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Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?

—Mary Oliver
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INTRODUCTION

Boo!
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Fight your fears and you’ll be in a battle forever. Face your fears and you’ll be free forever.

—Lucas Jonkman

 

She is such a happy soul.”

“He’s so dear.”

They sound like tidy descriptive packages but then, truth be known, Ms. Happy Soul turns out to be an uptight tyrant at home and Mr. Dear turns out to have scary secrets including a second family tucked away in another town. No one can be easily described nor can we be counted on to always be just one way. We are far too complicated to fit into a pithy phrase.

Have you ever tried to draw a picture of your emotional life? Instead of using a straight-edge ruler to help illustrate who we are inside, we probably would be more accurately represented by a map, perhaps the one that shows Paul’s shipwrecks, beatings, and prison visits or the journey of the Israelites on their way to the Promised Land. What looked like it should have been a short jaunt over to the land of milk and honey ended up being a forty-year escapade of ups and downs—enemies, celebrations, battles, and fears. This truly is a more accurate visual of the twists and turns within us as well as the road ahead of us.

Little has changed since that Exodus walk. We are still going through emotional ups and downs. We are still in a mind war with an adversary who’d like to take us out. We continue to have seasons of joy, though never long enough from our vantage point. And we are still dueling with fear.

The National Institute of Mental Health claims that there are 6.3 million people who have been diagnosed with a phobia. And that’s just the ones who have sought help. They also tell us that 60 percent of things we fear never happen. Golly, that seems like a waste of our energy, doesn’t it? Fear takes effort to sustain and leaves us depleted. I should know. I was an agoraphobic and found myself housebound and at times bedbound with exhaustion from maintaining a fear-based life. My exaggerated emotions backed me into a suffocating place and under the influence of fear. My passion for life had turned to apathy, which led to an emotional and mental paralyzation. I couldn’t seem to see past my fear.

In the children’s movie Monsters, Inc., monsters like Sulley and Mike counted on fear to power their city, Monstropolis. So they would sneak into children’s bedrooms to scare them into a scream by creeping out of closets, crawling under their beds, and peeking through windows. The vibrations of the screams were then captured and turned into electrical energy to power their city. But much to the monsters’ amazement, they discovered that a child’s love and laughter offered them even more of what they needed. It was a greater force than fear. And they realized that their own fear of children was unfounded. So the monsters began sneaking into the kids’ rooms and doing silly things to get children to laugh.

I like that concept because it’s true—love and laughter are a powerful force. And a good belly laugh massages our inward parts, which causes our blood pressure to balance, our circulation to improve, our attitudes to adjust, and our angry defenses to come down. It clears the cobwebs from our brains, as well as myriad other health benefits. More times than I can count in our fifty-plus years of marriage, my ire has dissolved into a puddle of giggles because of my husband’s ability to make me laugh. What a gift!

But life is not always fun or laugh-worthy or easily solved, like when we were kids and our parents would chase our fears away by their very presence. Today our grown-up fears tend to loom like Goliath and stick with us like a bad cold.

Unfortunately our true “monster” enemy, Satan, is not impressed with our capacity for laughter because fear is one of his strongest weapons against us. He knows it squelches our humor, intimidates us, and weights our heart. I have found laughter to be one of our stronger defense weapons against angst since a burst of guffaws relaxes muscles and releases life-giving endorphins. So we have this push-pull between us and the one who wants to dull our existence and annihilate our faith if not our life.

The first time we hear fear speak in the Bible is through Adam in the Garden of Eden after he and his wife gave into the seductive temptation and sin of eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 2:16-17). God called to Adam, “Where are you?” Adam responded, “I heard Your voice in the garden, and I was afraid … and I hid myself” (Genesis 3:9-10). Never before had fear been a part of their relationship equation. Our all-knowing God knew where they were and what they had done, but he asked Adam to put him into a place of ownership of his choice. God continues to do that throughout Scripture with his people, for in ownership and repentance comes liberty and dignity.

The day came in my life when I had to answer the same question as Adam: “Patsy, where are you?” And my response reverberated with familiarity: “I was afraid and I hid.”

Coming out of my hiding places and facing my fears has taken years, and on some days I continue to scramble up mountains with scraped knees and slide down into valleys with a thump. I’m on my way to the Promised Land, but it’s obvious I’m not there yet. There are still days I need a hand-up from another journeyer. And there are still days I want to hide, since every season of life brings its set of threats, yet because of God’s mercy and grace, I press on.

Perhaps one of my steps to recovery thus far will help you with scary feelings that are part of your struggle. God does that. He uses broken people to help broken people. We are not too far gone or too complicated or too hidden that God cannot find us, help us, and hear our deepest cry. He knows the monsters under our bed and is not the least bit rattled.

In the pages ahead we will talk about ways that help us deal more effectively with our sometimes shaky psyche. We may be uptight with tension, numb from denial, or down in the dumps with sadness. God has designed us to be capable, functional, joyful, and ingenious. Add to the mix sane, sensible, and stable. Yes, you. And me. We are truly more than we know.

I am not a professional counselor. I am a seasoned girlfriend (full of age) and a cheerleader to those who are tied up in knots. If someone were to ask me if I were brave, my knee-jerk response would be, “Heavens, no!” But the truth is I’m far braver than I knew when I was in hiding. I never dreamed that just ahead of me was a life of stage work, writing, art, and travel. I was in my late twenties the first time I flew. My knees were bruised from knocking, but God would use that trip to open the world to me in a way I never imagined.

Every time I stepped through a fear, I experienced deeper liberation. Facing fears tutored me in growing stronger, and that’s when and how I learned I am more than I know. The same holds true for you. And the reason we are more than we know is because the Lord is greater than we can search out in our lifetime. We cannot mentally or imaginatively contain God because of his “more-ness,” which is why we need faith to make the leap between our limitations and his limitlessness. Gratefully, Christ offers to companion us every step of our journey.


We may be uptight with tension, numb from denial, or down in the dumps with sadness. God has designed us to be capable, functional, joyful, and ingenious. Add to the mix sane, sensible, and stable. Yes, you. And me. We are truly more than we know.



We have no idea what God has planned for us just beyond our fear, but I guarantee it will be a life-expanding adventure full of meaning. So bring your journal, your camera, your binoculars, and a magnifying glass … there’s plenty to discover in God’s Word, applaud in your life, and celebrate together.

 

Deliberate on …

“For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound mind” (2 Timothy 1:7 NKJV).

Discuss …

•  Are you brave? Give an example.

•  Name two fears you have that go “boo” in the night.

•  Do you laugh often, occasionally, or seldom?


1

Keep Pedaling
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Promise me you’ll always remember: You’re braver than you believe.

—A. A. Milne

 

I thought learning to ride my new bicycle would be facing my greatest fear. I was nine years old and it was tall and I was not. While reluctant to initiate actual moving contact with my bike I was overjoyed to receive it. But then it’s one thing to have something in one’s possession and another to own it in the sense you actively embrace its purpose. I dreamt about it though. In my dreams I beat all the neighborhood kids in speed races while my ponytail stood straight out behind me like a raccoon’s tail in gale force winds. Truth, though, was my legs were short—which prevented any official speed records because I was too busy trying to keep the metal contraption upright while my ponytail slapped me silly as I gyrated from side to side. Eventually I conquered my fear of falling by learning to toe-tap the petals as they spun, which kept the bicycle moving fast enough to keep it and me from crashing.

Life soon taught me much bigger lessons about fear and falling as I felt like a flea perched on the edge of an eagle’s wing swooping above Kilimanjaro. In reality though, all five feet of me was tucked inside a basket held aloft by hot air (not mine) that pulsated inside a balloon suspended over the Maasai Mara in Africa. Below us, elephants stampeded. Honest. I really couldn’t make this up. Not about me.

If you had known me as a young adult, you would not have believed that I, Ms. Anxiety, would allow myself to be put in that kind of intimidating scene. Ever! Oh, who am I kidding? If you had met me last week you would have been suspicious! I tend to be skittish and verbal about heights and falling. Besides, I’m resistant to handing over the “steering wheel” of my life to anyone.

And get this: When I asked the hot-air-man, who was steering the wicker crate, what his name was, he replied, “Moses.”

“Moses!” I squealed. “You’ve got to be kidding! Why, you didn’t even make it to the Promised Land and you’re driving my basket?”

To which he announced, “We will be crashing soon.”

Oh, yes he did.

“Listen, Mo, don’t say the word crash even as a joke,” I insisted.

“Oh, it’s no joke,” he assured me. “We have little to no control when the basket collides with the earth. We just bounce along with it until it comes to a stop.” A wry grin seemed to catch the edge of his mouth, as though Moses enjoyed this information. (It seemed to me as though this data should have been offered to the participants prior to boarding.)

Any man who will say the words crash and collide to a former agoraphobic as we dangle in mid-air obviously
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