
 Two years ago, I had the pleasure of hearing Pete Docter speak 

at a private event. Pete Docter, for those of you who don’t know, is 

the chief creative officer for Pixar films. And I, for those of you who 

don’t know, am a huge Pixar fan. Pete Docter wrote or directed some 

of the very best Pixar movies, including Toy Story, Monsters, Inc., Up, 

and my all-time favorite, Wall-E. When I heard him speak, he was 

talking about his last film, Inside Out, which tells the story of Riley, an 

eleven-year-old girl who moves to a new town with her parents and 

soon starts to experience changes in her personality. Once sunny-eyed 

and optimistic, she becomes more and more withdrawn and sullen. 

She’s changing, transforming, becoming – gasp! – a pre-teen.  

But as you might have guessed by the title, Inside Out is also 

the story of Riley inside. In the movie, each of Riley’s primary 

emotions are personified, portrayed as unique characters who interact 

inside the control room of Riley’s brain. Joy is a pixie-like, bright-eyed 

burst of energy who flits around the screen with enough vigor and 

sparkle to make Tinkerbell proud. Sadness is blue – imagine that – 

and drags herself through Riley’s brain like Eeyore’s lost cousin. 

Anger’s head regularly bursts into flames; Disgust looks like the image 

you’d find if you did a Google search for the phrase “petulant 

teenager.” And then there is Fear, a skinny, live wire of a creature who 

walks around with shoulders clenched high and eyes bulging wide. 

Throughout the movie, we watch these characters, these 

emotions, interact with each other and struggle to adapt to the 

changing psyche of the little girl, now not-so-little, they inhabit. They 

had a certain way of being when Riley was a child, with Joy firmly 

taking the controls inside a carefree and happy little girl. But with 

Riley growing up, Sadness comes to the fore, touching more and more 

of Riley’s experiences and memories in a way that is deeply 

disheartening to the ever-optimistic Joy. The main conflict in the 

movie is between these two emotions, Joy and Sadness, who struggle 

to find a way to coexist in this new, pre-pubescent world. 



In his talk, Pete Docter told us some of the behind-the scenes 

stories of Inside Out, including how it was based on his experiences of 

his own daughter Ellie, how he brought in psychologists to make sure 

that the film was describing these internal processes accurately and 

helpfully, and why the movie ended up taking over five years to make. 

Pixar movies notoriously take a long time to go from the storyboard 

to the theater, but Inside Out was held up for one very particular 

reason. You see, in his original story, Docter imagined the primary 

conflict not between Joy and Sadness, but between Joy and Fear. It 

was Joy and Fear that he saw warring in his own daughter – the joy 

that she carried with her from her childhood struggling against the 

fear she felt in a changing world and in her own changing body. But 

after working for several years with this premise, Docter and his team 

realized that this story just wasn’t working. One day, while fretting 

about how to fix his film, Docter had an epiphany. The conflict, he 

realized, had to be not between Joy and Fear, but between Joy and 

Sadness. If there was to be some resolution in the movie, that 

resolution could happen only with those two emotions. Joy and 

Sadness could come together to both touch experiences, creating 

memories that were bittersweet, memories of comfort in times of 

sorrow or sorrow in times of celebration. Joy and Sadness could come 

together in a way that Joy and Fear could not. There just wasn’t a 

good way to make Joy and Fear coexist; they just didn’t go together. 

And that is very true in what is an excellent, heartfelt, and 

affecting movie. But it is not true about the resurrection. The 

resurrection is all about Joy and Fear. The women – Mary Magdalene 

and her friend and fellow disciple also named Mary – arrive at the 

tomb in the early-morning darkness, expecting to find a corpse. 

Instead, they find an explosion of the supernatural – an earthquake 

shakes and shudders beneath their feet, an angel of the Lord – always 

frightening in holy scripture – flashes down from heaven and with a 

roar rolls back the impossibly heavy stone from the entry to the tomb. 



It is all so overwhelming, so terrifying that the men guarding the tomb 

swoon and faint away, bless their hearts. The women do not faint but 

lift their faces to hear what this flaming messenger has to say to them.   

And here is the interesting part. The angel tells them that 

Christ is risen – alleluia! – but what he tells them does not allay their 

fear. It lifts their hearts, for sure – there is no corpse here! – but they 

leave him still afraid. There is no death here, but there is something 

tremendous and inexplicable. So they leave the tomb quickly, 

Matthew tells us, with fear and great joy and ran to tell the disciples.  

Now I know what you’re thinking – more fear? Really? We’ve 

just been through the trembling anxiety of the Last Supper, we’ve just 

been subjected to watching our Lord be wrongly arrested, humiliated, 

beaten, bloodied, and crucified. We’ve just felt the terror of the 

disciples as they ran for their lives, the panic of Peter as he lied and 

lied and lied, the shock of the crowds as they saw the heavens rent 

and the earth shattered under their feet at the moment of Christ’s 

death. We’ve had enough of Fear, thank you very much. Terror has 

been all around – could we not just let Joy take the controls now? 

But then you come into this place on the Eve of Easter and 

sit in a void of inky blackness. You watch as a fire is conjured in the 

darkness and listen as ancient chants are sung. You hear stories of 

floods and drowning and dry bones being knit back together. You 

watch as we baptize two children into not just the life but also the 

death of Jesus and bear witness as we invoke the power of all the saints 

of heaven. There is Joy on this night, to be sure – overwhelming joy 

that bubbles out of the font and flows around the room in vast, 

heartfelt waves. But there is also something overwhelmingly “other” 

here, something cosmic and enormous, something uncontrollable 

and ancient, something that causes a little bit of fear.  

Joy and Fear. Not the hunched shoulders and bug-eyed terror 

of utter dread, but the trembling you get in the pit of your stomach 

when you know that something big is coming, something exciting and 



wholly desired, but also wholly unknown. The same fear you feel 

when you are getting ready for a first date with someone you think 

you already love. The same fear you feel when you decide to take a 

new job that will stretch and test you but also make you more of the 

person you are meant to be. The same fear you feel when it seems like 

your dreams might just be coming true. This is a fear that is healthy, 

even helpful, a fear that reminds you that something wonderful is 

coming, or something wonderful has come, but that you are not 

entirely in control of that something. It is a fear that is full of awe, 

full of humility, and full of hope. 

This is the night of Fear and Joy. Sadness has been kicked to 

the curb; Disgust departed the moment Christ said, “Father, forgive 

them, for they know not what they do;” Anger melted away when 

Jesus gave his mother and John to each other and said, “It is finished.” 

We are left with only with Fear and Joy, paired on this holy night to 

reveal to us the depth of God’s gift. On this night, in this story, Fear 

and Joy not only go together, they need each other. For Fear helps 

our Easter Joy be more than just a sweet treat that is enjoyed in the 

moment but quickly forgotten. And Joy prevents our Fear from 

overwhelming us, prevents us from experiencing God’s power as so 

huge and mysterious that we forget that God uses this power for us, 

for our world, for love.  

Of course, when Jesus meets the two Marys on the road, the 

first thing he says to them is do not be afraid. And I think he means 

it. I think he means, Do not be afraid to tap into the wellspring of joy 

that rises on this night. But I think he also means, Do not be afraid 

to let yourself be a little overwhelmed by what has happened here. 

Open your heart and let yourself be rocked by this good news: Christ 

is risen. And this is an overwhelming thing. It is a tremendous, 

marvelous, frightening, exciting, humbling, moving, wondrous heart-

stopping, heart-swelling, life-changing, life-giving thing. It is a thing to 

make us tremble even as we shout for joy. Alleluia, alleluia.  



Preached by Mother Erika Takacs 

Easter Vigil 2019 

Church of the Atonement, Chicago 


