Lightening the Load: Leaving Fear at the Curb
Matthew 28:1-10


Love expands. Fear contracts.


Those two simple sentences stood out in an article I recently read. With only four words, they express a powerful message. And they’ve stayed with me.


Love expands. Fear contracts.


Maybe one of the reasons those sentences stood out and have stayed with me is because they remind me of a charming novel by the comedian Steve Martin. At the center of The Pleasure of My Company is Daniel Pecan Cambridge.


Daniel is a brilliant man in his early thirties. But his obsessive-compulsive disorder and extreme social awkwardness restrict him. He spends most of his time alone in his Santa Monica apartment. There he passes time counting the holes in the acoustic ceiling tiles, making sure that exactly 1125 watts of lights are on at all times, and filing out contest applications.


When Daniel does venture out of his apartment, he faces a mountain of challenges. He can’t walk into Kinko’s without touching every corner. When he needs to return to his home state of Texas, the only way he can convince himself he can safely make the trip is if he avoids using words with the letter “e” the entire time he’s away.


But Daniel’s greatest challenge is curbs. He can’t step down from a curb into the street. Much of his time is focused on finding routes to stores through scooped-out driveways and across lawns—anything that doesn’t require a step down into the street.


Daniel is aware that his compulsions lack any real foundation, but he’s unable to overcome them. And despite his desire for a romantic relationship, he’s unsuccessful in developing one.

In taking stock of his situation, Daniel admits:


In the deeper hours of the night I began to look at myself, to consider myself and my condition, to measure the life I’d led so far. I did not know what made me this way. I did not know of any other way I could be. I did not know what was inside me or how I could redeem what was hidden there. There must be a key or person or thing, or song or poem or belief, or old saw that could access it, but they all seemed so far away, and after I drifted further and further into self-absorption, I closed the evening with this desolate thought: There are few takers for the quiet heart.


Daniel eventually does learn something about the source of his obsessive compulsion. Its genesis is tied to rejection by his father. A rejection Daniel had blocked until he reads a letter his father wrote his grandmother. In that letter, his father admits that, as far as he was concerned, once Daniel’s younger sister was born, that was it for Daniel.


Sitting at his grandmother’s graveside with the letter, Daniel realizes that these few words would either be his “death or resurrection.” Two months later, on a still California night, he’d know which. For it’d be there and then that Daniel would breathe his last breath in the world he’d created.


Before his experience at his grandmother’s graveside, Daniel had begun to form some unlikely friendships. When he returns home those relationships help him find the courage to begin to engage the outside world. And in doing so, he discovers love and life in surprising places.


One of those surprises comes when he realizes that he doesn’t want to pass along his fears and compulsions to Teddy, the young son of one of his new friends. One evening as Daniel takes Teddy for a walk, they come to a curb. Daniel holds the child’s hand firmly and, in an act of pure love, steps into the street. Because of love, Daniel literally leaves his fear at the curb.


In reflecting on how the discovery of love and life freed him from the world he’d created, Daniel concludes:

I understand that as much as I had resisted the outside, as much as I had constricted my life, as much as I had closed and narrowed the channels into me, there were still many takers for the quiet heart.


Love expands. Fear contracts.


Perhaps another reason those simple sentences stood out and have stayed with me is that they seem to capture something essential about the meaning of Easter.


In the ten verses that make up today’s gospel reading, we hear the words “Do not be afraid” not once, but twice.


Fear must have threatened to constrict Jesus’ disciples following his crucifixion. They probably feared similar deaths for themselves. They may have feared that the way they’d chosen to follow had reached a dead end.


Even when the two Marys gather the courage to go to see Jesus’ tomb they may fear they won’t be able to move the huge stone away from its entrance. And they arrive just in time to feel the ground shake and see a being with a lightening-like appearance roll the stone away. No wonder the soldiers who’ve been guarding the tomb faint from fear.


But the angel who perches on the stone tells the Marys: “Don’t be afraid.” They’re not going to find Jesus there. They can even take a look for themselves. But Jesus has been raised from the dead, and he’s already gone ahead to meet them and the other disciples in Galilee.


As the Marys leave the gravesite with this message, they find themselves face to face with Jesus. And he repeats the words they must need to hear: “Don’t be afraid.”


It’s easy to assume that Jesus and the angel were talking about fear related to death. But maybe the fear had more to do with life.


In his commentary on Matthew, Thomas Long writes that these two women, without even knowing they’d crossed the border, had “left the old world, where hope is in constant danger, and might makes right, and peace has little chance, and the rich get richer, and the weak all eventually suffer under some Pontius Pilate or another, and people hatch murderous plots, and dead people stay dead, and they entered the startling and breathtaking world of resurrection and life.”


Viewed through that lens, perhaps we can see the women posed almost like Daniel Cambridge. Can the love and life they’ve discovered give them the courage to leave their fear at the curb and take a bold step from an old world into a new one?


Love expands. Fear contracts.

Maybe we too need to hear the message of Easter that says, “You no longer need to be afraid.”


Fear seems to run rampant in our lives today. In his book Living Free, Steve Brown writes,

We’re afraid we might fail; we’re afraid people may not like us; we’re afraid that we might get out of the will of God; . . . we’re afraid of what people will do to us if they get angry; we’re afraid of cancer, pollution, war, and AIDS. We’re afraid not to be afraid, lest, in our moment of weakness, we get destroyed. We’re afraid of losing our material goods and our spiritual superiority. We’re afraid, with Satchel Paige, to look back lest something should be gaining on us. And, most of all, we’re afraid of death.


I think we can add to that list the fear of speaking in public, the fear of water, the fear of closed-in places, the fear of being alone, the fear of losing control, the fear of loud noises, the fear of rejection, the fear of our past.


We may be so afraid that we never risk commitment or intimacy. We may be so afraid that we never get beyond our “comfort zones.” We may be so afraid that we never try anything new, never risk reaching out, never dare to express ourselves.


It’s true that fear has its place. It’s an emotion that’s designed to alert us to possible danger. It causes our adrenalin to increase, which can make us more alert and able to deal with those dangerous situations. Fear, when properly dealt with, can energize us.

Much too often, however, fear paralyzes us. We end up stuck on the curb—unable to take a step that would allow us to break out of the confines we’ve constructed in an effort to protect ourselves.

But the Easter message is one of hope, not fear. God in love longs to give us new life. But if we’re to receive that gift, we need to risk doing what Daniel Cambridge and Jesus’ first disciples did. We need to refuse to allow fear to paralyze us. We need to leave our fear at the curb and step out courageously as we move toward the possibility of love and life.

May the Easter message encourage us to do just that. And may we discover the freedom and fullness of resurrection. Amen.


Kathryn Palen


April 24, 2011


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI

� Steve Martin, The Pleasure of My Company (New York: Hyperion, 2003), 80.





� Ibid, 163.





� Thomas G. Long, Matthew (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997), 322.





� Steve Brown, Live Free: How to Find Radical Freedom and Infectious Joy in an Authentic Faith (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Publishing, 1995), 122.





PAGE  
4

