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We got off the cruise ship, and took a van ride into the Alaskan wilderness. We had signed up for 
an excursion into a densely wooded part of Alaska. 
 
Once we got out of the van, our tour guide sprayed us with industrial strength mosquito repellent.  
He put on his hat. 
 
Then, he reached into the van, and pulled out a 12 gauge shotgun, which he nonchalantly 
strapped to his back.  
 
The lady next to me gasped, “You’re bringing a gun?”  The guide explained that, as we walked 
through the dense forest, we might startle a mother bear. 
 
He said: “When bears are afraid, they either run and isolate themselves, or they become 
aggressive and angry.” Then he added – “I guess bears are a lot like people. When people are 
afraid, we either isolate, or we become aggressive and angry.” 
 
I thought that this was pretty insightful for a gun-toting tour guide! I later found out that he had 
once studied to become a Presbyterian minister. But he canceled those plans when he realized 
that, if he became a minister, he would have to work weekends… 
 
I’ll never forget what that tour guide said: “when people are afraid, we either isolate, or we 
become aggressive and angry.” 
 
Don’t we see that in today’s Gospel? 
 
John’s Gospel shows us the disciples of Jesus, huddled together on that first Easter Sunday. Yes, 
Peter said something about an empty tomb.  Mary Magdalene said something about seeing Jesus 
in the garden - alive. Nothing was making sense.  
 
But there was one thing that the apostles were certain of – they had seen the bloody suffering of 
Jesus’s crucifixion. They saw how the Jewish leadership and Romans had conspired. And they 
were afraid that the political leaders might come after them, next. 
 
So John’s Gospel says that most of the disciples were gathered together that evening. Then John 
tells us this detail: “The doors were locked, because they feared the political leaders of the 



Jewish nation. They were afraid. So they were hiding. Isolated. They put up whatever barrier 
they could think of. 
 
The doors were locked, because of fear. 
 
And Thomas? For some reason, he was not there for the first encounter with the Risen Lord. But 
did you notice how he treats his brothers and sisters when he got back? He’s kind of nasty! “I’m 
not gonna believe you! All this talk of resurrection is nonsense.  I’m only gonna believe if I see 
Jesus and touch his wounds. Until then, don’t bother me with this ridiculousness!”  
 
Isn’t this what fear does to us? Think about the times in life when you have been deeply afraid of 
something. Don’t we act badly when we’re afraid? Sometimes, when we’re afraid, we isolate. 
We lock people out. We’re surrounded by loving people who want to help us, but we are so 
afraid that they might find out the truth, or that they might let us down in some way, that we run, 
we hide, we put up barriers. Then we get mad that we are lonely! 
 
When I’m afraid, I become aggressive. I’m hurting, so I want to make YOU hurt! I’m afraid of 
the painful things in my life, but they would be so hard to deal with that I spend my time and 
energy blaming you, using my energy to be angry at you, finding someone – anyone – to bear the 
brunt of my aggressive words, my unkind actions.  
 
In the 1850’s, Catholic immigrants from Europe were the targets of intense hatred when they 
came to America’s shores. The people already living here wanted to lock the borders, keep them 
out. Others burned Catholic churches and businesses. Why? Because those already living here 
were afraid that all of these Irish Catholics would ruin America.  
 
Not much has changed! Now, some are afraid that new waves of mostly-Catholic Immigrants 
from the south will ruin America.  So they fearfully call for the border to be locked,  or they 
respond with anger,  born of fear. 
 
If we do not name our fear and confront it, it can consume us, or derail our lives. Fear can ruin 
relationships, it can destroy marriages, it can bring out the worst in individuals, or nations, or 
even churches. 
 
That is why this weekend is so unique in the life of our Catholic church. This weekend, Pope 
John XXIII and Pope John Paul II are being canonized. And both of them called the church, and 
the world, to let Christ conquer our fears, so that we can be true disciples of Jesus.  
 
Pope John XXIII became pope in the late 1950’s. He was a heavy-set  Italian who looked like a 
friendly grandfather. Most observers thought that he would be a “nice pope” for a few years,  



keeping things in the safe status quo. 
 
But the Holy Spirit had other plans. Pope John called together the Second Vatican Council. That 
council brought renewal and fresh vision to every aspect of church life. The very fact that we are 
celebrating Mass in English is possible because of that pope and council.  
 
People soon became afraid of all of this change. Some wanted the church to be like a fortress – 
never changing, staying safe from the evil world around us. In other words, they wanted to lock 
the doors, with Catholics safe inside, and sinners outside. 
 
But Pope John said, “Do not be afraid! We need to open wide the windows of the church, and let 
the breath of the Holy Spirit in! Don’t lock things down – open yourselves up to what the Spirit 
of the Lord wants to do!” Pope John had confidence – once the doors and windows were open, 
our encounter with the Living Lord would conquer fear, and give us hope. 
 
Twenty years later, when the whole world lived in fear of a nuclear attack during the Cold War, a 
pope from Poland was elected. In 1979, he went to Poland for nine days. And his message to 
millions of Polish people – and millions more around the world– was this: Do not be afraid. 
 
Do not be afraid. Those who cling to earthly power are always frightened because they know 
that, in the end, they will lose their power!  So, while governments and terrorists and assassins 
may try to hurt you, the followers of Jesus should not be afraid! Because, in the end, Christ is 
risen! And we rise with him. And nothing on earth can keep the message of Christ locked away 
or beaten back. 
 
Do not be afraid. Two popes, two saints, who understood just how much pain is caused by 
human fear. They also understood that our fears can be healed by an intense, constant focus on 
one person: Jesus Christ, risen from the dead. He is alive. He loves you. And he is making this 
journey of daily life with you. 
 
We baptize children today. They begin their daily journey of faith, just as John XXIII and John 
Paul II began their journey of faith in baptismal fonts in Italy and Poland. I pray that these 
children will learn the lesson which our two new saints taught: God is with us.  Christ is risen. 
Do not be afraid. 


