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Scripture References:  I Samuel 21:8-15 (The Inclusive Bible)
Psalm 34:4, 12-22 (The Inclusive Bible)
This is a passage that gets kind of skipped over in the Lectionary, but it’s a reminder, as we’ve tried to see time and time again, that the Bible is a book with a lot of humor in it, and if you don’t take it literally, that’s a great thing.  If you take it literally, then we can come to believe in absurd things and miss the entire point of a wisdom teaching.  So, the humor is there on purpose, to get us to relax a little bit.

This next portion is a Psalm – Psalm 34, which was written, according to tradition, by David, after he had gone through this time of pretending to be insane out of fear.  It is a psalm that people study to learn about fear, and how to overcome fear.

I sought YHWH, who answered me and freed me from all my fears. Which of you loves life, and wants to enjoy a long life of prosperity? Then keep your tongue from gossip and your lips from telling lies; turn away from bad and practice good; Seek peace and pursue it. The eyes of YHWH are on those who do justice, and God’s ears are open to their cry.  The face of YHWH is turned against evildoers to cut off their memory from the earth.  But the just cry out, and YHWH hears, and saves them from all their troubles.  YHWH is close to the brokenhearted and rescues those whose spirits are crushed.  Many are the afflictions of the just; but YHWH delivers them from all their troubles.  YHWH protects their very bones, and not one of them will be broken.  Calamity will strike down these vicious curs, and the haters of justice will be condemned.  YHWH ransoms the lives of the faithful and none who take refuge in God will see punishment.

There’s a story about the early Church where people are being fed to the lions.  One of the saints of the tradition - an old woman was about to be eaten, and a lion was reared up on its hind legs, ready to pounce, and she whispered something in the lion’s ear, and the lion recoiled in fear.   So the emperor stopped the contest, called the Christian woman forward and said, “What did you whisper in the lion’s ear?”  She said “I just told him that after dinner, he’ll be expected to give a short speech.”  Now I tell you that story, because this week, when I was thinking about fear, I would go to different websites on the Internet, and this was a story that was told to people whose greatest fear was of public speaking.

Some amazing lists that I discovered on things that people were afraid of:

There was a man who went through the different Google-type searches when people entered “tell me about fear of such and such…”  This was his top-ten list:

1. Fear of flying

2. Fear of heights

3. Fear of clowns

4. Fear of intimacy

5. Fear of death.

I’m just thinking – people are more afraid of clowns than of death?  Which just tells you that fear is not an altogether a rational subject.

In 2005, a Gallup Poll was taken with adolescents ages between the ages of 13 and 15.  They were asked what they feared most.  Here was the list:

1. Terrorist attacks

2. Spiders

3. Death

So, once again, death is second to spiders.

The idea here is that there are many things that we should be afraid of – that fear is not a bad thing, and it is a survival instinct, and every spiritual teacher in the world will tell you its one of the most basic and important energies in a human being.

If we come to know fear, and we deepen it and we broaden it, it can become courage.  Not the kind of courage where we just fake it and pretend that we’re not afraid, or the kind of numbness, where we just don’t think about the things that might hurt us…but if we stop running from fear and go into it, and get to know it, [deepening that kind of fear can become courage.]

What I’ve tried to do to make it something that you can remember, though this never works, is to have the points start with F-E-A-R.  You’re all already looking with pity. (laughter)  I went through F-E-A-R after the first service, and I asked someone what did the “R” stand for, and they said “run,” which is the wrong answer.

The F stands for the word, “feel” – to feel your fear.  We can be so concerned with getting away from something, that we don’t really know what we’re feeling.  And what we’ve done in the past on this whole series, and I think it’s very important, is to take a moment and ask you to feedback, “What does fear feel like in your body?”  “What occurs to you?”  (Congregation responds) nausea…your heart stops…tension…paralysis…sweaty palms.

This is a description that Charles Darwin gave.  He wrote a book on the emotions that I find very, very helpful.  He looked at us, maybe for the first time, as animals, and understood where we fit in the biological tree of life, and had some incredible insights, (as you did).  Listen to this: 

Fear is often preceded by astonishment.  In other words, there’s a more primitive state of arousal of which fear is an expression.  It is so far akin to it that both lead to the senses of sight and hearing being instantly aroused.  In both cases, the eyes and mouth are widely opened, and the eyebrows raised.  The frightened person, at first, stands likes a statue, motionless and breathless, or crouches down as if, instinctively, to escape observation.  The heart beats quickly and violently, so that it palpitates or knocks against the ribs.  That the skin is much affected under the sense of great fear, we see in a marvelous manner in which the perspiration easily exudes from it.  The hairs on the skin also stand erect…(and it goes on like that.) 

--The Expression of Emotions in Man and Animals, Charles Darwin

The mouth gets dry, and you’re afraid.  It’s very important to start with the raw emotions that we have, and as we’ve seen, anger can become justice if we deepen it. Sadness can become wisdom, and today, we want to see how fear can become courage if we understand it and go deeply into it.

It’s an act of courage to feel your feel, first of all, and you have to give yourself credit for that.  However long you can turn your attention to it, it’s a moment of courage.  The more quickly we turn away from it, the more fear we’re going to have in our life.  The longer we can turn towards it, the quicker we find the handle on our fear and our terror.

Do you remember when you were a kid in the cradle, and somebody played “peek-a-boo?”  Now, why does that work?  Why does “peek-a-boo” work?  There’s a continuum between fear and fascination that is there, and you see that lived out when you play “peek-a-boo.”  If you do something kind of strange, the child loves it, if you move in too quickly, the child gets terrified.  Your fear also is on a continuum like that, and if you can have a sense of where you are on that continuum, it can be very, very helpful.  But the first point, the “F,” is to feel.  Now, I wish that the word “fear” started with a “B,” so I could have said “to breathe.”  Breathing is very important, and one of the quickest ways to get in touch, and to calm down, is to slow your breath down.  (But then, I wouldn’t be talking about “fear,” I’d be talking about “beer.” (laughter)

E – Examine.  Awareness.  Have you ever noticed that when you’re afraid, you don’t look at what you’re afraid of.  You just don’t even want to look at it, because you think it will be even worse.  No, it’s worse when we don’t look at it.  It keeps growing and keeps growing.  In the Psalms, David talks about not believing in lies, not believing in gossip.  The point is to spend as much time in reality as we possibly can.  If I spend too much time in my imagination – and imagination is a good thing – I can’t find the handle to fear, because I never know what’s happening.  Again, remember, when you were a kid, and you heard things in the closet, you’d hear things under the bed.  The more superstition we have, the more fear is going to be a part of our lives.  The more we can live in reality, in our senses, the fewer things we have to be afraid of.  And the things that we are afraid of are real (like alligators).

Have you ever looked at a book of monsters from the 1950’s?  How stupid they all look?  There were people scared to death of these monsters, because they weren’t able to look at them.  But when you take them out of the shadows, and you put the faces of the mummies and the ogres, they look really dumb.  Most of the things that terrify us are just that dumb…if we could turn and look, and stop running for a moment.  There’s an old saying that “fear gives small things big shadows.” 

Now we’re already to A – Act.  There’s something about a resolution to act that relieves us of the terror.  The ambiguity there is the “fight or flight” thing.  When I say I’m going to do my duty no matter what, I get afraid, but I no longer experience terror.  Rosa Parks had a great quote from her days.  Can you imagine the courage that it would take to stand up against the whole culture – to not know if you’re going to get sprayed with water hoses, or have dogs unleashed on you – police firing into crowds, people yelling at you and calling you names?  She said this:

I have learned over the years, that when one’s mind is made up, this diminishes fear.  Knowing what must be done does away with fear.

--Quote Collection assembled by Jone Johnson Lewis

When I resolve to do my duty, no matter what, I’ve already taken out some of the “teeth” that fear uses to chew on me.  The difference in David, when he faced Goliath, and he had no weapons to speak of – little kid with no armor, and found his courage – versus David, when he has a whole empire, and he’s scared stiff – the difference is, he’s left his character behind.  He’s left his duty behind, and now he’s just trying to survive.  Even if you cannot do your duty today, remember when you could.  Remember a time when you were brave, and that will begin to turn the ship around.  Remember something that you value more than this thing you’re afraid of.

Now, we’re at R – Remember the Whole.  That means “live in the whole.”  The more we can live in the whole, the less isolated we will feel.  In horror movies, think how they make you scared.  They blur the picture – lots of fog – you can’t ever look at anything.  We’ve talked about that.  But one of the ways they scare you is to make you feel alone, cut-off.  By remembering the whole, you also diminish that sense of terror.  You know when you freeze…that moment of freezing?  That’s a very unhelpful instinct from the past.  We used to have fur and when you would freeze, but lived in a forest, that was great – very clever.  Your hair stands up, so your fur would get bushy and you would hide and no one could see you.  That doesn’t work in the city.  (laughter)  But you still have that as a feeling.  So, what religion does is keep it and make it useful to you…which is to say “let religion remind you that you’re connected - even when you don’t feel it – you’re connected to every other being.”  The way the Psalms say it is “You’re surrounded by the arms of God.”  Now, that’s not saying that nothing bad is going to happen to you.  Something bad is going to happen to you.  You’re going to die. (I hate to be the first to say it)  It’s going to happen to all of us, but your character doesn’t have to be at risk.  

The word for “bone” meant character.  So when it says “none of your bones are going to break,” that doesn’t mean these bones (pointing to his leg).  It means what’s in here (pointing to his chest)…what really holds you together.  Your “inner castle” is not at stake in this.  So, when David wrote later (Psalm 46) “A mighty fortress is our God,” it’s saying when you live in the whole of things, life can hurt you, but it can’t make you petty…it cannot make you sell out who you are in the human family.

So, F – E – A – R.  (Rehearses with the congregation the outline of the sermon)

F means “feel.” Coming to our own skin is an act of courage.  Just to stop running is a success.

E – Examine.  Even scary monsters look stupid if we can turn and look at them.

A – Act.  When you resolve to do your duty, no matter what, it takes the edge off of terror.

R – Remember the Whole.  

Fear is one of the most basic and important energies in your body.  Disciplining it, let it mature, honoring it, and letting it turn into courage, is one of the greatest gifts you give to the rest of the world.  As it’s been said: “Fear does not remove tomorrow’s sorrows, it only empties today of its strength.”

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Sermon Transcription Project.
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