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It has been said that emotions, in general, are neither good nor bad.  They just are.  We must get beyond 

a destructive theology that tells us it is wrong to feel a certain way, that we must cover these feelings up 

and think only nice, pious thoughts, that we need to deny and repress who we are. 

 

“Be angry, but do not sin,” wrote the psalmist.  The feeling is not the problem.  What we do with the 

feeling is another story.  But go ahead, be angry.  The issue is not the emotion; the issue is acting upon 

it. 

 

Today, I want to talk about the human emotion of fear.  This is important to reflect upon, I believe, 

because we have lived over the past 20 years when fear has been extraordinarily high in our country.  

Fear of terrorist attacks has been a constant drumbeat.  A new word has emerge in the American lexicon, 

“Islamophobia,” which is the irrational fear and suspicion of Muslim people. 

 

And I’m not advocating some superficial, pollyanna happiness that simply denies and disguises the fear 

we all have.  That only increases its control over us.  But we tend to become very attached to them and 

resist becoming aware of them. 

 

Four decades of stagnant wages have heightened our fears for our economic security and loss of 

prosperity.  There’s been lots of talk about our fears of those who cross our borders illegally.  

Xenophobia and fear have been prominent national emotions, and I don’t see that changing much soon. 

 

And fear, of course, is sometimes a very appropriate emotion to have.  It can help us survive. 

 

And part of the parent’s job is to instill healthy, rational fear into their children about things which can 

hurt them.  However, what is not good is having our life controlled by fear.   These fears restrict us; they 

diminish us; they prevent us from living to our full human potential. 

 

The effects of being imprisoned by fears are hatred and distrust of others.  One of the basic 

psychological reactions to fear is the fight or flight syndrome.  When we are governed by fear, we are 

prone to angry, violent reactions.  We are likely to be defensive and quick to disconnect from others.  

When we are fearful, we are vulnerable to bigotry and prejudice.  It doesn’t matter how smart we are; 

fear can lower our I.Q. 

 

Brilliant people, because of fear, can have blind spots.  They can have areas where intelligence is 

overrun by fear.  William Sloane Coffin has a wonderful quote:  “You can’t think straight with a heart 

full of fear, for fear seeks safety not truth.  A heart full of love, on the other hand, has a limbering effect 

on the mind.” 
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And so, it’s very important that we are aware of our fears—the ones that we share and the ones that are 

unique to just us.  Because you see, the biggest obstacle to faith is not doubt.  The biggest obstacle of 

faith is fear.  Faith is about not being controlled by fear.  As Wayne Muller wrote: 

 
When we live in fear, we focus all our attention on the point of danger and lose our capacity to 
find any courage, security or peace within ourselves.  We become so obsessed by what 
threatens us that the inner strengths of the heart become inaudible.  Perhaps this is why in the 
Christian New Testament, the phrase, “Be not afraid,” is found more than three hundred times.  
(Wayne Muller, Legacy of the Heart) 
 

Be not afraid.  Be not controlled by your fear. 

 

It’s been said that often we are our emotions and are not even aware it is happening.  They possess us.  

But when we observe our fear, we can gain a greater awareness and mindfulness of it.  There’s a 

difference between being afraid and observing one’s own fear. 

 

But we are unconsciously motivated by our fears all the time. 

 

Throughout history, religion has often stoked the flames of fear.  In search of conformity, religion is 

often fear-based—fear of hell, fear of punishment, fear of God’s disapproval and vengeance.  Someone 

once said, “Your image of God creates you.”  And the image of a violent, vengeful and fear-inducing 

God produces fearful and violent people. 

 

This is the opposite of what a true religion should do.  True religion should help us move beyond fear-

based lives.  It should help us overcome being motivated by fear.  And it should encourage us, little by 

little, to be guided by a fearless love.  And so we need to continually examine our motives.  Ask, how 

much is fear leading me to have this thought or do that thing? 

 

Even as a congregation, we should examine our motives and strive to move beyond a fear-based 

perspective.  Sometimes congregations focus primarily on declining membership or lack of money or 

concern about surviving, that motive is fear.  This stunts spiritual awareness and vitality.  The biggest 

obstacle to faith is fear.  And so we constantly ask ourselves, how much am I being motivated by fear, 

right now?  Being mindful about how fear motivates us can help liberate and free us from a prison we 

didn’t realize we were in. 

 

I heard someone talk about the downward spiral of fear.  We are afraid of others, so we protect 

ourselves.  We build a fort, a stockade, to be safe from the outside.  We isolate ourselves.  Yet in this 

isolation, something else happens.  Those on the outside become more and more mysterious to us and 

less and less familiar.  And with this decrease in familiarity comes more fear, which leads us to isolate 

ourselves even more, which leads to less familiarity, and on and on.  Fear and hatred are the parents of 

separation and violence.  This is a downward spiral which perpetuates itself—fear leading to 

detachment, brokenness, even violence and retaliation, which leads back into fear. 

 

Fear restricts of from our full personhood.  It impairs our becoming.  Abraham Maslow developed what 

he called the hierarchy of human need.  The basic needs are things like food, safety, etc.  The final 

human need, according to Maslow, had to do with self-actualization.  And if you look at people who are 

self-actualized, you will see someone who has an efficient perception of reality, a sense of humor, 
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courage, self-acceptance, someone who can be  spontaneous, and who is a little non-conformist.  In 

other words, people who are self-actualized are not governed by fear.  Oh, they certainly have fears, but 

their perception of reality is efficient, and they are free, unencumbered.  People like this follow their 

dreams.  They do not live safe and sterile lives devoid of risk, only to look back with regret.  But they 

venture forth with courage and embrace life. 

 

This week Time magazine awarded its Person of the Year to the amazing Greta Thunberg.  Their article 

talked about how overwhelmed she was—at 11 years old—when learning the truth about global 

warming.  She went into a deep depression as fear enveloped her.  I believe that her fear was a rational, 

appropriate response to the devastation and destruction that await us.  This was a perfectly healthy and 

sane reaction.  She did not repress, deny, ignore, minimize and sublimate her fear as most of us do on 

this issue.  Rather, she faced her fear, felt it, accepted it, and then acted courageously.  Courage is not 

the absence of fear, but action in spite of fear.  Greta herself was inspired by the courageous students at 

the Margery Stoneman Douglas school, and broke out of her paralysis and took action. 

 

Instead of ridiculing this amazing girl, as the President of the United States has publicly and shamefully 

done, we should all be taking notes on how she has overcome her fear with a passion and love for the 

planet and humanity. 

 

How, then, can we overcome fear and not have fear overcome us? 

 

John wrote, “There is no fear in love.  Perfect love casts out fear.” 

 

And so living our lives in love, outwardly, not in isolation, but touching others, is the only way to 

overcome our fear. 

 

To truly live, as God has intended human beings to live, means that we change the movement of the 

cycle.  We spiral upward, not downward.  Instead of isolating ourselves and cutting ourselves off from 

others, we move toward them, stay in contact with them.  We get to know them.  And as we become 

more familiar, we can love.  And as we love, we are drawn into closer connection, and we get to know 

them more, we fear them less, which enables us to love more, and on and on. 

 

God’s spirit nudges us to this upward spiral.  God coaxes us to take that first courageous, tentative step 

in this upward direction toward others.  Love cast out fear!  Loving others, but also loving the Sacred 

Presence puts us on the path to overcome fear. 

 

Loving the Holy Mystery, being committed to God’s ways of justice and righteousness, being grateful 

for God’s embrace, being dedicated to compassion, helps us overcome fear and do things we might not 

have done. 

 

Now don’t get me wrong.  Courage is not the absence of fear.  Someone has said that courage is “fear 

that has said its prayers.”  Fear is overcome, not eliminated.  Jesus demonstrated fear when he threw 

himself on the ground at Gethsemane, praying to God, “Take this cup from me.”  Yet Jesus also 

demonstrated courage when he said, “Not my will, but thy will be done.” 

 

Sam Keen wrote, “The same nerve endings are required for weeping and dancing, fear and ecstasy.”  We 

overcome fear not by repressing it or anesthetizing ourselves, but by accepting it and by opening 

ourselves up to love. 
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The spiritual path that overcomes fear is not painless.  It involves being willing to give up our lives in 

order to find life.  It is the way of love that originates beyond us, breaking the descent into darkness, as 

embodied by Jesus. 

 

How can we interrupt the hopeless cycle of fear and violence?  Martin Luther King pointed out that 

“Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that.”  He said, “We must meet fear and hate 

with creative love.  Love is the only force capable of transforming an enemy into a friend.” 

 

And this is primarily what Jesus did.  Jesus did not respond out of fear with force and violence.  Jesus 

challenged society based upon fear and power over others, and he contrasted this with a different reality 

based upon power with others.  This reality based not on fear and threat of violence, he called the 

Kingdom of God.  And to work for the full realization of this reality is to build positive relationships, 

relationships of understanding and respect. 

 

Friends, let us strive to walk the path of faith—loving God with everything we have and loving our 

neighbor—even our enemies.  And let us remember there is no fear in love. 

 

And so may we sing with the Psalmist that “though the earth shall change, though the mountains shake, 

though the waters roar and foam, we will not fear.” (Psalm 46) 

 

Let us not be controlled by our fears. 

Let us be controlled, instead, by love. 

Listen to the angels who keep saying to us, “Fear not.  Fear not.  Fear not.” 


