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Overcoming Fear on Your Walk of Faith

There it is again: profound spiritual tension in our lessons for this morning.  First the beautiful and moving promise of new creation and new life from the Book of the Prophet Isaiah: “… be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating; for I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy, and its people as a delight.”  And then in Luke, Jesus speaks of the glory that was the Jerusalem of his day and says “As for these things that you see, the days will come when not one stone will be left upon another; all will be thrown down.”  The tension is between the world as we see it and the world as we believe in faith and hope it will be, through God’s creative power.  As we seek to follow the call of Jesus, this tension becomes incredibly personal.  Listen again to the gospel:
“You will be betrayed even by parents and brothers, by relatives and friends, and they will put some of you to death.  You will be hated by all because of my name.  But not a hair of your head will perish.  By your endurance you will gain your souls.”  “…they will put some of you to death” and “…not a hair of your head will perish.”  A deeply personal tension indeed!  Can both be true?

I believe they can.  Because I believe the invitation to us from the Gospels, from Jesus, from God, is to take as more important and more real the vision of how the world might be, through God’s creative power, than how the world is as we see and experience it.  God calls us, in short, to live a life of faith, hope and love, three Christian virtues that never end, that exist only in the lived tension between what is and what is yet to be.  When we do this, we connect with the things that really matter, the things that will endure, and the things that have the power to transform this world into the kingdom of God.  Our loss can then become our gain, our obedience can become our freedom, and our death can become our life, when we live from faith, hope and love.
There is one thing more than any other that prevents us from living such a life.  That thing is fear.  And from my own personal experience, I am not one to make light of fear.  Fear is not merely an emotional response we share with other members of the animal kingdom.  Fear is a spiritual challenge. Fear can keep us from following the call of Jesus, even when we know that answering his call can lead us to everlasting life, to life so full it bursts in us and through us and death cannot hold it or overcome it.  That life is so inviting, so fulfilling, and yet we are so afraid to say “yes” and risk loss and death to the things of this world that ultimately cannot satisfy or fulfill us.  So often, we simply stick to the things we have gotten used to for fear of losing them.  Friends, we need to be willing to change.
I wonder if any of you found yourself feeling a response of hope to the reading from Isaiah.  I know I do whenever I hear it: “They shall build houses and inhabit them, plant vineyards and eat their fruit…Before they call I will answer, while they are yet speaking I will hear…  They shall not hurt or destroy on all my Holy Mountain, says the Lord.”  I felt hope and desire in and for God’s promise of blessing; I wanted to experience this, not only on that Day of the Lord, but here and now, as much as I possibly could!  But I was afraid.

It was December 1995, the last day of a class on “The Theology of the Spiritual Life”, taught by a Jesuit priest and long-time spiritual director named George.  I was coming to the end of my first semester of my doctorate program, and it had been a tumultuous and difficult time.  I was living through a dark night of the soul, and coming to a crossroad, one of many along my way.  At this one, I could turn to the left, and walk on as I had in the months and years before, wrapped up in fear and disconnected from God and from others.  Or I could turn to the right, to connect with a wise fellow Christian and begin a conversation and relationship about what I was living through, about where God was in the midst of it, and what the promises of God’s new creation in Christ might mean for me.  This was not a metaphorical crossroad.  It was literally the stairs leading down between rows of seats and desks to the front of the classroom where George was on the right and the door out was on the left.
I knew I had a decision to make, but I was so afraid.  I started walking and I literally did not know what I would do.  Friends, there is often a divine wisdom in the body that we need to learn how to pay attention to.  My feet took me to the right and to George.  I greeted him and asked if we could meet to discuss my final paper.  We met a week or so later.  I began to tell George my life story, both the outer events, but also and more importantly the inner events: experiences of God and of evil, joy and pain, light and darkness.  And so began a relationship of spiritual direction and a long letting go of fear that continues to this day.

Where does fear grip you?  Where does fear keep you from living a life of faith, hope and love in God’s transforming, creative power?  Where does fear blind you to the hope and promise that God holds out to us there in the words of Isaiah, there in the shining example of Jesus Christ, who lives as a light blazing in the darkness that the darkness cannot overcome?

Fear grips all of us; none of us is immune to it.  Some of us try to distract ourselves from it; some deny it; some hone it to an edge and use it.  We need to let it go.  Love casts out fear, John tells us in his first epistle.  That means not only loving others, but far more powerfully feeling loved by others, most especially by God.  Friends, today I invite you to not be distracted from your fear, not to deny it or hone it.  Instead, today, befriend your fear.  Gently embrace it and love it and get to know it.

There is a lovely story that comes out of the horror of the Second World War in England.  The blitz of London resulted in countless children being hungry, homeless, some orphaned and alone.  They were taken out of the city, out of harm’s way into the countryside where they had homes, food, clothing, and safety from the bombs that sought to level London.  But many of them, despite being surrounded by safety and abundance, could not rest, could not sleep.  Fear so drove them they were sure they would soon again be hungry and homeless.  No amount of assuring words could help these children make it through the night to rest and sleep.  Someone hit upon an amazing idea: give these children a loaf of bread to sleep with at night.  This way they could feel, touch, smell that indeed there was food enough, and they did not have to be afraid anymore.  Body wisdom works.  Sleeping with bread in their arms, the children finally let go of their fear, and entered sleep where dreams manifest God’s renewing creative power every night. 

Friends, we have bread enough, too.  Here, today, I invite you to bring that part of you that is afraid to follow the call of Jesus, afraid to enter the realm of God’s renewing creative power, and bring to it the Bread of Life, to the feast we share every week together at the table of the Lord.  In the words of the old hymn, “Jesus, Bread of Life, I pray thee, let me gladly here obey thee; never to my hurt invited, be thy love with love requited.”
  Amen.
� This story is told in the book Sleeping with Bread: holding what gives you life by Dennis Linn, Linda Fabricant Linn and Matthew Linn (Mahwah; New York: Paulist Press, 1995.


� From “Deck thyself, my soul, with gladness” by Johann Franck (1618-1677); tr. By Catherine Winkworth (1827-1878); 1982 Hymnal #339.





