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Fear – Courage 

 
INTRO to SCRIPTURE 
 
Not surprisingly, social scientists say we are 
living in a time of increasing anxiety, anger, 
and loneliness.  So, this month I’m doing a 
series on these spiritual matters.  We’ll 
explore moving from fear to courage, anger  
to compassion, loneliness to community.   
 
In today’s reading the opening words are 
key:  God is love…  The love being described 
in this text is not romantic love, it is the love 
that makes a commitment to the wellbeing 
of all creation. 
 
SERMON 
 
Fear looks both ways but, even when the 
way is clear, doesn’t cross.  
 
When I was young, I was often afraid in the 
dark.  I had a curtain to cover my closet and 
when it would move in the breeze, I was 
afraid someone or something was in there.  
Ironically, now I often find the night calming 
and comforting.  It’s what’s going on in the 
day that can give me the willies.   
 
Five hundred years ago, Michel de 
Montaigne said  
 My life has been filled with terrible     
 misfortune; most of which never happened.   
How true!  I’m afraid many of us give a lot 
of attention to our fears.  Yet, a recent 
study indicates that about 85% of what we 
worry about never happens.  And don’t 
think it doesn’t happen because you  

 
worried about it.  I’ve also found that often 
what does happen is something I didn’t 
even think to worry about. 
 
So what are you afraid of? 
Snakes, spiders, dogs, flying  
Blood, needles, doctors, cancer 
Not having enough money, losing a job 
An abusive spouse, employer, classmate 
Socialism, fundamentalism  
Bodily decline, memory decline,  
     becoming dependent on others  
The list, as we know, is endless. 
 
Having thoughts of fears is one thing, but 
when those thoughts begin to have a hold 
on us, it’s time to find a safe place to talk 
about it. Fear is a powerful force.  On the 
one hand, it is a good thing in that it stirs us 
to action in the face of actual danger.  On 
the other hand, it can keep us ill if we are 
always living in fight or flight mode. 
 
Fear can be a powerful deceiver.  It can 
disempower us, keeping us from the action 
we need to take.  As Franklin Roosevelt’s 
famous words put it, The only thing we have 
to fear is fear itself.  He went on to say 
Courage is not the absence of fear, but 
rather the assessment that something else 
is more important than fear. Courage is not 
the absence of fear, it is a choice for the 
good in the face of fear. 
 
Eleanor Roosevelt advised, Do one thing 
every day that scares you. 
 



That’s where today’s scripture comes in.  
Where do we get courage?  Holy love casts 
out fear.  The kind of love that is a commit-
ment to wholeness moves us toward 
justice, kindness, and humility.  If we are 
grounded in God as love, then we can 
recognize fear but not be immobilized by it. 
 
The most common biblical message from 
the angels is Fear Not.  Be not afraid.  God is 
with you and working in the world. 
 
Tomorrow is Veteran’s Day.  Thank you to 
those who were able to come Friday 
evening to the Ensemble Galilei concert, 
where we heard words from veterans who 
were treated at Walter Reed Army hospital. 
Last Tuesday was the 100th anniversary of 
Maine’s ratification of the 19th amendment.  
Both of these occasions remind us of those 
who had courage in the face of fear.   
 
This week I found someone who is 
connected to both those observances when 
I went to the movie Harriet, about the life 
of Harriet Tubman.  I knew Harriet as a 
conductor on the underground railroad.  
What I didn’t know or had forgotten was 
that Harriet was also both a veteran and a 
suffragist.  
 
Harriet Tubman was born into slavery in the 
early 1820s in Maryland and named 
Araminta Ross.  She was known as Minty in 
her young life.  Tubman was her first 
husband’s name and Harriet, her mother’s 
name, was the name she chose as a free 
woman.   
 
Harriet’s fears were real.  She had the scars 
on her back to prove it.  As a young woman, 
knowing she was going to be sold, Harriet 
determines she is going to be free or die.  
As she sets out alone on her first trip to 

freedom, the local minister who is helping 
her says  Fear is your enemy.  Trust in God.   
 
That’s just what Harriet did. The film is clear 
that Harriet’s faith is the core of her 
courage.  She turns to God for guidance 
over and over again in the face of danger.  
She trusts her visions to lead her along the 
way.  Ironically, Harriet’s visions seem to be 
connected to a brain injury she received 
when she was hit by a heavy metal object 
thrown by the master and intended for 
another slave.  Some modern-day medical 
specialists have suggested she may have 
experienced temporary lobe epilepsy which 
is often connected to spiritual visions. 
Wherever they come from, Harriet trusts 
her visions of God’s love for all people.  
That love working through her casts out her 
fear. 
 
After Harriet was free, she kept going back 
to the Eastern Shore of Maryland to get 
others.  Over 11 years in 13 trips (mostly in 
the winter when there is more darkness) 
she led 70 people to freedom.  They came 
to call her Moses, because she set her 
people free. 
 
Harriet was a veteran of the Civil War. In 
1863 she led Union Army scouts using her 
hard-earned knowledge of covert travel and 
subterfuge.  She was the first U. S. woman 
to lead an armed expedition - the raid on 
plantations on the Combahee river in South 
Carolina.  She led three steamboats around 
the Confederate mines in the river.  When 
they neared shore and the steamboat 
whistles blew those who were enslaved 
came running.  About 750 were freed that 
day.  I’m sorry to say that in spite of her 
service she never received a regular salary 
and for many years received no 
compensation at all.    



 
Harriet was also a suffragist. A white 
woman once asked Tubman whether she 
believed women ought to have the vote, 
and received the reply: "I suffered enough to 
believe it."  Wikipedia. 

This last Tuesday was the 100th anniversary 
of Maine’s ratification of the 19th 
amendment, which says,  
     The right of citizens of the United States  
     to vote shall not be denied or abridged by 
     the United States or by any State  
     on account of sex. 
 
You might be interested to know that it was 
the Republican Party at the time that was 
firmly in support of this amendment.  The 
Democrats not so much. 
 
We often speak of this amendment as 
giving women the right to vote.  That 
language is problematic.  Having a voice is a 
God-given right. The 19th amendment 
recognized that that right had been wrongly 
denied to people who were female – for 
way too long. The 19th amendment 
recognized women’s right to vote. 
 
When I went to vote on Tuesday, I thought 
of both my grandmothers, who were born 
before the amendment but were later able 
to vote.  I thought of their mothers, and 
their mothers, and their mothers who were 
unjustly denied the opportunity to express 
their voice.  What were people afraid of 
that they didn’t want women to vote? 
Where was their courage? 
 
When we fight against injustice – like 
slavery or voter suppression – we stand 
with courage against the very fear that has 
brought about these injustices. 
 

As people of faith, we know that kind of 
courage comes from trusting in the God 
who is love.   Holy love casts out fear. 
 
Last night I was at Merrill auditorium in 
Portland to hear the Kingdom Choir, who 
gained fame for their rendition of Stand By 
Me at a royal wedding not too long ago. 
They sang it again for us last night. 
 
This song was inspired by an earlier spiritual 
that prays for God’s support, entitled,  
                   Stand By Me Father. 
 
So let us imagine the familiar words as a 
prayer to God. 
 
When the night has come 
And the land is dark 
And the moon is the only light we'll see 
No I won't be afraid, no I won't be afraid 
Just as long as you stand, stand by me. 
 
God be with you. 


