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      When I accepted Jesus Christ as my Savior, the uncertainty of the future, the self-doubt, and the fear did not vanish in an instant. I was, I think, sixteen. I had just finished school and was leaving the parental home for the first time, alone, by train across the whole country, into the unknown of a life that was only beginning. Sitting by the window, watching the endless change of scenery beyond the glass, I heard the words God spoke to me:

      
        
        Fear not, I am with you. Whatever you do, wherever you go, I will always be with you.

      

      

      This book grew out of those words.
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      There is an hour of the night almost everyone knows. Not midnight, when you can still find something to do, and not dawn, when it begins to lift, but that dead middle around three, when you wake for no reason and find that fear has arrived ahead of you and is already sitting in the room. It rarely comes with a cause. More often it is only a thickness in the chest with no name. So you do what you were taught to do: you start talking to yourself. Get a grip. Everything will be fine. You're stronger than you think. By morning it will look smaller. You repeat the words the way a pump forces air into a punctured tire, and you hear them hiss out the same side you pushed them in. They don't hold. By four you are lying there with the same fear and, on top of it, a quiet shame that you couldn't talk even yourself around.

      For a long time I never noticed how strange one fact is. God's most frequent answer to human fear in Scripture is not an explanation, and not comfort in the ordinary sense, but a command. Two words. Fear not. He does not say "I understand why you're afraid," does not offer to take the cause apart piece by piece. He commands. And if you stop over it, the thing is almost an outrage. You can order a man to stand. You can tell him to go, to hand something over, to be quiet. But to order a feeling? Try giving yourself the command to stop being afraid at three in the morning and see how far the order gets. Fear does not obey commands. It does not live in the part of us that takes orders.

      For years I read these passages with a dull irritation. It seemed to me there were two possibilities. Either naïveté, as if the ancients had not noticed that fear is unruly and imagined it could be shouted away. Or cruelty: a God who demands of a trembling man what a trembling man by nature cannot do, and holds the trembling itself against him. I came to faith slowly in those days, through resistance, and these "fear nots" looked to me like a gap in a book I was otherwise beginning to respect.

      I was wrong, and the mistake was a simple one. I had been reading three words and setting a full stop at the comma. "Fear not," and I closed the sentence. But in Scripture the sentence almost never ends there. In Isaiah it runs in full like this: "Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God; I will strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you with my righteous right hand" (Isa. 41:10). For years I had been holding a stump and judging the whole tree by it. The weight of this sentence does not rest on the command. It rests on the small word after the comma. On "for." On what comes next.

      Because "fear not" here is not a demand to dig up courage from somewhere. It is not an order to brace yourself. It is news. God does not tell the frightened man to pull himself together. He tells him he is not alone. And that is the whole of it. The relief promised in this verse comes not from a man's gathering himself into a fist, but from Someone's having drawn near, Someone in whose presence fear loses its footing. The source of rescue is set outside the person. Not inward, toward his own reserves of courage, which may not be there at all, but outward, toward the Presence of the One who is speaking.

      Before going further I should say what this book will not be, because two counterfeits stand close by, and both wear the clothing of comfort. The first says: suppress the fear, don't feel it, strong people aren't afraid. That is not the biblical "fear not" but its caricature, and it breaks people, because it teaches them to be ashamed of what is alive and human in them. The second is younger, and for that reason more dangerous. It says: cure your fear with yourself. Fill yourself with the right words. You've got this, you're strong enough, you have it all under control. The whole industry of self-help rests on a single motion. It turns the frightened person back toward himself and tells him to draw from his own well. Isaiah does the reverse. He turns a man away from himself, toward Another.

      One more thing has to be set straight at the start, or everything after it will be read crooked. "Fear not" does not promise that the lion will fall silent. This book will hold a great deal of fear that never vanished: Abraham, with darkness in front of him; a father whose daughter is dying; Paul in the hold of a sinking ship. The presence of God does not erase the danger, and it does not pull fear's very existence out by the root. It takes something else from fear. It takes its power. Its right to run you, to dictate your decisions, to sit at the head of the table. The lion still roars. But it is no longer king. A reality that has come nearer has pulled it down from the throne.

      This book follows one phrase. In Hebrew it is אַל־תִּירָא, al-tira, and it means simply "fear not." We will follow it across the whole of Scripture, from the first time God speaks it to a man, under a night sky, to a childless old man who has just been promised a sky full of children, to the last time it is spoken, by a voice that had been dead and is alive again. At every threshold, at the sea and on the mountain, in exile and at the empty tomb, we will hear the same grammar. Never "be strong." Always "I am with you." The centuries changed, and the languages, and the people. What the command leaned on did not.

      I write this as a man who came to faith late and distrustfully, and so I will not be handing you a technique. You probably have techniques enough already, and you know, as I once did, what they are worth at three in the morning. What I am offering is something else, and it is less convenient than a technique, because you cannot fold it into your pocket and carry it like a charm. At the heart of Scripture, set against fear, there is not a method but a Face. Not a formula to memorize but Someone to come to know. That is what this book is about. That the last word against our fear was spoken by God not loudly and not from far away, but close. And that the word is not "be brave," but "I am here."
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            a command you cannot obey

          

        

      

    

    
      Fear begins in the body before it ever reaches the mind. Before you have time to think the word "danger," something in you has already decided everything. The pupil widens to let in more light. The heart strikes faster, driving blood toward the hands and feet. The breath turns shallow. The stomach tightens and goes still, because digesting lunch is not the priority now. All of this happens in fractions of a second and without your knowledge. You learn of your own fright at about the same moment a bystander would, watching you from across the room. The body is already running, and you are only beginning to guess from what.

      Anyone who drives has lived through this in its purest form. Something darts into the road ahead, and your foot is already on the brake. Not "you decided to brake." The foot pressed down on its own, and a fraction of a second later you found it there and only then worked out what had happened. The heart pounds after the danger is past. The reasoning part of you trailed behind the whole time, like a clerk who shows up to fill out the report once the fire is already out. He did not make the call. Someone faster did.

      Deep in the brain, in each hemisphere, lies a small node about the size of an almond. It is called the amygdala. It works like a watchman who never sleeps and never reasons. Its job is to spot a threat and raise the alarm before the slow, reasonable upper brain, the part that can weigh and doubt, comes online. In evolutionary terms this saved lives. The man who first jumped back from a shape in the grass and only afterward worked out whether it was a snake or a rope lived longer than the man who reasoned first. The watchman is built to err on the safe side: better a hundred false alarms than one real one slept through. So it fires fast, crudely, and without consulting our will. It does not ask permission. By the time the self walks onstage with its arguments, the play is already running.

      This is why the order to stop being afraid is such a strange one. We are used to the will keeping house as mistress. I decide to stand, and I stand. I decide to raise my hand, and the hand goes up. Out of habit we assume feelings work the same way: if I want to, I will stop being angry; if I command myself, I will stop being afraid. But it is a self-deception, and anyone who has tried knows it is a self-deception. A feeling does not live in the room where the will sits. Try, right now, to order yourself to love someone you find unpleasant. To want food when you are full. The will knocks on that door and gets no answer, because behind it no one is obliged to obey. Fear comes from there too
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