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LIVING IN FEAR

INTRODUCTION


Not too long ago a congregant approached me feeling very troubled and needed to share an experience with me.   She had just finished shopping for clothes at the Topanga Mall and was returning to her car when she noticed a small, elderly Russian woman who appeared to be following her and who was carrying several bags of purchases.  As the congregant turned around she heard the women talking, but couldn’t quite understand what she was saying.  Eventually she understood that the woman was saying “Ventura Boulevard” and it was clear that the woman needed a ride to get there.  What troubled the congregant was saying no.  Not because she was busy.  Not because she didn’t have room in the car.  She declined the woman in need because she was afraid.  Was this a carjack plot with accomplices in hiding?  Would the elderly woman pull out a gun from her bag once they were in the car?  The congregant felt terrible that she was not able to perform this potential act of kindness.


Would you have offered the woman a ride or would you have been equally concerned?


Is this the nature of our lives, to live in such fear?


Just think about the way in which you are welcomed today to the synagogue?  Did you pay much attention to the security guards?  Were you aware that we have armed security in civilian clothes?  Were you nervous at all about coming to services on a day when security concerns are at their height?

It has become clear that we live in an era of fear. 

PAST FEARS


We have had our periods of fear in the United States.  In the 40’s and 50’s it was the Red Scare that brought about the era of McCarthyism and underground fallout shelters.  At the same time ‘duck and cover’ drills became part of life for school children.  This occurred through the 80’s, although in Southern California after the Sylmar earthquake of 1971, the ‘duck and cover’ drills represented our new found fear of earthquakes.  Even to this day every small trembler brings the nervousness that this is the big one.  

In the 80’s it was sex.  We were no longer talking about venereal diseases and teenage pregnancy, but now we were talking about AIDS.  Having sex could kill you.


In 1999 parents began to fear sending their children to school after Columbine.  And forget about working at a Post Office because “going postal” reflected the potential dangers of working for our mail delivery system.

Perhaps the greatest symbol of our culture of fear is the Doomsday Clock in which midnight represented the catastrophic destruction.  Debuting in 1947 at seven minutes before midnight, it hit the all time high of 2 minutes before midnight in 1953 when the U.S. and the Soviet Union tested thermonuclear devices.  And since 1995, when the clock read 14 minutes before midnight, as a result of the proliferation of nuclear weapons and global warming, the clock now reads 5 minutes to midnight.

DON’T FEAR


In 1999, Barry Glassner wrote a book entitled A Culture of Fear: Why Americans are Afraid of the Wrong Things.  His premise was that frequently our fears are grossly exaggerated given the actual frequency of these rare events. Glassner pointed out that the news media used fears about such things as road rage and cyber-predators to earn higher ratings; politicians played on our fears during elections; and perhaps, in a sense, even lobbyists for special interest groups may exchange fear for increased fund-raising.  What Glassner was trying to do was create a realistic picture of the fears that we face.  Whether it is dying in an airplane crash or being carjacked, the likelihood of these events happening to us are statistically unlikely and therefore we should not lead such fearful lives. 

FEARS TODAY


There have been cycles of fear that come and go, but I believe that during the last decade there has been an accumulation of fears that I believe is impacting our lives and our souls.  During that time I have watched those fears encroach on our community and it is finally within the last six months to a year that I have heard true fear in the voices of congregants and seen it in your eyes.
      Economy


I don’t have to tell you about our economic condition, many of you are living it.  It is no longer about the decline of the dollar, interest rates or even a housing crisis. Economists are saying that we are living through the greatest economic uncertainty since the 1930’s.  During the last year I have watched congregants lose their jobs in mortgage financing and those in real estate worry about their next sale.  I have seen congregants lose their homes and others downsize in anticipation.  The crisis of the last month is reaching epic proportions.  Revenue from housing and stock investments that used to support the family is gone.  Will people be able to afford college for their children?  Will congregants who are close to retirement be able to do so?   And even retirees are afraid they will have to go to work because their retirement funds ARE insufficient.  

Not too long ago we were worrying about gasoline hitting $5 per gallon, but now that seems like a distant memory.  Many of our families are feeling the greatest sense of fear about their daily lives than they have ever felt before.

      Terrorism


But think back before the financial crisis; what was our greatest fear?  Terrorism. For the last seven years we have gone from fear of flying, to the fear of dirty bombs being detonated in our major cities.  Some time before the recent economic crisis, the Saga Foundation had announced the results of a survey which revealed the top fear of Americans was nuclear terrorism. An overwhelming 74 percent of Americans believed that a successful terrorist attack on U.S. soil is likely to happen. Almost half (49 percent) believed an attack will include some sort of a nuclear device.


Seven years of terror alerts and bags being searched.  This is nothing new for Israelis.  From my first visit in Israel in 1976 I remember bags being searched before entering stores and shopping malls.  I remember looking for suspicious objects left on the bus.  Today I’m not afraid of terrorism at the airport, but my anxiety levels are elevated from the long lines and wondering if I will make my plane.  What I’m truly afraid of at the airport is being caught with a 5 oz. bottle of shampoo that is over the 3 oz. limit.  I’m making light of the situation, but think about the fear and anxiety that is generated in us every time we fly.  And when the reports of terrorism and prevented terrorist acts are reported, our fear factor goes up.

      Politics 


What other fear has been permeating our lives during the last number of months?  Politics. Many peoples’ greatest fears are bound up in the elections.  Will the outcome of the elections impact terrorism?  Will the outcome impact our economy?  Politics by nature uses fear: “If my opponent is elected you can count on…” just fill in the blank.  Many supporters of one candidate or another are certain that unless their candidate is elected our country will be destroyed.  

The economy, terrorism, politics; you don’t think these fears are impacting our daily fear factor and increasing personal and social anxiety?
      Global fears


What about our global fears?  While we have put global warming issues on the back burner of our fear list, the issue is still very real.  What about geo-poltical concerns of Iran, Iraq, North Korea, China, Russia, Al Qaeda… need I mention more?
      Personal fears


For those of us who have younger children, what about the daily fear for their safety.  We live in a culture when people no longer let their young children walk to school.  Remember when we could walk wherever we wanted?  In truth, raising younger children in Israel is easier.  Except for the worst times of the intifada when parents were reluctant to send their children on public transportation, when a child is late coming home in Israel they don’t worry.  In America, if we lose track of our child in a mall for a couple of seconds we panic.


What about cyber-crimes?  First it was the fear of a virus that would cause our computers to crash.  Now we worry about the cyber-theft of personal and financial information and the ultimate fear of identity theft.  And of course for those with younger children, the fear of inappropriate websites and the ultimate fear of cyber-predators.
CULTURE OF FEAR


I could go on with my list of fears, with health issues like microwave cooking in plastic containers and cell phone use, but I think it will suffice to prove my point that we now live in a culture of fear.


Some blame the media for creating the culture of fear.  As the sociologist David Altheide has argued, “Fear does not just happen; it is socially constructed and then manipulated by those who seek to benefit.”  So we must be aware about those who utilize fear to accomplish their goals.  Whether it is the media that thrives on fear for sensationalism, or politicians who gain points in the polls, fear is a powerful weapon.  But we must therefore be aware of the fact that much of the fear we feel is anticipated in nature and not real.  And the truth of the matter is that fear is almost always worse than the reality.  Just think about our childhood experiences and the fear of the shot we were about to get.  The fear was always greater than the reality.  I imagine many of you can think of situations in which fear can paralyze you.  We must be able to distinguish between those things we truly need to be afraid of and those that have been sensationalized by the media.  According to sociologist Stefanie Grupp, “Individual fears are cultivated through the media and are less and less the outcome of direct experience.” She also suggests that “There has been a general shift from a fearsome life towards a life with fearsome media.”

Osama bin Laden seems to have grasped this trend. In an interview in October 2001, when asked why the Western media establishment is so anti-humane, bin Laden replied: “[Because] it implants fear and helplessness in the psyche of the people of Europe and the United States.”
GIFT OF FEAR


It is important to distinguish between real and perceived fears because fear can actually be a good thing.  Anthropologists and sociologists believe that fear is an important survival instinct that is designed to tell us when danger is near.  Like animals that can sense a prey or even an earthquake, our sense of fear is designed to warn us.  This type of fear, hard wired into our animal nature, is a type of radar that utilizes signals and intuition to warn us of potential danger.  

Darwin's notion of the evolution of the species, states that emotions began as survival and communication behaviors, and over time became habitual.  For example, when we cower and become motionless with fear, it stems from the days when people acted this way to protect themselves from dangerous predators.  While fear is mainly categorized as a negative emotion, fear can actually have positive effects, such as motivating people to act. Darwin noted that extreme fear acts as a stimulant, driving people's strength and power.

In the national bestseller, The Gift of Fear, Gavin De Becker acknowledges the importance of fear and warns people not to ignore the warning signs of fear.  But, De Becker also cautions us about not letting fear transform into worry.  In his words, “… it hurts people more than it helps.  It interrupts clear thinking, wastes time, and shortens life.”  In De Becker’s model the short-lived experience of fear is essential to the human condition, but it is the prolonging of fear to a condition of worry that is dangerous to our lives.

Much of what I talk to congregants about in the privacy of my office deals with issues of fear.  A marriage that has gone bad and the fear of what the future will bring.  A parent who is terminally ill and the fear of the choices the family will have to make.  A young child that has been diagnosed with autism and the fear of what it will mean to the child and the family.  Every so often I deal with the fear of a bride or groom-to-be and just weeks before a wedding trying to distinguish between cold-feet and the real intuitive fear that this is not the person they should be marrying.  In almost all cases, the fear of what they are facing is not as bad as the reality they will face.  And, in fact, it is the fear that makes the situation far worse.  
PANIC

We usually make bad decisions when we respond out of fear.  We become reactive rather than proactive.  De Becker points to panic as one of the worst responses to fear.  Fear reduces thoughts, perceptions and choices of action, as people are compelled to respond only to the perceived threat.  De Becker calls panic “the great enemy of survival.”  Whether it is divorce, loss of a job or extreme fluctuations in the stock market good advice always includes the instructions not to react out of panic.  In much of my counseling with congregants I try to clarify real fear from perceived fear.  I try to get people not to project their fear too far forward because it is often the anticipated fear of two or three potential consequences that creates the panic.

One particularly dangerous type of panic is mob or herd mentality.  Like fear itself, this animalistic instinct wants us to move with the other people when in fact it may not be the best course of action.  When we start to move with the mob we lose our own ability to think and reason and we lose our ability to make the best decisions for ourselves.

The goal of terror is to draw upon all the worst types of fear:  fear of the unknown, social fear and ultimately mob mentality.  It is the threat of a possible attack rather than the real possibility upon which terror thrives.  That is why the National Homeland Security terror-alert system was created.  The government was, in essence, trying to say, “we’ll tell you when you need to worry.”  Israel is a great example of a country that will not let the actions of terrorists create a terrorized society.  In the United States it is up to us to decide whether the attempts of bin Laden to create a climate of terror will succeed or not.  


The Torah gives us a perfect example of what happens when fear overtakes people and creates a panic response.  Two years after leaving Egypt, the Israelites were prepared to enter the land of Canaan.  We are told that Moses sends in a representative from each tribe to spy out the land.  When they returned from their reconnaissance mission and reported the obstacles that they would face in conquering the land, two of the Israelites, Joshua and Caleb gave a vote of confidence while the other ten indicated great fear at the prospect.  The fear of the ten spies soon turned into mass hysteria, according to the words of the Torah, “The whole community broke into loud cries, and the people wept that night.”  Their panic is so great they cried out, “If only we had died in Egypt.”  The voices of reason from Moses, Joshua and Caleb did no good.  Finally God decreed that this generation will not enter the land.  Panic, and the resultant bad decisions, had doomed the Israelites.  As a result they were required to wander for an additional thirty-eight years.

F.D.R had it right when he said that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself.  Read in its entirety his observation is even more significant.  In his own words, “So, first of all, let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself -- nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.”  His words are especially appropriate today, since when he spoke these words in 1933, he was referring to the economic conditions of the Great Depression.  

CONSEQUENCES

More significant than the physical and emotional consequences of fear is the way it affects our soul.  Like the congregant I mentioned, who was too afraid to give a ride to an elderly woman, we rob ourselves of many potential acts of kindness.  Think of the feelings of goodness and wholeness that have come to you through volunteering at a soup kitchen, preparing a holiday meal for residents of a boy’s lodge, taking food to the SOVA pantry or helping in an animal shelter.  We have forgotten the feelings of what it means to give a hitchhiker a ride.  Or the feelings of pulling over to help a stranded motorist.  The fear of a litigious society stops some of us from offering medical aid.  Our souls are healed through the performance of good deeds.  Each time we help someone we feel more human.  It is through these acts of kindness that we achieve the feelings of a sacred existence.  We get so caught up in our fear, so concerned about ourselves that we can no longer see the needs of other people.  And in the absence of performing these deeds of kindness our soul dies a little bit at a time.  It is a slow painful death that we cannot recognize until it is too late.

What else happens when we live in a constant state of fear?  We are not able to see the blessings of life that we do have.  We become so focused on fear and worry about what might happen, that we are unable to recognize the realities in our lives.  We cannot enjoy our spouses or our children.  Many of us forget that we still have the blessing of health.  We become so concerned about the statistically insignificant possibility of perishing in the fallout of a dirty bomb, that we forget about the reality that we are alive.  All of our blessings become overshadowed by the darkness of fear.

In addition to not seeing our blessings, fear doesn’t allow us to see the people around us.  We retreat to what we perceive as a safe place.  It is a personal bunker that is large enough for only one person.  But in the process we are deprived of the comfort from people around us who could help us face our fear.  You are not alone.  There are family and friends around you who can help you face the fear.  The fight against fear should never be done alone.  When I meet with men about fears they are facing, especially dealing with work or finances, I always cringe when they tell me that they have not shared their fears with their spouse.  The fear of sharing with a spouse gets added to the fear of the situation itself.  Fears need to be shared and a good spouse, trusted family member or friend will always be able to help.

A final consequence of fear is that it can often take away a great source of comfort- faith.  “Yea though I walk through the Valley of the Shadow of Death I fear no evil for You are with me.”  The personal bunker we build to protect ourselves against is so impervious that not even God can get in.  But God can sometimes provide the faith that things are going to be OK.  It is faith that helps provide the reprioritization of life to remind ourselves of what is really important.  
CONCLUSION

So what are we supposed to do with our fears?


First of all we have to distinguish between those fears that are legitimate and those that are not. 


You can have fear, but don’t live in fear, because life is bigger than our fears.

Most importantly, share the process with others and allow your faith to provide comfort.


A colleague of mine shared with me the following story of an individual she had counseled.  This young man who was in his late twenties came to her for counseling because he had tremendous anger and resentment towards his father.  Where did these emotions stem from?   Since he was a child he had been told by his father that he would never have to worry about work because he would join him in the family business.  Through high school and college his father kept reminding him that he had nothing to worry about, because he had a job waiting after college.  As a result the son never followed up on any of his interests or passions.  After working for his father for a number of years he hated it.  He felt trapped and didn’t know how to get out of it.  He could feel his whole life weighted down by this unhappiness.  


“Why don’t you talk to your father?” my friend inquired.   


“I’m too afraid to. My father will be disappointed in me and I’m afraid our relationship will fall apart.”  


“So it is better to feel anger and resentment towards him?”  So she told him, “We can’t talk about this anymore until you go talk to your father.  You have no right to the anger or resentment until you speak to him.”  


So with great apprehension and nervousness the son sat down and told his father the entire story, at which point the father looked at him and asked “What took you so long?”


All these years the fear of sharing his feelings with his father had created an unhappy life.  If only he had confronted the fear earlier.  Think how differently his life would have been.


In the Torah reading cycle we are reading the final chapters of Deuteronomy and in just a couple of weeks we will celebrate Simchat Torah and start the Torah reading all over from Genesis.  This past week in the portion of Vayelekh we read how the Israelites were afraid of entering the land of Canaan.  They had heard about the battles that would await them and they will have to do this all without their leader, of the last forty years, Moses.  Fear is beginning to overtake them.  What does God tell them? Hizku v’imtsu- “Be strong and of good courage, fear not, nor be afraid of them: for the Lord your God, it is He who goes before you, he will not fail you nor forsake you.”  God tells them not to be afraid because He is with them and they have one another.

Many of us live in fear.  Some fears we can articulate and some have become part of our psyche without us even being aware of it.  It is time for us to have courage.  We are not alone.  We have family, friends and a synagogue community to help us through our moments of fear.  And most importantly, when we remind ourselves of all the true blessings we have, the fears of life, whether legitimate or not, recede to their appropriate place and we can truly live life the way we should. 
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