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“Facing Fear” 

A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

First Parish in Wayland 

February 23, 2020 

 

In his book entitled, Conquering Fear, Rabbi Harold Kushner, states: “Courage is not the 

absence of fear; it is the overcoming of fear.” (168) You likely have heard this idea in 

similar words in your life.  

 

My grandfather, Harold Sibley, exemplified this during World War II as a part of the First 

Special Service Forces, the forerunner to today’s Green Berets and other special service 

units.  Of course, he had many stories of war—some shared with family, some shared only 

with the men who had also been there, and some undoubtedly held within.  One story he 

shared with us involved an injured scout in a minefield. When the Lieutenant called for 

someone to venture onto the mine field to help the injured scout, my grandfather raised his 

hand.  Can you imagine the fear of taking each step upon possible danger? When he safely 

arrived at the scout’s side, he beckoned for help from another soldier. The man gingerly 

crossed, quite literally seeking to follow in my grandfather’s footsteps, anticipating a safe 

path. But something went wrong and he didn’t make it. When Harold told the story, he 

called it one of his war miracles that he made it safely.  

 

Such is the story of bravery—of facing fear in a commitment to do what is good and right. 

For this Harold should be commended. 

 

But, like all of us, Harold was in fact just a man. A man very afraid of snakes. My mom tells 

me that when she was 5 playing outside a snake startled her and she screamed. Harold 

rushed outside to help his frightened daughter . . . until he saw the problem and abruptly 

aborted the mission, returning to the house! (My grandmother then arrived to handle the 

snake.) 5 years later, the family walked in to the local movie theater to watch the hit 1960 

movie, “Swiss Family Robinson.” Nestled into their seats, watching the frolicking 

adventures of a family marooned on an island all seemed well—then came a scene with a 

22-foot, 250-pound anaconda. Without a fuss, Harold simply rose from his seat … and left.  

 

What makes us face some fears and run from others? For Harold, his commitment to 

helping others propelled him onto that minefield. As for snakes?  When Harold was just 2, 

someone tossed a dead snake over his shoulder, instilling that lifelong phobia of snakes.  

 

Fear can grip us. In the face of fear, we can become fixated on the danger or the seeming 

impossibility of avoiding harm. While sometimes there is real danger, sometimes our fears 
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are a distortion of the facts. A snake on the movie screen cannot in fact cause any harm to a 

person in a theatre seat.  

 

In the book, The Science of Fear, journalist Daniel Gardner reviews explores, “why we fear 

the things we shouldn’t and put ourselves in greater danger.” In the books prologue, 

Gardner brings us back to the moments of September 11, 2001 when the images of planes 

crashing into buildings, into a Pennsylvania field, played over and over again. I happened to 

be watching CNN when the newscast reported first an odd story of a small plane crashing 

into one tower, then the horrifying realization as a second plan struck that this was no 

accident. I imagine we all remember the fear and the anguish we felt that day.  

 

With those images in mind, significant numbers of people stopped flying. Gardner writes,  

 

“It was an unreal, frightening time, and it was predictable that people would feel the 

airports. Perhaps surprisingly, though, they didn’t start digging backyard bomb 

shelters. Instead, most went to work and carried on living. They just didn’t fly. They 

drove instead.” (2) 

 

The problem with this scenario, explains Gardner, is that driving is more dangerous than 

flying. Over the next year, as people drove more, traffic fatalities rose. According to the 

research of Gerd Gigerenzer, a psychologist at the Max Planck Institute in Berlin, the 

increase was 1, 595 deaths.  A number, Gardener notes, that is six times higher than the 

total number of people on board the doomed flights of September 11.  

 

Fear is not necessarily the best guide for keeping us safe. But, neither can it—or should it—

always be ignored. In The Gift of Fear, security expert Gavin de Becker argues that our fear 

can give us wise counsel. Shaped through millennia by exposure to threats and violence, we 

do in fact have a gut extinct that gives people a feeling of “something wrong.” Sometimes, 

the wisest path is to trust our intuitions and get out.  Sometimes the fear is real. 

 

Sometimes the person we thought loved us raises their hand against us. Sometimes the 

man in the hall does have a gun. Sometimes the news we hoped would never come to us 

arrives on a pleasant, sunny day.  

 

How then do we live in a world unpredictably interwoven with fear? 

 

Our theme this month has been risk.  Risk can bring rewards. Risk can expand our world, 

connecting us to new people, places, and parts of ourselves. But fear is often comingled 

with risk, threaded throughout the calculations of what actions to pursue or not.  
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So how do we face fear?  

 

In my grandfather’s case on the minefield, a higher value enabled action in the face of fear. 

Sometimes we get past—or, more accurately, move through—fear by holding fast to 

something of greater value. We imagine the reward of saving a life, of getting free of this 

place, of enjoying a new adventure in life.  Sometimes we need to look past the fear to be 

able to move. Fear doesn’t disappear, but we are able to harness a stronger value or desire 

to keep us going. And, sometimes, when our instincts kick in to tell us to ‘get away’, our 

unconscious desire for survival may be pulling us to act appropriately in the face of fear.  

 

But what happens when our ‘instincts’ communicating danger are sending us bad 

messages—making us and/or our world less safe? Sometimes we need to examine the data 

on flying versus driving and override our fear based on reason and knowledge. We might 

need to reassess or reframe our reactions to a particular idea, activity, or relationship. For 

some of us, that may mean seeking professional support as we face phobias or fears as 

wide-ranging as snakes, a long-time abusive family member, or a coil of shame we’ve 

tucked deep inside. Facing such deep-seated fears can be excruciating painful, but can also 

lead to a transformed life. Endeavoring to travel through such treacherous territories often 

requires not only courage and grit, but also self-compassion and lots of love and support 

from others. Some of our greatest fears as well as some of the biggest risks we take can be 

emotional and psychological.  

 

Linked to our deep, even irrational feelings, fear can also be a teacher. Currently I am facing 

some criticism from an unexpected source. For days I tossed the issues around in my head, 

practicing possible conversations and resolutions. As I often do in times of uncertainty, I 

arranged to speak with a trusted friend to talk it all through. As we talked, I realized:  “I’m 

afraid of this confrontation.” Fear. Tracing this emotion of fear, I began to name why this 

situation raised such anxiety in me. Finally, fully aware of the fear I was feeling, I could 

chart a path forward. 

 

BUT. And this is a big exception. Sometimes we cannot trust our instincts because they 

were shaped not be actual threats, but by prejudice, hatred, and ignorance.  In seminary, 

my intern supervisor sent me from the safe, leafy streets of Princeton to downtown 

Trenton, NJ to apply for food stamps for my son and me.  Yes, I could have used the extra 

support, but the actual reason for the trip was to experience life without my car in a city, 

uncomfortable and uncertain. And, it was confusing. By the time I found the office and tried 

to apply, I was shaken and frustrated. Rather than attempt to find the right bus back to 

where I would find the bus back to Princeton, I decided to walk the mile or so to the main 

bus station. It was the middle of a day. I had no reason to really be afraid. But it was an 
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“inner city”—one of those places that a white suburban girl from Michigan raised in 

Reagan’s America had been told to fear. Except that as I safely walked block after block,  

passing people on their own business, it felt like I literally removed one set of glasses and 

began to see with another. This was just a neighborhood. People living. People working. 

People just being people. The fear I felt was based primarily in my own ignorance of being 

in a city as well as my racial bias that had taught me to see dark skin as danger. 

 

The impact of such biased fear is evident in the book, Breathe: A Letter to My Sons, by 

African American scholar and mom, Imani Perry.  Her first chapter is entitled, “Fear.” Her 

first paragraph addresses those who pity her, mother to black sons in America. She writes, 

 

“I am indignant at their pitying eyes. I do not want to be their emotional spectacle. I 

want them to admit that you are people. Black boys. People. This fact, simple as it is, 

shouldn’t linter on the surface. It should penetrate. It often doesn’t. Not in this 

country anyway.” (1)  

 

Perry lives with fear for her sons because of the bias, the racism, that shapes the minds of 

so many in this country. She tells the story of a night their house alarm tripped twice in one 

night. When she heard the police knocking at the door below, she called her teenage son in 

his room on his cell phone to tell him to lock his door and to not come out. She writes,  

 

“I said lock your door because the possibility flashed before my face. You might be 

tipping out of your room, looking to come upstars to me, or, in your breathtaking 

and youthful courage, looking to protect the home. And what if the police officers 

saw you, Mahogany in the shadows, tall and lean and dreadlocked, and decided you 

were the intruder, the one who didn’t belong in this big house with lilac bushes and 

manicured Japanese trees in front? And what if they took you out?” (16)  

 

Perry’s fear is the fear of any parent—that her child be safe. And, Perry’s fear is based on an 

experience of living in a society where too many unarmed black boys are shot. Shot by the 

fear of a white dominant culture who teaches us who is and is not safe. Sometimes fear, like 

driving instead of flying, creates danger rather than keeping us safe.  

 

And so fear is not just one thing. It can be wise counsel and it can lead us into danger. With 

bravery, we can face our fears and walk on to a literal or figurative minefield to risk a 

higher goal. Or, we can learn how to live with our fear. Maybe we just live knowing the 

snakes will inevitably appear on our path, but that we will still be loved and live fully in 

many other ways. BUT (again that exception) maybe we also see the fears for the 
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ignorance, hate, and bias that they are—fighting to unmask them even as fearing the very 

real harm their lies still cause . 

 

In Rabbi Harold Kushner’s book, Conquering Fear, he condemns those who would peddle 

the lie that the ultimate nature of the universe, that God, rules by fear. Arguing against 

those who would preach “the fear of God”, Kushner writes: 

 

“I don’t think much of a religion that tries to control its adherents by frightening 

them. I consider sermons that focus on hellfire and punishment to be remnants of an 

obsolete mind-set, the religious equivalents of alchemy and some of the bizarre 

theories of medieval medical malpractice.” (166) 

 

Refusing to let fear be the frame for religious life, Kushner calls instead for a relationship of 

awe. Whether you understand your life as ultimately in relationship with God, as Kushner 

does, or simply in relationship with the wonderous gift of living in this world, living in awe 

beckons us into the fullness of life.  

 

Yes, this life will include fear. But fear does not need to paralyze us or shrink us, beckoning 

us to run and hide. We can choose to face our fears, as painful or difficult as it may be, in the 

hopes of living a real life, your life. Facing such fear takes courage, yes, but I believe it also 

takes love. Love for life. Love for humanity. Love for the planet. Love for justice. Love for a 

child, a spouse, a friend. To find the courage to face fear is to connect with what we love. 

Yes, loving risks the greatest loss of all—the loss of what we love. But loving also give us 

the courage to face the fears life inevitably brings. 

 

Kushner closes his book with a quote from philosopher-psychologist William James that I 

now leave with you: 

  

“These, then, are my last words to you:  Be not afraid of life. Believe that life is worth 

living and your belief will help create the fact.” (173) 

 

So may it be. 

Amen. 


