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Sermon for Nov. 14, 2021—“Fear” 
33rd Sunday in OT, Year B—Texts: Hebrews 10:11-25; Mark 13:1-13 

Science tells us we have three brains. They tell us that our brains have evolved through 

three primary stages, and thus our skulls hold not one brain, but three. 

First is the reptilian brain, responsible for instinctive, automatic, basic survival behaviors, 

like fight or flight, hunger and fear. It’s the center for aggression, courtship, mating, and 

territorial defense.  

Second is the limbic brain which governs our emotions. It collects sensory information, 

and screens it for emotional relevance.  

The third brain is the neo-cortex brain, the control center for language and rational 

thinking. It’s the center for reading, speaking, writing, and reasoning. It’s responsible for 

awareness, conscious thought, and logic. It is this third brain, that gives words to our fear.  

Now, I don’t know about you, but I still get scared. At times I feel afraid. I think we all 

do. What is it we fear? I started thinking about the nature of fear and I wondered why 

people seem to live in fear much more than we once did.  

From the time when I was a kid during the 60’s, and probably even further back than that, 

until now, there seems to have been what I’d describe as a quantum leap in societal fear. 

Anymore, many of our daily actions seem to be dictated by fear. Growing up back in our 

day there didn’t seem to be any fear—or at least very little. A generation or so ago, we 

were told that the only thing we had to fear was fear itself. Think about it. Think how 

things have changed. 

Way back when, we had no airbags or seatbelts in our cars. We rode our bikes without 

helmets. We rarely—if ever—locked our doors at night. We went trick-or-treating buy 

ourselves, and while we learned about the existence of people like John Wayne Gacy, 

Charles Manson, the Son of Sam and Ted Bundy, we never concerned ourselves with the 

very real possibility of unfathomable horrors. 

All that seems to have changed. I see signs daily of fear in our society, and I doubt 

seriously if living in Westwood, or anywhere in Cincinnati—or anywhere in Ohio for that 

matter—is any different from living anywhere else with regards to fear. So that leads me 

to wonder and ask again: What do we fear? 

Speaking for myself, this is an interesting question. I once lived in fear, but it was buried 

so deep in my psyche that I couldn’t even vocalize it. Being adopted, I guess I could say 

now that I was afraid of being alone. Unloved. Abandoned. I was afraid, as most of us are 

to one extent or another, about dying. My near fatal car accident in 1986, changed all that 

to a great extent.  

But what about the rest of us? What do we fear? Are we afraid of getting older? Are we 

afraid of death? Or is it that we’re afraid of dying? Most people would probably say 

“yes” to at least one of those.  

What is it about growing old that frightens us? It is the loss of our faculties? Our 

memories? Our sense of self? The loss of autonomy/ That is, the loss of control over what 

happens to us? The inability to write the ending of our stories? Are we afraid of someone 

close to us dying? Our spouses? Family members or close friends? 
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What is it about death or dying that frightens us? Is it guilt about something we’ve done? 

Regret for something we didn’t do? What is it of about dying that frightens us? Is it pain? 

Suffering? The lack of closure? Not being able to say goodbye to those we love? What do 

we fear? 

Now, of course, these are the big ones, that which we all share—to one degree or another. 

But there are others that often differ from one person to another. So—on a day to day 

basis—what frightens us? Is it a fear of heights or drowning? Being poor? Being a victim 

of violence? Is it fear of failure? Losing one’s job? Is it a fear of intimacy or 

commitment? Is it a fear of being alone or of being rejected? What about spiders? 

Snakes? Flying? Public speaking? Clowns? Don’t laugh, I knew someone who was 

deathly afraid of clowns. Seriously—what do we fear? 

Maybe it’s just me, but with all the news stories of drug- or gang-related crimes, 

robberies and killings, or seemingly random craziness, it appears that we live in a very 

scary world. But again, why do so many live in fear, and where does it come from? 

Maybe they fear violence because they’ve witnessed or experienced it in the past. Maybe 

they fear big dogs, snakes, whatever, because they were attacked once by one. 

It seems to me that few fears, if any, are irrational. There’s always some reason, some 

basis, for fear. Experts say that many fears are based on a fear of the unknown. That we 

tend to fear what we haven’t experienced, or don’t understand. I don’t feel fear as often 

as I used to, but every now and then, it reaches out and tries to grab me. Every now and 

then I’m hit with—blind-sided, actually—by fear. Such has been the case recently. 

It often takes the form of self-doubt. What I mean is, every now and then, I wonder if I’m 

good enough. I wonder if I’m being the husband I should be. I wonder if I’m the friend, 

or the pastor I should be. If I’m the pastor you need—not want. If I’m actually where 

God wants me to be, doing the things God wants me to be doing. I hope that I am; but 

there are times, every now and then, when I’m nagged by the fear that I’m not. That’s my 

real fear. 

At such times, when my self-awareness kicks in, I stop, and I try to count my blessings. 

Sometimes that’s difficult. Very difficult. But I consider that maybe God does think I’m 

good enough, and that he’s blessed me with a wonderful wife; that I am where God wants 

me to be, doing the things that I’m called to do, using the gifts that God’s given me. I feel 

blessed to have been written, into the pages of God’s larger story.  

And then I think, well, if God thinks I’m good enough, does it really matter, what I think 

of myself? Or what my fear is trying to make me think of myself? And in those moments 

of existential crisis is it just that my fear is trying to get me to deny what I know to be 

true? That is—the foundation of my faith, that upon which my faith is based—which is to 

say my absolute trust in God—is nothing but a lie?  

Usually, such moments, the temptation to fall into despair, pass quickly enough. But I 

know, it’s probably only a matter of time before fear finds me again. I imagine we all 

have moments like that. We’re human after all. But I mention this today because our 

readings this morning both speak about having confidence in the face of fear, in the face 

of the unknown. They’re about not being alarmed by the signs of the end of our world.  
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I thought about these texts this past week; about how Jesus encourages his disciples not 

to be alarmed when the temple is destroyed; about how the author of Hebrews tells us 

that because of Christ’s sacrifice we can enter the Holy of Holies with confidence and 

hope, and there meet the living God. As I thought—I wondered: Why it was so important 

for Jesus—and presumably Paul—to say these things? I wondered why so much 

emphasis is placed on holding fast to our hope without wavering,  and on encouraging 

one another, when we see the Day of the Lord approaching. 

I think it’s because while many of us are able to manage our fears there are those who 

aren’t, and that even as we are blessed with a faith and trust in God that is, by-and-large, 

firm and mature, there are many more—too many more—who are not. For many people 

fear remains an all-pervasive, all too vivid, reality. It shapes their behavior by day, and 

molds their dreams by night. It effects how they think. It effects how they relate to others. 

It effects how they live their lives.  

And so it is for their sakes that we—meaning you and me, anyone who lives or who has 

lived with fear—get in touch with that which we’ve overcome; reconnect with the 

confidence, and the hope that we’ve found in Jesus. We must share it with them. We have 

to reveal the light that which has been placed in our lives, to those who remain in 

darkness: the darkness of fear, the darkness of guilt, of regret, of inadequacy. We must 

share with them the good news that ours is a God who keeps his promises; that this God 

truly loves us as we are. We must help them to understand that there are no conditions—

no demands, no qualifications—on that love. 

We must help them to trust that God will not abandon or forsake them, even in those 

moments when God feels so far away. We must reveal, and live out the vision we’ve 

received, of a new heaven and a new earth—a kingdom of justice and truth to those who 

fear the end of the world. We’re called to bear one another’s burdens. We’re called to 

encourage one another with the encouragement that we’ve received. We’re called to bear 

witness to our faith for others to see. We are called in all this to be strong and bold, to 

have no fear or dread, because it is the Lord our God who goes with us. He will not fail 

us or forsake us. In this world we will—without question—have trouble. But we must 

take heart for Jesus Christ has overcome the world. 

There’s an old Cherokee legend that tells of an old man teaching his grandson about a 

battle that goes on inside people. “It is a terrible fight,” he said to the boy, “and it is 

between two wolves. One is Good—it is faith, love and compassion. The other is Evil, 

apathy, doubt and fear.” The grandson thought for a moment, then asked, “Grandfather, 

which wolf wins?” The old man replied simply, “The one you feed.” Which one do we 

feed? And here, brothers and sisters, is the thing… 

In times of fear and doubt, when we lift up our eyes to the hills, where does our help 

come from? Our help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth. He will not let 

our feet be moved, he who keeps us will neither slumber nor sleep. He is our keeper, our 

shade at our right hand. He will keep our going out, and our coming in, from this time on 

and forevermore. Surely goodness and mercy will follow us all the days of your lives, 

and we will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 


