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So there they were: Peter and his brother Andrew, James and his brother John, Philip, Bartholomew, Thomas, Matthew the tax collector, James, Thaddeus, Simon from Cana, and Judas. The Twelve, we’ve taken to calling them. Jesus’ inner circle. The disciples. And Jesus is giving them their marching orders, because he knows that he won’t always be with them in person. “Go to the lost sheep of Israel,” he tells them, “and as you go, proclaim the good news. ... I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of wolves.”


Uh ... what was that, Jesus? What was that about ... wolves?


It was a scary prospect, going out to preach to the wayward people of Israel a whole new understanding of their faith – a faith that was the central feature of their lives. All sorts of things could happen to prophets like that. They risked losing face, losing their friends and families; they risked physical attack, even death, by the entrenched religious and political interests of their society. Disciple was not a job for the faint of heart.


Jesus recognizes this, sees that they are afraid, and he tries to reassure them. And he does this with words that we have come to know, because they occur again and again in the Gospels. “Do not fear,” Jesus says. 


Where have we heard those words before? 

“Do not fear,” the angel says to Joseph, husband of Mary.

“Do not fear,” the angel says to the shepherds in the fields, hearing news of the Savior’s birth.

“Do not fear,” Jesus says to the disciples when they see him walking toward them across the water.

“Do not fear,” Jesus tells them after the dazzling light show of his Transfiguration.

“Do not fear,” an angel says to the women weeping at his tomb.

“Do not fear,” the risen Christ says to his disciples gathered on the beach, cooking breakfast.

“Do not fear,” an angel says to Paul as he prepares to preach the Gospel in the hostile big city of Rome.


Those words show up again and again, and they reinforce one of the great gifts of the Christian faith: the idea that believers are empowered with deep and abiding courage to do what’s right in God’s eyes, because they have the power of Christ behind them. 


At the end of our confirmation program for eighth- and ninth-graders, I ask the young people to write a little bit about their understanding of Jesus and about the qualities they see in him that they would like to have in their own lives. And inevitably most of the papers I get lead off with one thing: Jesus’ courage. What makes the biggest impression on these young people is that Jesus was given a tall order by God – to walk a path that he knew would lead to a painful and humiliating death – and that he walked that road courageously. 


They are absolutely right, of course. And yet the courage of Jesus – the courage that he tries to instill in his disciples, including us – is not fearlessness exactly. “Do not fear” is a little misleading in that respect. 


You only have to look at Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane to see this. Jesus agonizes over the crucifixion that lies just ahead. “Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me,” he prays. He is in anguish at what’s coming. But the next sentence of his prayer is the key: “Yet not what I want, but what you want.” 


Jesus is not praying to be free of his fears. He’s acknowledging them before God, opening his heart to God so he can receive God’s assurance and comfort. And he’s recommitting himself to do what he has to do, to walk that path, because it’s what God calls him to do. He’ll do it even though he’s afraid. That is the courage of Jesus, that willingness to do what’s difficult and painful in spite of his very real fears. 


Think about the middle-school math teacher in Colorado this past week who tackled the gunman who had invaded his school and saved a lot of lives with his action. He’s being called a hero, and rightly so, but he spoke of how frightening that experience was – a crazed man with a shotgun, firing randomly. This teacher felt the fear, but acted anyway. That’s courage.


If you take nothing else from this sermon, I hope you’ll take this idea: that being courageous does not mean having no fears. It means recognizing fears, and doing what God calls you to do anyway.


For the Twelve, the dangers were very real, and so Jesus reminds them, “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.” The Bible doesn’t tell how most of the apostles died, but church tradition is pretty grisly about the ways they got it: crucified upside-down, thrown from a pinnacle of the temple and beaten to death, killed with a sword, stabbed with a spear, stoned, beheaded. No wonder they were fearful as Jesus sent them out. 


Even for us, though, Jesus’ words can grow the quality of courage in us. “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.” The ultimate meaning of our lives does not rest in our temporal existence here on earth, but rather in the eternal nature of our soul. This too shall pass – all of this – and we’re left with the question, How have we tended to our soul, and how have we responded when God calls out to the deepest part of us?


In Lent we have been seeking to follow “The Disciple’s Way,” and I have promised you some concrete ways to develop and grow some qualities of character that will bring us to better discipleship. So let’s talk about ways to show more courage in our lives.


First, start to recognize the ways that fear is governing your actions. You may be procrastinating, for example, on making a phone call or starting on a project; could you be putting it off because there’s something you’re afraid of? Or maybe you’ve built a particular fear into a limit on your life, for instance never going into the city of Buffalo because, even unconsciously, there’s a perception of danger there. When we identify the ways that fear is in control, we know where to start to apply courage.


When you know that you’ll be in a situation that calls for courage, prepare for it. Spend some time visualizing yourself in the situation – maybe it’s confronting a co-worker who tells racist or homophobic jokes at lunch every day. Imagine yourself in that situation, what you might say, how it might feel, what’s the worst that can happen. That kind of preparation helps to tame the paralyzing flood of adrenaline that most people feel in times of conflict. If you’ve prepared in advance, you’re better able to use your cerebrum and not just your emotional lizard-brain.


Next, recognize that backing away from your fears allows them to grow and become more powerful in your life. Conversely, exercising your courage and moving toward your fears makes them lose their power over you. Over time, we can make it a habit to confront our fears and act in accordance with our deepest beliefs. We can come to a point when we see every fear-inducing situation as a challenge – an opportunity to get stronger and more resolute. 


Start small in confronting your fears. Think about speaking in public, for example. Polls have said it’s the No. 1 fear in human life – more people are afraid of public speaking than are afraid of death. The idea of getting up in front of a crowd terrifies them. The solution is not to hide until it’s time to address the big sales convention at HSBC Arena. That would be kind of like one of my favorite “Far Side” cartoons, the one where a panicked-looking guy is stuck in a tiny booth in pitch darkness, with snakes crawling all over him, and suspended from a pulley high above the ground. A scholarly professional is watching him, and the caption reads, “Professor Gallagher and his controversial technique of simultaneously confronting the fear of heights, snakes and the dark.”

Not a good idea. It’s better to try what psychologists call “systematic desensitization” – taming a big fear in small steps. So the fearful public speaker might, for example, stand up in the living room and address her family, and graduate to telling a long funny story to three friends at lunch, then maybe making a presentation in her book discussion group, then reading the scripture at church, where they are sworn to love you no matter what. Small steps. You may still feel fearful, but the fear won’t paralyze you. 

Finally, I want to encourage us all to develop intellectual courage, and I need to remind myself of this as well. Once you’re a few years into adulthood, you’ve pretty much made up your mind about most things, and you tend to seek out information that supports your own opinions. Having intellectual courage means deliberately seeking out other viewpoints. If you watch Fox News most of the time, watch MSNBC sometimes. If you’re a bleeding-heart liberal, suck it up and watch Glenn Beck. Read a lot of different things. Question authority. It takes courage to do this, because you risk having your long-held assumptions pulled out from under you. But you might also end up with better-thought-out ideas. You won’t just be parroting some loudmouth’s idea of reality. Intellectual courage makes you stronger.

History is replete with stories of courage. You want to change the world, it takes guts. As one inspiring example, I want to raise up Margaret Sanger, who was born in 1879 downstate in Corning and became an activist for the availability of birth control. Working in the East Side slums of Manhattan, she saw a lot of women whose health was ruined by multiple pregnancies, and others who died because of self-induced abortions. Sanger started distributing to women a pamphlet called “Family Limitation,” and there was huge scandal. She was risking imprisonment for violating the federal Comstock Law, which said that information on contraception was obscene and outlawed its distribution.

But Sanger was undeterred. She believed strongly that for women to have healthy lives – physically, mentally and emotionally – and to have a more equal footing in society, they needed to be able to decide about their own pregnancies. This was a woman who was way ahead of her time. She opened a family planning clinic in Brooklyn in 1916. It was raided by the police, and she served 30 days in prison. She went on to become an activist on a national scale, lecturing and writing, and serving as president of the International Planned Parenthood Foundation. When she died in 1966, it was just a few months after the Supreme Court decision that legalized birth control for married couples in the United States. 

 It takes an extraordinary person to push polite society to such changes. But Margaret Sanger, who was an atheist, is a great example of someone who hears a call to her life’s work, is convinced of its rightness, and parlays that conviction into the courage to take risks and do what she was born to do.


The disciple’s way: courage. Make it work for you, and for God.


Amen.
