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This is the first Sunday in Lent, lent is a time of introspection and self assessment, so it seems only natural to begin this season of personal reflection talking about fear. As individuals and as a nation we hold a great many fears. For some of us fear is a constant and for others it is a distant reality. This morning’s service is intended to look at fear and how it drives us or in cases paralyzes us. I will examine some common fears, and common responses to fear, as well as the extreme fears and extreme responses. 

Some humans are constantly afraid of something or other; others feel they have no fears; most of us are somewhere in between those two polar extremes. Some people are so fear filled that they can not leave their homes. These people are known as agoraphobic. They are the extreme. Most of us are afraid to go to certain places, such as dangerous neighborhoods, job interviews, war zones, oral exams, and reptile filled jungles. Some are afraid of situations more than places, some are more afraid of the people. 

Then of course there is another approach to fear. Fear for those we love. A parent’s love of a child often will cause concerns for their well being, which depending on situations can lead to fear. A parent of a young soldier sent into combat will fear for their child’s safety. A parent whose child has fallen in love too fast or with an individual they perceive to be unworthy of their child’s love will fear for their well being. While we as adults and sometimes parents understand that our children have to live their own lives we wish that we could make them safe and prevent them from pain and that can lead to our fear. 

The advantage of fear is it makes us cautious. Fear makes us check locks, double check that stoves, irons and coffeepots are turned off. Fear makes us look both ways when we walk across a busy street. Fear keeps us alert. It is however when fear takes over that it can cause trouble for us. When fear stops us from enjoying life it has crossed over from an advantageous level of concern to a destructive and detrimental barrier to living life to the fullest.

In these days of war, and political controversy, days of abundance and deprivation, these days of ecstasy and apathy many people are living in fear. People are afraid to travel by airplane, they are leery of crossing bridges, and they wonder, always wonder what will happen next. I have felt those fears but I don't feel them now. I don’t feel those terrifying fears as a result of this war in Iraq, or because of terrorism, or the current political controversies in this country or elsewhere in the world.
I felt those fears with every ounce of my being in the spring of 1982. I felt fear in every shadow. I could not close my eyes at night because there were too many sounds in the night. When I would finally drift into a restless sleep as the sun began to rise and lighten the sky I could see what made the hidden sounds of night. I was terrified and I had truly never felt more alone in all my life. My fear, my deep and seemingly endless fear stayed with me for many months. My fear was massive and all encompassing. My fear, was stimulated by an act of violence and the loss of life. It was only one life not thousands, but a life that had been intertwined with mine since infancy. 

In the first week of March 1982, Maura Elizabeth Gottlieb, was murdered one month before her 19th birthday. Maura Elizabeth Gottlieb, known to family and friends as Betsy, or Betsy Maura, disappeared one Thursday night after work. Her brother thought she was spending the weekend at her boyfriends, her boyfriend thought she was spending the weekend at home. 
Nobody realized she was missing until Sunday night. On Monday the police began the investigation. One week later a man and woman walking their dog went to see what the dog was barking at in the muck at the edge of a canal. What they saw was a human body. The body of Maura Elizabeth Gottlieb had been found. 

Police determined that the victim had been hit on the head, strangled, and her body dumped in the canal a week before. All along, as police and friends searched, her body was less than a mile from where she had disappeared. A road crew found her possessions a mile from where her body was found. Police believe she was dumped and the murderer left the scene and only afterwards realized her things were still in his vehicle and tossed them out the window.

We are rapidly approaching the 25th anniversary of Betsy’s murder. And I still find it hard to believe that this vibrant young woman is dead. From her murder I learned the true meaning of fear. I was a naïve 18-year-old when she was killed and I felt the world was for exploration, learning and fun. My life has never been the same.

When her murder took her life he took something very dear from all of us who loved her. Yes, the murderer took her from us, and that was a terrible loss, but the even greater loss was the sense of safety so many of us had robbed that day. I do not believe that since that day I have ever been completely and totally without fear. 

It is not that I am a person who lives in terror and therefore does nothing. Much to the contrary it is that I know all human life will end and that I must take risks and live life fully. I do not throw caution to the wind; rather I weigh my caution and my fear into my decision making and then take a risk anyway. 

In every culture throughout the ages there has been some source of societal fear. Whether it was a fear of sailing off the edge of the earth or the fear of some mythical beast, all cultures have had something that they fear. On top of those fears each of us adds our own personal fears. Our society has long feared death. While each of us as individuals may come to terms with our own death our American culture has not come to terms with the death which is natural for all life, human or otherwise. 

Fear of death is so imbedded in our culture that the language around death has come to be all terms of avoidance. It is rare to hear people say x died. Rather we hear x passed away, x crossed over, x went home, or as the more flowery obituaries say x went home to be with the lord. Traditionally the journalistic form of obituaries would not have allowed for such non-fact based language, but not today. 

So many people in fact fear death that we rarely talk about it. It is unusually for people to discuss their preferences, their wishes, desires and concerns. It is not uncommon for me in planning funerals and memorial services to find out spouses, partners and other close family members have no idea what the deceased would have wanted. Most people feel that they have plenty of time to talk about their plans but they never actually get to it.

This unwillingness to make time to talk about death in part perpetuates the fear of death in our culture. Children discover that their parents are uncomfortable discussing death and so they too assume that there is something about death that makes it a taboo subject. A few years ago on TV in an episode of “My Wife and Kids” with Damon Wayans they played on three of our cultures most common fears. The older daughter of the family pretended to be sick so she could stay home from school. Assuming that her parents would be gone she had invited her new boyfriend to the house. The younger daughter was allowed to bring the class guinea pig home. The guinea pig got loose. The father saw it and like so many fearful of rodents, he swatted it off the back of the sofa assuming it was a rat. 

Discovering that it was not a rat but a child’s pet he tried to find ways to cover up the animal’s death rather than discuss it with the child. First he called a pet store trying to replace it. Then the child put the animal on a string and played all kids of games with it. Finally the father told the child it was dead, fearing the child would be upset, the father was startled to discover she was more upset to find out she had been playing with a dead animal than she was to find out the animal was dead.

This father had to deal with the fears associated with his children growing up. Children dating, and lying in order to get to do the things they want. He also had to deal with his own fear of rodents and of death. None of which he did well, but these fears are so common so pervasive that the portrayal of these fears in a comedy was hilarious.

There is much in our ever-changing world that rightly brings on a sense of fear. However when we allow the fear to rule us instead of to serve as a beacon, a warning sign, a cautionary message we are depriving ourselves of much of life’s adventure. 

I have had much to fear since Betsy was killed. I still fear that her killer may kill again. I fear more that I might not live out my life fully. Some time ago I spoke with a man in his twenties who had been diagnosed with a life threatening illness, and who had been told that the treatments were not working. This young man who only a few a few months earlier I had married to his even younger bride, on a beautiful spring day was now lying in a hospital bed telling me his fears. 
They were not the fears I had expected. That is why I tell them to you today. His primary fear was that he had injured someone in his youth and he would not have time to make amends. He feared that he had not fulfilled his purpose on earth. What noble fears for such a young man. He was only 28 that day.
You see most people simply fear the unknown when they worry that death is immanent. I believe that there is no greater fear than to believe we have not lived our lives fully. I know however that in every life and in every death there are lessons to be learned. They may not be the lessons we are looking for nor are they necessarily the lessons we expect. In the tragedy of Betsy’s death I learned that I had always been the cautious one, and she was the one who lived in the moment. The tribute I would like to believe I pay her is in remembering that spontaneity is good. And that it is ok to ask for a party and dancing at your funeral… when she was fourteen her mother had died and she knew then that she had to tell everyone exactly what she wanted…and she got it. I hope that each of us will have the courage to face our fears, and to speak our wishes to those we love.
Amen
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