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Facing Fears and Becoming Courageous

The evolution of fear as a part of the human body and our day to day lives is a fascinating component of our
creation as human beings. Our brains are hardwired for two main purposes, connection and survival. And from
these come our innate human emotional responses, like fear. Fear is an emotion that lives in our body. Literally in
our muscles, our circulatory system, and our brain. Fear emits neurochemicals allowing us to respond
appropriately to dangerous situations, and keeps us alive. Making frear a central component to our human
existence. Though, sometimes when we are unable to respond to fear accurately we can become terrified of the
emotion itself. Allowing fear to paralyze us from taking part in the evolutionary experience the emotion originated
from in the first place, that being to keep us alive in order to continue connecting with others. Since fear is bio,
psycho, social and spiritual, sometimes instead of helping us to stay alive fear can actually keep us from living.

In today’s Gospel Jesus is surrounded by fear. Fear from his disciples of the imminent danger that surrounds
Jesus’ work and ministry. A danger that increases by the day as they draw closer to Jerusalem. Fear from the
Pharisees who are unsure whether Jesus’ message and ministry will assist or threaten their work to bring about
change and reform within their shared faith of Judaism. Fear, from the people of Jerusalem itself, desperate for
freedom from the dominating rule of the Roman Empire. But, hesitant to follow the radical prophet whose
message of love may pose more of a threat to their status quo than redemption from Roman rule.  As well as fear
from Herod and his authorities, who are becoming increasingly troubled by Jesus and his message of salvation.
Which puts God’s truth above and against their tyrannical power. Now, feeling like a fox cornered in his hole,
Herod’s fears are turning towards violent actions, as he threatens to kill Jesus. Terrified of the radical preacher's
ability to take away his control (or rather domination) over Jerusalem and its people. And it is here that we
witness Jesus’ lament, “O, Jerusalem, Jerusalem.'' Hearing not only his exacerbation for the people of Jerusalem
2,000 years ago. But, for the whole human condition that is represented in this moment. As he witnesses
generations working to cling to the past, fearful of the changes the future might bring and the progress towards
redemption that it will demand.

This past week the Episcopal Church released the findings of a recent study they conducted, entitled Jesus in
America. The research found that while the majority of Americans polled believe Jesus was an important spiritual
figure, and that they want equality in society, they do not believe those who claim themselves as Christians are
participating in Jesus’ teachings, or his lived example of how to address these topics in daily life. And more so, no
matter the religious association or spiritual beliefs the majority of us as Americans feel judged when we speak
about our own beliefs with others. While as Christians we may believe that we are representing the values and
teachings of Jesus,  those outside of the church may not see it that way. The data collected in fact shows that while
we as Christians may describe ourselves as giving (57%), compassionate (56%), loving (55%), respectful (50%)
and friendly (49%). Our non-Christians counterparts instead associate us with characteristics like hypocrisy
(50%), being judgmental (49%), self-righteousness (46%), and arrogance (32%). Ouch. I want to be careful
though, and state that this study is not meant, at least in my mind, as a beratement for those of us who identify as
Christians. But, as Bishop Curry argues in addressing the findings of this study, are a way in which we can lean
into the hard, necessary, and holy work Jesus calls us to, daily.

As Jesus exclaims to Jerusalem “How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her
brood under her wings” it is clear his lament is not for Jerusalem alone, but for all of humanity. It is here that
Jesus shares God’s dream for humanity, and Jesus’ work here on earth, as he comes to build the mystical body of
Christ. Like a mother hen, Jesus yearns to draw all God’s children into his loving embrace. Welcoming them



home into the body of Christ, “the family of humanity that God has intended from the dawn of Eden itself”
(Michael Curry). As Christians we are called to be that mystical body of Christ in the world. Which means we are
not only invited to gather under the wings and protection of our mother hen. But, as we grow in Christ we are also
called to go out and continue Christ’s work in the world. Inviting others to gather in, to get close, and enjoy the
warm embrace of those same wings.

Studies have shown that there is a common denominator among all human beings in their lists of fear, that being
the fear of social rejection. And since evolution has led us to respond to our fears by fight, flight, or freeze,  it is
no wonder that reports of division, isolation, and loneliness are continuing to shoot off the charts. Like our
response to fear, our desire for connection and a sense of belonging is hardwired. Unfortunately, like fear, if we
are not careful it can lead us to make split second and irrational decisions that neglect to take into account our core
beliefs, and even our understanding of who we are. As we try to fit in by any means necessary and hustle for
acceptance and approval. Which is probably why people are afraid to share their beliefs around such charged
topics like religion and spirituality.

Today we are being called by Christ, by the Episcopal Church and it’s leader the Presiding Bishop Curry, more so
by the world, to get to work. Like Jesus in our reading, casting out demons (by say, speaking truth to abusive
power, offering love instead of judgment, giving voice to those who previously had none), and performing cures
(as we offer  healing to hurting world, share what we have with those who do not, and remember that we are much
more alike than we are different). I believe if we begin to face our fear, and to show up in courageous and
vulnerable ways we can begin to take on the work of creating real and necessary connections with those around
us.  This is not to say fear is bad or should be ignored. We must be aware of our fears, they can be helpful.
Because, if we are not experiencing fear we are either no longer alive or ignorant to the world around us. More so,
if we are not appropriately addressing and responding to our fears, they can begin showing up in unhelpful, even
dangerous ways. Jesus is not telling us to ignore our fears. But, I believe he is calling us, to respond as he does in
this passage and in his life, death and resurrection, with courage. Courage to live lives that reflect what we believe
as followers of Jesus, and who we are as members of the Body of Christ. While Jesus tells us “my burden is easy
and yoke is light”, at the same time he calls us to pick up our cross and lay down our lives. It will be rewarding
work for sure. It will give us freedom and a renewed sense of community and even personhood. But it will
demand that we look fear in the face, as we cast out demons. And lean in close to others as we offer the healing
balm of love that demands grit and offers a cure. In all the ways Lent invites us to repent and return to God, by
prayer, fasting, reading scripture, and almsgiving. It can become an invitation to remember our call and our duty
as Christians in the world. To live from a place of love, instead of fear. Connecting with others, through
vulnerability and compassion, as Jesus did. That wild and crazy mother hen who stops at nothing to protect and
save her beloved chicks from the dangers and perils of this world. This Lent may we have the courage to repent
and return to God in order to live in such a way as to show the world this beautiful, loving, and whole hearted
image of Christ, in the way live and move and have our being.


