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Call to Worship: 
Our call to worship is by Dawna Markova: her words are a poem and a prayer. She writes: 
I will not die an unlived life. 
I will not live in fear 
of falling or catching fire. 
I choose to inhabit my days, 
to allow my living to open me, 
to make me less afraid, more accessible, 
to loosen my heart 
until it becomes a wing, 
a torch, a promise. […] 
 
May we find in our time together today that we face our fears together and find ourselves 
stronger for it. 
 
Please rise in body or in spirit for our Opening Hymn, #97 in the grey hymnal, “Sometimes I feel 
like a motherless child.” 
 
Reading: Middle-Class Blues by Dennis O’Driscoll 
 
He has everything. 
A beautiful young wife. 
A comfortable home. 
A secure job. 
A velvet three-piece suite. 
A metallic-silver car. 
A mahogany cocktail cabinet. 
A rugby trophy. 
A remote-controlled music centre. 
A set of gold clubs under the hallstand. 
A fair-haired daughter learning to walk. 
 
What he is afraid of most 
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and what keeps him tossing some nights 
on the electric underblanket, 
listening to the antique clock 
clicking with disapproval from the landing, 
are the stories that begin: 
He had everything. 
A beautiful young wife. 
A comfortable home. 
A secure job.  
Then one day.
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Sermon: 
 
Here’s a story from a first-grade teacher I know, it really happened a couple years ago. 
 
On the first day of school, this first-grade teacher took all her students to the school library and 
each student was allowed to check out a book.   
That very night the teacher received a lengthy email from one boy’s mother.   
 
The mother was very upset about the book her son had chosen.  She told the teacher that her son 
had a very high reading level and should be reading chapter books. The book he had brought 
home was far too simple, not challenging at all. She thought someone should be overseeing what 
the children check out from the library.   
 
In her response, the teacher pointed out—very gently—that perhaps there was another reason the 
boy had chosen that book on the first day of school. She had paid attention to what the children 
checked out, and in fact, the title of the book was “First Day Jitters.”   
 
Even smart kids get scared on the first day of school. 
The man in the poem has it all— 
A beautiful young wife. 
A comfortable home. 
A secure job.  
And still he is afraid.  
Even people who have it all, have fear.  
The fear of loss. 
Safety is not guaranteed. 
 
When I picked this worship theme of “Fear” last spring I didn’t realize how pervasive this 
feeling would be this fall.  
Fear around the election, fear around climate change, hurricanes, wars, shootings, terrorism, 
hacking, assualt, conspiracies…. 
With the 24 hour news cycle, it feels like we are being force-fed fear and we can’t stop taking it 
in,  
even though our guts are full to bursting with fear already.  
The political climate is not only causing new fears  
but for many women, causing old fears to regurgitate themselves 
from the backs of our minds,  
traumatic memories that are all too common. 
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I pray some of this fear subsides after the election is over,  
but I also fear that I will just have new fears then.  
 
Living with fear is a spiritual practice. 
We all have fears.  
Safety is not guaranteed. 
If you are looking for something to watch instead of the fear-inducing news some night, I 
recommend renting the recent film. 
 “Safety Not Guaranteed.” It is a smart and touching movie about fear, regret, hope, and change.  
 
The premise of the film is three magazine journalists who decide to follow up on a quirky 
classified ad in their local paper.  
The ad reads: 
 

WANTED: Someone to go back in time with me. This is not a joke. You’ll get paid after 
we get back. Must bring your own weapons. I have only done this once before. SAFETY 
NOT GUARANTEED. 

 
The journalists find the man who posted the ad,  
a grocery store clerk named Kenneth.  
They think Kenneth is a kook,  
and while he does seem genuinely kooky,  
he also seems like he really could have figured out time travel. The movie keeps you guessing 
right til the end.  
 
The reason for Kenneth’s passion for time travel  
is a regret from his past.  
He wants to go back in time and change an event  
that made him lose someone he loved. 
One of the journalists, named Darius, gets drawn into his scheme on a real level.  
She too has a deep regret in her past.  
She admits to Kenneth that she wants to time travel because  
one night, when Darius was 14 years old,  
her mom was driving home late at night.  
She called Darius to say she was on her way home,  
and Darius asked her to stop at a store to get her a treat.  
While at the store, her mom was killed in a robbery.  
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Darius’ greatest wish is to go back in time and not ask her mom for that treat.  
She says, with pain in her voice,  
“I wasn’t even nice. And that was the last time I talked to her.” 
 
She had everything. 
Then one day. 
 
Last weekend I wasn’t here because I was attending and helping lead a memorial service for a 
college friend of mine.  
Her name was Alice Hershey, and she was a special person.  
Alice was warm, friendly, kind, brilliant, a connecter, a caregiver.  
One friend pointed out that those are the sort things that always get said after someone dies,  
but for Alice, it was just MORE true.  
She was a really special person with her whole life ahead of her.  
 
She had everything. 
Then one night... 
 
…she was biking to meet a friend and got hit by an SUV.  
She was wearing her helmet, but—safety not guaranteed.  
She was thrown so hard and so far that the ensuing traumatic brain injury ended the Alice 
Hershey we knew.  
She never spoke again.  
Her body lived on for seven more years in a nursing home and then finally succumbed this 
summer.  
 
Alice was someone who a lot of people might have described as fearless, always ready for an 
adventure.  
But I remembered a time when she was terribly afraid.  
Alice was a spiritual and devout person,  
and even in college I wanted to be a minister,  
so we tended to have deep conversations about faith that we didn’t have with other people.  
 
So, she told me when she suddenly began to have a pervasive, heart-deep anxiety that something 
bad would happen to her parents.  
She was afraid they would die and she wouldn’t be there.  
 
Alice loved her family so much.  
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She worried about their health and happiness from afar and got caught up in the worry.  
She got into a somewhat obsessive cycle of painfully morbid thinking.  
Grief bubbled up out of nowhere and she couldn’t push it away. 
Her heart was breaking and she didn’t know why.  
 
We talked about it a lot. She saw a counselor.  
She even went to a bereavement group a few times to sort through her feelings.  
Over time she was able to manage her fears and hold on to the fact that her parents were alive, 
she didn’t have to grieve yet. Instead of worrying about something that hadn’t happened,  
she committed herself to appreciating each day,  
making sure the people she loved knew how much she loved them.  
She was able to set down this strange concern that her heart and mind had mysteriously fixated 
on.  
 
I have spent a lot of time pondering in my heart this experience Alice went through.  
At the time it was so inexplicable.  
Something inside Alice was telling her that her time with her loved ones would be cut short, 
ended too soon.  
Alice was so afraid her parents would die and she wouldn’t be there. 
And she was right.  
When they die, she will not be there.  
Something in her heart was grieving for the loss that hadn’t happened yet.  
 
At a young age she found herself suddenly forced to make peace with the mortality of her loved 
ones, and her own mortality.  
Her struggle became a gift, because it pushed her to be even more the Alice we all knew:  
someone who seized every moment,  
who was effusive in her love,  
who always showed up,  
who never had anything more important to do then show you how much she loved you.  
Alice had the the most open and tender heart of anyone I have ever known,  
and maybe that is because it had already broken.  
 
We all have fear,  
because we all have something or someone to lose.  
Fear can lead us to be active and effusive in our gratitude for what we have, while we have it. 
Or fear can lead us to grief and stagnation. 
Fear can lead us to build bridges, be generous, share. 
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Or fear can lead us to build walls, shut down, turn inward. 
We can choose what we do with our fear. 
Safety is not guaranteed. 
 
Here in America, depending on our life circumstances,  
and despite what the 24 hour news cycle,  
most people taste fear only in tiny bites.  
In Yemen—and other parts of the world in the middle of wars—fear is the only food available. 
 
One writer for the New York Times, Mohammed Al-Asaadi described recently what it is like to 
live in Yemen in the midst of ongoing civil war.i  
His son is three and does not remember a world without war. His daughter wrote: 
“We sleep afraid, we wake up afraid and leave our homes afraid.” 
 
Al-Asaadi writes:  

“This is life in a war zone.  
Every day, you wake up to an unpleasant surprise:  
the death or injury of a friend or a family member.  
You witness the destruction of your childhood neighborhood, school and the little shop 
where you once bought candy. 
You have to live without electricity, water, fuel and social services.  
You don’t want to live a life where your utmost achievement is surviving another day  
and your ultimate pleasure is having an uninterrupted internet connection. 
Wars are destructive not only to towns and cities,  
but also to souls.” 

 
He had everything. 
A beautiful young wife. 
A comfortable home. 
A secure job.  
Then one day. 
 
Fear doesn’t wait until we are ready. 
Fear doesn’t care that this isn’t our fight.  
Fear doesn’t care we are wearing our helmet. 
Fear doesn’t care we can read chapter books. 
Safety is not guaranteed.  
Life can change at any moment. 
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We can let that truth destroy our soul or help it grow. 
The moments we might want to time travel back to  
are the moments we most wanted to never happen,  
the moments we most feared. 
But we cannot go back, we can only go forward. 
 
Remember that kid who checked out the book “First Day Jitters”? I found that book at the 
library.  
It is a story about Sarah Jane Hartwell who doesn’t want to go to her new school.  
In each illustration Sarah Jane is hiding from Mr. Hartwell, under blankets and pillows and tables 
and other things,  
saying she won’t go, she won’t know anyone, she is too scared, until finally he gets fed up and 
sends her on her way.  
When she gets to school, a plot twist is revealed. 
(Spoiler alert…) 
Sarah Jane Hartwell is in fact, the new teacher. 
 
Everyone gets scared sometimes. 
But we still have to show up, move forward.  
I pray that our fear helps grow our courage, strengthen our resolve, and push us into action. 
I pray that our fear never grows so large that it strangles us into quiet and submission and 
inaction. 
I pray for a world where no child has to live in fear. 
I pray for a world where no woman has to fear assault. 
God, hear our fears. 
We pray for peace and justice. 
We know that every day could be that one day. 
Send us the courage and love it takes to meet every day with an open heart. 
 
Amen.  
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i http://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/12/world/middleeast/yemen-children-in-a-war-zone.html 


