
 I recently heard a story about a therapist who was working 

with a woman who had been the target of a home invasion. The 

woman had pulled into her garage at the end of a long workday only 

to find a man standing there holding a gun. The man was one of two 

thieves; the other was inside the woman’s home, holding her two 

children and their babysitter hostage. After a few horrific hours, the 

family was rescued when an observant neighbor called the police. No 

one was harmed, everyone was safe, and yet, the woman told her 

therapist, everything was different. The worst thing, she said, was that 

she no longer felt certain of anything. She was afraid to do ordinary, 

everyday things, because she had seen how an ordinary, everyday 

thing like opening your garage door could lead you into hell on earth.  

After a few months, the woman and her family moved to 

another home. The therapist asked her if she was still afraid when she 

opened her new garage door at night. The woman looked surprised. 

“No, of course not,” she said. “Why would I be?” The therapist, 

slightly taken aback, reminded her of her earlier comments of how 

ordinary things could turn into something nightmarish in the blink 

of an eye. “Oh, well, right,” the woman said, “but nothing is going to 

happen to me in this garage. I mean, what are the chances that 

something like that could happen again?” 

In a way, of course, she’s right. The chances of being held up 

at gunpoint in two different locked garages in two different homes 

are slim. But in another way, the woman’s statement makes no sense. 

If the world is full of senseless violence – senseless being the key word 

– if the world is not rational, if the world is not really within our 

control, then why would she imagine that she could predict anything? 

Why safety in the new garage and fear in the old? How could she have 

such a sense of certainty about something that was so far from certain? 

The reason, of course, is that there is nothing at all rational 

about our need for certainty. That need is desperate, ravenous; we’ll 

tell ourselves nearly anything if it helps us to feel secure, settled. We’ll 



avoid the gray area in any way possible – postponing the difficult 

conversation or the doctor’s appointment, living in denial, indulging 

in magical thinking. There is something deep within our being that 

makes us long to be able to predict the future, to see what’s coming 

in full technicolor with no gaps or holes in the story. If there are holes, 

our brains tell us to simply fill them in, and to make something up if 

necessary. Tell yourself anything, plan something, just to feel certain 

and in control. Just to no longer feel afraid.  

Tell yourself anything, plan something, like “Lord, if you 

wish, I will make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, 

and one for Elijah.” As a planner myself, I have always loved Peter in 

this moment. Of course he wanted to make plans, pin something 

down – everything he thought he had known about his world had 

just been turned on its head. What had started out as an ordinary, 

everyday kind of trip – come with me, Peter, James, and John – had 

turned into something extraordinary and untamed. Heading up the 

mountain might have been a clue that something special was going to 

happen; after all, mountains were holy places, places where God came 

so close to people and people came to close to God that they could 

understand what God was saying to them. But how could these three 

have expected to see something that no one had ever seen before? The 

Son of Man, transfigured before them, his clothes glowing with grace, 

his tired expression transformed into the shining face of love as he 

stood talking with Moses and Elijah; the ancient law and the mystic 

prophets and their divine fulfillment all standing together, talking as 

though they met this way every day. Suddenly, this ordinary, everyday 

moment had led Peter and his friends literally into heaven on earth.  

And Peter, bless him, starts to feel like things are out of 

control. Why was this moment happening now? Why were the three 

of them the only disciples to see this? What kind of power was held 

there in the face of his master and friend? Six days earlier Peter had 

proclaimed that Jesus was the Messiah, and he had thought in that 



moment that he knew what that meant. But then Jesus had started 

talking about being arrested and killed, and now this. What kind of 

a Messiah was this, and what kind of disciple was he? Suddenly, 

everything was uncertain, and nothing was in his control. Suddenly, 

Peter was afraid. And just as he starts to try to plan his way through 

that fear, his thoughts are interrupted by a voice thundering down 

from heaven, “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” And with 

this, Peter and James and John are completely overcome. They fall to 

the ground, faces in the dirt, frozen, breathless, and frightened. 

Fear is a terrible feeling. We use words like petrified or 

paralyzed to describe that sense of being so terrified it’s like being 

suddenly caught in a straightjacket. Fear is a terrible feeling, and it is 

terrible for us. Fear damages our hearts and our immune systems; it 

affects our memory and our emotional responses. Fear wears on us, 

ages us, breaks us down. Living in fear is like living an early death.  

Fear is terrible for us, too, because it makes us cruel. Fear has 

been terrible in our history, in this world and in this nation. It is fear 

that has made us build walls and shut doors. It is fear that has made 

us keep people out of the voting booth, out of the boardroom, off of 

our altars. It is fear that has made us start calling human beings 

“aliens” or “illegals.” It is fear that has made us throw thousands of 

black men into prison and then throw away the key. It is fear that has 

made us fill in the holes and gaps of our own reasoning with 

misinformation and lies about “race,” about gender, about identity. 

It is fear that has historically made us so warp the shape of our 

nation’s story that we have to try to mend that story with black history 

month, as if American history were not black history in the first place. 

It is fear that makes us close ranks; it is fear that makes us hate, it is 

fear that makes us kill. Living in fear is living an early death. 

Many of us are living in fear all the time now. We can call it 

stress; we can call it anxiety. We can call it lack of certainty, 

desperation to see the future, lack of hope. But this feeling we wake 



up with in the morning these days is, at its heart, fear. We thought 

that we could live an ordinary, everyday life. We thought that there 

were systems in place that could protect us, and if we saw that those 

systems had failed, we thought that we could change them. We 

thought that honesty mattered and that the good hearts and good 

sense of women and men would at last prevail. We thought that 

human beings were growing in our capacity to love, to reach out, to 

include. We thought we were working to make amends for our 

ravaging of Creation. We thought that the moral arc of our universe 

was bending towards justice. We thought this about our world, about 

our nation, and about ourselves. We were wrong. This is not an 

everyday, ordinary life that we are living. This life is nightmarish, 

terrifying, and out of control.  

So we have a choice. We can build shelters for ourselves, try 

to control our fear on our own, manage what we can and ignore the 

rest. We can try to look on the bright side, to tell ourselves that it 

can’t get any worse, that surely we won’t find any more danger now 

that we’ve moved to this garage. Or we can simply let ourselves fall. 

We can crumble to the ground and lie there with our faces in the dirt 

with our hearts in our throats – and with our Lord standing before 

us, with our Lord always before us.  

Matthew’s is the only Gospel who tells us what Jesus does 

when his disciples fall down in fear. Only Matthew tells us that when 

Jesus sees his disciples cowering on the ground before him, 

completely overcome, he doesn’t just stand there serenely glowing. 

No. “Jesus came and touched them, saying, ‘Get up, and do not be 

afraid.’” Jesus came and touched them in their fear, just as Jesus 

comes and touches us in ours. He does not let us distract ourselves 

with buildings we will never build or plans we will never fulfill. He 

does not let us sedate ourselves with denial or magical thinking. He 

touches us in our fear, reaches right down into the morass and says 

Do not be afraid. Do not be afraid for I am with you. Do not be 



afraid, for I am the Son of God, and what you fear has no power over 

me, and no real power over you. Do not be afraid, for I am 

transforming you and your world, translating this world’s nightmare 

into the dream of heaven, transfiguring us into the image and likeness 

of God, our fear into hope, this little death into new life. Do not be 

afraid for I am with you always, I am for you always, I am within you 

always. Do not be afraid for I AM. Do not be afraid, my little ones, 

for there is work for us to do – serving, feeding, consoling, praying, 

speaking up, standing with, forgiving, listening, loving, living. Do not 

be afraid. Now. Let us go down the mountain.   
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