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THE “F” WORD (NO, NOT THAT ONE)

Let me begin with a poem by Mary Oliver. It’s titled “I Worried.”
I worried a lot. Will the garden grow, will the rivers
flow in the right direction, will the earth turn
as it was taught, and if not how shall
I correct it?
Was I right, was I wrong, will I be forgiven,
can I do better?
Will I ever be able to sing, even the sparrows
can do it and I am, well,
hopeless.
Is my eyesight fading or am I just imagining it,
am I going to get rheumatism,
lockjaw, dementia?
Finally, I saw that worrying had come to nothing.
And gave it up. And took my old body
and went out into the morning,
and sang.
How many of you have nightmares? We all do at times, but some of us have more than others. I have frequent nightmares. I always have. I recall one nightmare that I had at a really young age, I think around four or five years old. I dreamt that there was some sort of weird ball of pulsating energy. It was bright and made a kind of whirring sound. I knew that this was some sort of evil thing and I could even feel the fear in my body as it kept pulsating and whirring. It was in my left field of vision and then, all of a sudden there was another one, exactly like it, in my right field of vision and I became even more frightened. Then, they both started moving towards each other and I could feel the panic rising in me as they got closer together. I knew something terrible was going to happen as they began to move faster and faster. The panic and fear was unbearable and then, just as they collided and exploded, I woke up screaming and crying.
That became a recurring nightmare when I was young and I had it numerous times until I was in my late teens. I thought I was done with it until about a year or so ago when I had it again. The exact same nightmare. I woke up screaming but not crying and Lisa calmed me down. Funny how something like that lives on in our memory and can reappear. I suspect that it’s brought on by stress or worry. Because, worry is a form of fear. Usually fear of something we think my happen. 
And I confess, I’m a worry-wart. I not only worry, but I catastrophize. I’ll think of some issue or problem I’m facing and very often will play out in my mind the worst possible ending. Do any of you do that?
Fear is funny that way, isn’t it? That’s the “F” word in the title of this sermon.  We can get so easily frightened sometimes by the silliest thing. We even like to play with each other that way: waiting around a corner and jumping out when a friend happens by: BOO!
Psychologists remind us that at its root the fear response is actually a good thing. It’s what we rely on to get out of physical danger. Our muscles need to be primed for action, so the blood quickly gets pumping. The thinking part of our brain essentially shuts down, since we may not have time to weigh the proper response, and instead the body’s old fight, flight, or freeze response kicks in. I’ll bet we’ve all had moments where we’ve been grateful for such a response that saved us from some minor peril.

And there are also those time when we like to experience that fear response. Some people get it by watching horror movies. Just when you think that the last zombie has been killed or the crazy guy with the chainsaw is dead, they pop right back up and you scream in fright. And then you laugh about it. Or maybe its at the amusement park when you ride that really big roller coaster or that insane ride that turns you upside down while you’re hundreds of feet in the air racing along at some ridiculous speed. You scream out in fear and then you laugh and do it again. If you’re like me, you might get sick.

Of course, fear isn’t something that most of us want to live with on a regular basis. But there’s no denying that fear is big business in our culture. All you have to do is turn on the television. And you don’t have to watch a horror movie. Just sit down for a couple of hours and watch the news. You’ll experience anger, frustration, and, yes, fear. Because we are living in some pretty fearful times.

Watch the news and you’ll hear endless analysis of the latest political polls which right now look pretty good for many of us. But then there’s always the one analyst who says, “Well, maybe, but things could change and…” And so we become fearful about what’s going to happen in November. Then they’ll talk about another round of the Coronavirus which will be worse in the fall and we become even more fearful and swear that we’re never going to leave the house again. You get the picture. Fear is news and news is big business.

We are encouraged to feast on fear. It’s nothing new. It’s been with us since the dawn of time. It’s part of life. 

But there are ways to deal with fear in its various forms like worry, or dread, or insecurity. Buddhist teacher Pema Chodron writes:

“Despite what we might think much of the time and what the news programs imply, we all wish to be sane and open-hearted people. We could take our wish to be more sane and kind and put it in a very large context. We could expand it into a desire to help all other people, to help the whole world. But we need a place to start. We can’t simply begin with the whole world. We need to begin by reaching out to the people who come into our own lives our family members, our neighbors, our coworkers. Perhaps we are inspired to enter a profession where we can spend our time and energy trying to help at a global or national level. But even if we express our wish to be open-hearted by working for global peace or justice or environmental well-being, even on that grand scale, we need to work on what is immediate to us all the time. We need to work on ourselves.”

It's that working on ourselves that frightens most of us most of the time. The notion that we could be wrong about something, that possibly we’ve been the cause of our own problems and fears much of the time, is a difficult thing to admit. Pema Chodron goes on to say:
“I don’t mean to be harsh, but I have to say that a lot of people who do so- called spiritual work can be somewhat selfish. Their spiritual path is all about taking care of themselves, and they may not notice that what makes them feel comfortable and secure is actually at the expense of other people. We all know other people like this, don’t we?
If we’re hurting enough, and we really start looking for the source of our pain and what we can do about it, it goes beyond just wanting to feel better ourselves. In Buddhism, this is called the bodhisattva ideal. In the Shambhala teachings, we talk about it as warriorship, or, you might say, spiritual warriorship. At its most basic, it means working on ourselves, developing courage and fearlessness and cultivating our capacity to love and care about other people. It involves taking good care of ourselves, but whatever we do, it’s all in the bigger context of helping.
When we look at the world around us — our immediate world and the bigger world beyond — we see a lot of difficulty and dysfunction. The news we hear is mostly bad news, and that makes us afraid. It can be quite discouraging. Yet we could actually derive inspiration for our warriorship, for our bodhisattva path, from these dire circumstances. We could recognize the fact, and proclaim the fact, that we are needed.”
In the past weeks, we’ve been confronted with the reality that we are, indeed, needed. In fact, I’d say in the past 3 and ½ years, that has become very apparent. 
And that can be frightening! We ask ourselves if we should go to a protest march to join the fight against racism, police brutality, and to support the Black Lives Matter movement. We worry that we may get sick is there’s no social distancing or mask wearing. We are fearful that the police may attack. We ask ourselves, “What do I have to offer? I can’t speak loudly. I can’t speak in front of people.”
But as Pema Chodron says, by working on ourselves, by looking at our own pain, our own fears, we can derive inspiration for the warriorship that the world needs now. By entering into our own bodhisattva path we can recognize that we are indeed needed in the world right now.
You remember what a bodhisattva is, right? I’ve spoken about it in the past. The bodhisattva is a person who seeks not only to alleviate his or her own suffering but the suffering of all beings. Now more than ever, we need those who are willing to set aside the "me first" thinking that is the source of so much alienation, violence, and separation.
But fear often prevents us from entering the bodhisattva path or from staying on it. 
Let’s consider one fear that most of us here are working through these days, the fear of what is going to happen in November if Donald Trump wins re-election (or perhaps we could say steals the election.)
It’s a valid fear and it’s one I share.  We spend a good deal of our time these days worrying and creating all sorts of scenarios in our head. “If he wins, there will be no more free press! He’ll completely shred the Constitution! He’ll dissolve Congress and declare martial law!” By the way, all of those and more are scenarios that I’ve had in my head. I’m sure you have your own.
But here’s the thing. That’s all they are. Scenarios. Possibilities, even if far-fetched. We have no idea what is going to happen. And neither to the talking heads on the news broadcasts. 
What we have is now and now is the time for us to take up and continue on that bodhisattva path of doing the work on ourselves so that we can begin or continue  doing the work we are needed to do in the world. Not without fear, but using that fear and those fearful situations we find ourselves in, as Pema Chodron says, as inspiration on the path.
May it be so.






