing the terrors of the world head-on, with healing, faith, and 

absolute confidence in a loving God. “So have no fear of them; for nothing is covered up 

that will not be uncovered, and nothing secret that will not become known..do not fear 

those who can kill the body, but cannot kill the soul… do not be afraid…” 

     Ultimately, that is answer to terrorism, be it the terrorist in the street, the terrorist of 

the body, or the terrorist of the heart – we are not afraid; but even more than courage, the 

church must recreate itself in the image of the one we claim to worship.  We must live the 

good news of God’s kingdom, for that is the only antidote to the poison of terror.  The love 

of Christ is never quarantined, even if we are. Pastor and author Timothy Keller wrote 

these words in one of his devotionals: “God has a celebration meal with us not after we 

finally get out of the dark valley but in the middle of it, in the presence of our enemies. He 

wants us to rejoice in him in the midst of our troubles. Is our shepherd out of touch with 

reality? Hardly. Jesus is the only shepherd who knows what it is like to be a sheep. He 

understands what we are going through and will be with us every step of the way, even 

through death itself, where (according to Romans 8) ‘all other guides turn back’” 

     The terrors of the world emerge out of the shadows and the dark valleys of life – but we 

are the ones who go into that darkness, into discouraged hearts and into a terrified world, 

to  turn on the light of God’s love.  Do we believe that Jesus is the good shepherd? If we 

think about it, the most iconic image of terror in the history of creation is the crucified 

Christ, and we know how that ended: not in death and defeat, but in triumph and promise. 
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The Risen Christ is the end of all terror, and the beginning of all love. May our faith 

become the icon of our lives for all the world to see, creating a pandemic of hope, a 

pandemic of healing, and a pandemic of love, changing the world from terror into faith. 
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