
I T  IS I: F E A R  N O T  

By E D W A R D  M A L A T E S T A  

F 
EAR IS an  exper ience  o f  d i s turbance  in the face of  someth ing  
we perceive as an  evil, a n d  whose effect u p o n  us we believe 
we canno t  p reven t  or  offset. All of  us exper ience  grea ter  and  
lesser fears accord ing  as we are  faced by  bigger  or  smal ler  

evils. 1 W e  fear  the  explosive t e m p e r  of  the person  who  can  say things 
t h a t  will hu r t  our  sensibilities. W e  fear  the fai lure of  the efforts we 
expend  on a projec t  or  enterprise,  because  of  the  humi l i a t ion  tha t  
can  be caused for those we love. W e  fear  the  illness tha t  over takes  
our  dea r  ones, the progressive l imi ta t ion  of  ou r  own  powers .  A n d  
each  one of  us, besides his or her  own bundle  of  ind iv idua l  fears 
based  u p o n  personal  t e m p e r a m e n t  a n d  specific c i rcumstances ,  
carries as well  a share of  the b u r d e n  of  collective fears before evils 
which  th rea t en  whole  groups  or nat ions or  peoples,  indeed,  in some 
cases, all dwellers on ou r  planet .  I n  the  present  socio-polit ical  con- 
text,  millions fear  s ta rva t ion;  countless workers  fear  u n e m p l o y m e n t ,  
p rac t ica l ly  everyone  fears economic  loss, the energy  crisis, g rowing  
violence,  rac ia l  ha t red ,  possible wor ld  war .  Such rad ica l  changes  
have  t aken  p lace  in our  global  ci ty dur ing  the last  few years,  a n d  
so m a n y  others no less rad ica l  cont inue  to occur,  tha t  the lives 
o f  p rac t ica l ly  all  m e n  and  w o m e n  have  becom e  the  p rey  of  new 
fears. 

Persons who  seriously str ive to live a generous  religious life in the 
C h u r c h  - whe the r  of  a m o r e  conservat ive  or  m o r e  l iberal  strain, 
and  I use these te rms here  in a positive, non-pe jora t ive  sense - 
exper ience  still o ther  fears p rope r  to our  religious c o m m u n i t y  a t  
this m o m e n t  of  its history. Conservat ives  fear  t ha t  cathol ic  belief, 
mora l i t y  and  devot ional  life have  been  seriously compromised ,  and  
t ha t  cer ta in  tendencies wi th in  the  Church ,  i f  a l lowed to cont inue  
unchecked ,  will lead  to still g rea te r  infideli ty to God ' s  will for his 

z The particular forms of fear that provide the basis for our reflections in this article are 
understood as being objectively grounded. We will not be speaking of irrational fears 
which need psychological or psychiatric remedies. Nor will we consider directly the fear 
which is awe before the power and mystery of God, or 'reverential fear', that loving 
attention to the Lord and his ways which creates and sustains a sensitive, devoted obe- 
dience to the Father's will. 
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Church. Liberals fear that still too many obstacles within the Church 
itself prevent announcing God's revelation in a way that the honest, 
searching modern mind can understand, and hinder ways of living 
the gospel that allow our contemporaries to see it realized. All fear 
- often for opposite reasons - that the Church is failing to be a rele- 
vant sign of salvation in the contemporary world. These fears 
distress especially those whose lives are totally committed to wit- 
nessing to the Lord and his teaching: priests, religious, and apostolic 
laity. I t  would not seem an exaggeration to say that fear, in more 
cases than we might suspect, may well be a strong motive for re- 
nouncing special forms of commitment or the Church itself. 

Confronted by such fears, we who proclaim to be believers should 
ultimately look to the Lord our God for understanding in faith, for 
courage in hope, and for present and ultimate deliverance through 
love. Experience proves, however, that  in face of the evils which 
annoy or overwhelm us, we often allow ourselves to dally with or 
become submerged in selfish sadness, agitated worry, unfounded 
discouragement, destructive bitterness, and even paralysing despair. 
And when we do turn to the Lord, we often fail to do so with our 
whole heart, our whole mind, our whole soul, and all that we have, 
because our faith, hope and love express less than the total gift of 
ourselves. We do not really believe that he can take us as we are, in 
our concrete circumstances, and heal us and save us. So we remain 
like persons dying of thirst on the edge of an oasis, because we refuse 
to bow down and drink from the stream of live-giving water that  he 
has provided for us in abundance. 

The compassionate Father, who invites us to turn towards him, 
draws us to himself by revealing himself to us in Jesus, his Son and 
our brother, through their holy Spirit of power and fortitude. Jesus, 
risen and present in our midst, by his word, his sacraments, his 
brothers, says to us who are assailed by so many fears, what he said 
to his disciples: 'Let not your heart be troubled or afraid', * - 'Peace 
be with y o u ' )  The exhortation 'Fear not ~, spoken by the angels to 
the women who discovered the empty tomb, a and by Jesus in his 
meeting with them, 5 and in his appearance to the disciples, 6 applies 
to us as well in our own mysterious relationship to our risen Lord. 
We should not fear, either, in the moments when he manifests 
himself as present in the disconcerting light of his inspirations, or 

J n 1 4 ,  L 2 %  a J n 2 o ,  19 . 2 1 . 2 6 .  I Mt  28, 5; see ~ x6, 6. 
5 Mt 28, Io. 6 Lk24, 37-8. 
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in the times of darkness when he seems to hide himself from the 
scene of our struggles. 

Both St Luke and St John  emphasize that the risen Jesus, who 
consoles his disciples and us by destroying their fears and ours, is the 
Jesus who bears upon his risen body the wounds of his passion and 
death, the permanent signs of his own confrontation with the ulti- 
mate evil each human being must encounter. 

As they were saying this, Jesus himself stood among them. But they 
were startled and frightened, and supposed that they saw a spirit. ~ 

On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being 
shut where the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and 
stood among them and said to them, 'Peace be with you'. When he 
had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disci- 
ples were glad when they saw the Lord. ~ 

The lesser deaths that  form the object of our daily fears foreshadow 
that final liberation from all in creation and in our very selves which 
limits and diminishes us; it will take place when the Lord calls us to 
pass finally and wholly from this world to the Father. This last 
passover frightens us because it is the great unknown inviting, in 
perfect faith, hope and love, the total gift, the unqualified yes, the 
abandonment of ourselves without reserve into the Father's hands. 9 

One of the marvels of God's merciful dealings with us is that  Jesus 
himself knew sadness, fear and disturbance as the hour of his own 
death approached h im? ° The best contemporary scripture studies 
help us to have a new awareness o f -  or perhaps even to discover for 
the first time - certain aspects of the humanity  of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. n Just  as he could hunger and thirst, be weak and fatigued, 
so too he could experience fear before pain and death, that  instinc- 
tive horror and revulsion of men who were created for joy and life. 
But the Word who became flesh lived a life like ours. He shared not 
in sin, but in the heritage of sin which is death. 

I t  is highly instructive for us that  the evangelists describe Jesus's 
fear in the face of death in a context of prayer, and that  Luke espe- 
cially highlights the fact that  because he was suffering, he prayed 
the longer. 12 The author of the Epistle to the Hebrews describes 
Jesus's prayer in poignant terms: 

Lk 24, 36-8. s Jn ~o, I9-2o. 9 See Lk 23, 46. 
lo J n  x2, 27; Mk x4, 33; Mt  26, 37. 
n SeeJ. Guillet, The Consciousness of 3esus (NewYork, I972). 12 Lko2, 44- 
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In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, 
with loud cries and tears, to him who was able to save him from death, 
and he was heard for his godly fear. Although he was a Son, he 
learned obedience through what he suffered; and being made perfect 
he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him. la 

His prayer was answered in his being saved from the power of death 
because he learned in what he suffered to obey in a new way. 
Precisely because he himself, by reason of this obedience, followed 
to perfect fulfilment his own vocation, 14 he became and remains the 
source of salvation to all who obey him. 15 

It  follows then that we too shall overcome our fears, and even be 
ultimately delivered from the power of death if we, like Jesus, make 
our prayer, even with tears and loud groaning, to the Father who 
can save us. Just as Jesus, because of his unswerving faith in his 
Father and his enduring love for the Father and for us, emerged 
victorious from his ,battle with the world, its prince and all the 
powers of darkness, so too shall we be victorious over the world, 
sin, death, and all evils through our faith and our love. 

However, a subtle temptation can paralyse the heart of the reli- 
gious person who can accept, desire, and be willing to strive for all 
that  we have mentioned up to this point. This temptation is the 
painful fear of not being accepted by the Father because of un- 
worthiness, weakness, sinfulness. Such painful fear can so grip our 
hearts as to render them insensitive to the healing anointing of the 
word of God, under the action of the holy Spirit; and thus we can 
become forgetful of the proof given to us in Jesus's life and teaching 
that  God our Father is himself infinite and eternal love, whose 
compassion in our regard knows no limits. Such a temptation may 
have been that of Judas, overcome with remorse at his infidelity, and 
imprisoned within the limits of his own self-hatred. He inflicted 
upon himself the greatest of evils, rather than allow himself to be 
healed and restored to unity with his Lord whose death, even 
though occasioned by his betrayal, could have enabled Judas to 
accept his own with trust, whenever and however the Lord would 
eventually come and call him to be forever with himself in a 
friendship whose bonds could never again be weakened or destroyed. 

The beloved disciple teaches the faithful he addresses in his First 
Letter to beware of many errors, including the error of fearful 

is Heb 5, 7-9. 14 SeeJn 19, 30; ~3, i. x5 Heb 5, 9-Io. 
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despair .  O u r  hu r t  can  only  be  a t  peace  w h e n  we recognize  tha t  
G o d  our  Fa the r  is g rea te r  t h a n  our  hearts .  

By this we shall know that we are of the truth and reassure our hearts 
before him whenever our hearts condemn us; for God is greater than 
our hearts, and he knows everything. Beloved, if our hearts do not con- 
derma us, we have confidence before God? 6 

H e  knows of  w h a t  we are made ,  the t empta t ions  t ha t  assail us, the 
deepest  longings of  which  we are  capable .  By bel ieving in love, 12 
in his e ternal  love for us manifes ted  in the mission and  offering o f  
Jesus,  18 we exper ience  hope,  t ha t  hope  which  delivers us f rom the 
fear  which  leads to despair .  19 

O n l y  the reve la t ion  of  the t ru th  of  the Fa the r ' s  love, t augh t  and  
exemplif ied by  Jesus,  real ized and  inter ior ized wi th in  us by  the 
act ion o f  the  holy Spirit ,  frees us. 

Jesus then said to the Jews who had believed in him, ' I f  you continue 
in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, 
and the truth will make you free'. "° 

W e  who  fo rm the little flock of  Jesus 's  disciples should not  fear,  
even  in the  face of  pr ivat ions  in this world ,  for he has assured us of  
the grea tes t  t reasure  of  all:  the  Fa the r ' s  gift to us of  the k ingdom of  
heaven.~XJesus does not  promise  us tha t  we will be free f rom cont ra-  
dictions a n d  persecutions.  O n  the con t ra ry ,  he  p repares  us to face 

such trials wi thou t  fear. ~ 
T h e  seas upon  which  we t rave l  m a y  be turbulen t .  Jesus m a y  seem 

to be  asleep, ~8 or even absent .  "4 But  our  fai th  in h i m  should be  such 
tha t  we never  doub t  his power  and  his care.  Indeed ,  bel ieving t ha t  he  
is a lways in our  midst ,  hea r ing  h i m  say to us, ' I t  is I ;  fear  not ' ,  ~5 
we can  be assured tha t  we  a l r eady  possess to some degree  the goal  
towards  which  we tend  t h rough  the  trials o f  this l i f e . . ,  himself, ~5 
the perfect  vision o f  h i m  as he is, in the fulness of  his risen glory. 

See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called chil- 
dren of God; and so we are. The reason why the world does not know 
us is that it did not know him. Beloved, we are God's children now; 

1G i J n 3 , 2 o .  17 i J n 4 ,  16. 1~ x J n 4 , 9 .  IO. x 4. 
t9 i J n 3 ,  I9--22. 20 Jn8,3i -3  o. 3x Lk i2, e2-4 ° . 
23 Mt io, 06; Lk i2, 4;Jn I5, i8-o2 etc. 
33 Mk 4, 36-41 ; Mt 8, 23-27; Lk 8, 23-25. 
34 Jn6, i6-2i. 36 Jn6,2o. °-6 SeeJn6,2I. 
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it does not yet appear what we shall be, but  we know that when he 
appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. 2~ 

Father, I desire that they also, whom thou hast given me, m a y  be 
with me where I am, to behold my glory which thou hast given me in  
thy love for me before the foundation of the world. 2s 

In the changed life which awaits us, the tears of our fearful hearts 
will be turned into joy. Petition for deliverance lwill give way to 
thanksgiving for God's marvellous deeds. There will be no more 
darkness, but  only light; no more violence but  only peace. H a t r e d  
will disappear and love will reign. Lying will yield to truth. Greed 
will be replaced by sharing. Divisions will close and all will be one 
in the Father and the Son who are one, because of their holy Spirit. 

The celebration of the holy Year should be the pilgrim Church's 
celebration of  hope. While keenly aware of those many areas of 
individual and community life in both ecclesial and civil society 
which need renewal and reconciliation, we must be equally aware  
of the healing power of God's Spirit sent to us through the paschal 
mystery of  Christ. 

Only those who recognize that  they possess God's Spirit, God's 
power, can overcome fear in the face of the obstacles that threaten 
to overwhelm them and prevent renewal and reconciliation. 

Perfect love casts out fear, because perfect love means the love of 
God, in the twofold sense of his love for us and of our love for him, 
brought to perfection, to efficacious realization in our midst, to the 
transformation of hearts. ~9 The Father's love teaches us through the 
Cross of Christ, the utter depths of  Jesus,s self-giving in face of  fear. 

Because God so loved each of us and all of us in Christ's paschal 
mystery, we can be empowered tO love him and each other in the 
way Christ did. The only way to overcome fear is freely to say 'yes' 
to those evils (personal sin of course excepted) which we cannot 
escape and which may eventually crush us, as they crushed Jesus, 
while at the same time doing all we can, as he did, to prevent evils 
from overtaking others. At the moment  of his own arrest, he asked 
tha t his disciples be allowed to remain free. s0 He  who by the Father's 
will had saved others from illness and death, would by fidelity to that 
same will heal all from eternal death by being unable to save him- 
self from the cross. 31 

a7 I J n  3, a--2. 28 J n  i7 ,  24. 20 I J n  4, 18. 30 J n  iS,  8 -  9. 
sx ~ I5, 29-32; Mt 27, 39-44; Lk 23, 35-39. 
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By the presence in us of Jesus's own Spirit, a2 we can share in the 
saving work of his paschal mystery. Overcoming all fear by follow- 
ing the inspirations of his indwelling Spirit, we too can become 
ministers of renewal and reconciliation. 

Postscript 

In his first footnote (p Hg) ,  Fr Malatesta states that he will "not 
consider the fear which is awe before the power and mystery of God..." One 
of the most profound and succinct statements on the subject of right and wrong 
christian fear is that of the fourteenth century english mystic, Dame oTulian of 
Norwich, which we reproduce here in full. 

For I have understanding of four sorts of  dread. One is that state 
of fear which comes upon a man suddenly in his frailty. This dread 
does good, because it helps to purge a man, as sickness does or any 
other pain that is not sin. All such pains help a man if they are 
patiently accepted. The second is the dread of pain, by which a man 
is stirred up and awakened from the sleep of sin. For the man that is 
hard asleep in sin is not able, at the time, to receive the soft strength- 
ening of the holy Ghost until he has felt this fear of pain, of bodily 
death, and ofghosdy  enemies. This dread moves us to seek comfort 
and mercy of God. And thus this dread helps us as giving us an entry, 
enabling us to come to contrition through the blissful touching of 
the holy Ghost. 

The third is doubtful dread. In as much as it leads to despair, 
God  wills to have it turned into love in us, by true knowing of love; 
that is to say, that the bitterness of  doubt  be turned into the sweet- 
ness of  kind love, by grace. For it can never please our Lord that his 
servants doubt  in his goodness. 

The fourth is reverent dread. There is no dread in us that fully 
pleases God, but  reverent dread. I t  is full soft; for the more it is had, 
the less it is felt, because of the sweetness of love. Love and dread are 
brethren; and they are rooted in us by the goodness of our Maker;  
they shall never be taken from us without end. It  belongs to us, of 
kind, to love; and of grace, to love; and of kind, to dread; and of  
grace, to dread. I t  belongs to the Lordship and to the Fatherhood 
to be dreaded, as it belongs to the Goodness to be loved. And it 
belongs to us that are his servants and his children to dread him in 
his Lordship and Fatherhood, as it belongs to us to love him in Good- 

8~ S e e J n  x9, 30. 
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ness. And though this reverent dread and love are not both-in-one, 
but two in property and in working, yet neither of them may be 
had without the other. And therefore I am sure that he who loves, 
dreads - though he feels it but little. 

All dreads, other than reverent dread, which are proffered to us, 
are not truly holy, though they come to us under co!our of holiness. 
And hereby they can be known separately. The dread that makes us 
hastily to fly from all that  is not good unto our Lord's breast, like 
the child into its mother's lap, with all our will and with all our 
mind; knowing our feebleness and our great need, knowing his ever- 
lasting goodness and his great love; seeking unto him only for salva- 
tion, cleaving to him with sure trust - the dread that brings us into 
this working, it is kind and gracious, good and true. And all that  is 
contrary to it, it is either wrong, or is mingled with wrong. Then is 
this the remedy - to recognize them both, and reject the wrong. 

For the kind property of dread, which we have in this life by the 
gracious working of the holy Ghost, the same shall be, in heaven, 
before God, gentle, courteous and full sweet. And thus we shall, in 
love, be homely and near to God, and in dread, gentle and courteous 
to God: both qualities united equally. Desire we then, of our Lord 
God, to dread him reverently and love him meekly and trust in 
him mightily. For when we dread him reverently and love him meek- 
ly, our trust is never in vain. For the more that we trust and the 
more mightily that we trust, the more we please and worship our 
Lord in whom we trust. And if we fail in this reverent dread and 
meek love ~God forbid that  we should !), our trust is at once misruled 
for that  time. And therefore we greatly need to pray our Lord for 
grace, that we may have this reverent dread and meek love, of his 
gift, in heart and in work. For without this no man can please God. 83 

a3 From The Revelations of Divlne Love eh 74 (ed.James Walsh, London, i973/St Mein- 
rad's Abbey Press, x974) , pp, I89-9 x. 




