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Be Not Afraid 
 

In his book Dancing Standing Still: Healing the World from a Place of Prayer [New York: Paulist Press, 2014], 

Fr. Richard Rohr, OFM, writes:  
 

Fear unites the disparate parts of our false selves very quickly. The ego moves forward 

by contraction, self-protection, and refusal, by saying no. Contraction gives us focus, 

purpose, direction, superiority, and a strange kind of security. It takes our aimless 

anxiety, covers it up, and tries to turn it into purposefulness and urgency, which results 

in a kind of drivenness. But this drive is not peaceful or happy. It is filled with fear and 

locates all its problems as “out there,” never “in here.”   
 

The soul or the True Self does not proceed by contraction but by expansion. It moves 

forward, not by exclusion, but by inclusion. It sees things deeply and broadly not by 

saying no but by saying yes, at least on some level, to whatever comes its way. Can 

you distinguish between those two very different movements within yourself?   
 

Fear and contraction allow us to eliminate other people, write them off, exclude them, 

and somehow expel them, at least in our minds. This immediately gives us a sense of 

being in control and having a secure set of boundaries—even holy boundaries. But 

people who are controlling are usually afraid of losing something. If we go deeper into 

ourselves, we will see that there is both a rebel and a dictator in all of us, two different 

ends of the same spectrum. It is almost always fear that justifies our knee-jerk rebellion 

or our need to dominate—a fear that is hardly ever recognized as such because we are 

acting out and trying to control the situation.   
 

Cole Arthur Riley is a writer and creator of the online prayer space Black Liturgies. She views fear as a 

place to discover God’s compassion for us:   
 

I’m told the most frequent command from God in the Bible is Do not fear. Some have interpreted 

this as an indictment on those who are afraid, as if to say fear signifies a less robust faith. This 

offends me. God is not criticizing us for being afraid in a world haunted by so many terrors and 

traumas. I hear Don’t be afraid and hope that it is not a command not to fear but rather the 

nurturing voice of a God drawing near to our trembling. I hear those words and imagine God in 

all tenderness cradling her creation against her breast.   
 

Perhaps it is not the indictment of God we are sensing but our own souls turned against 

themselves. I wouldn’t dare criticize Christ in the garden—sweating, crying, pleading for God to 

let the cup pass from him [Luke 22:41–44]. This is a Christ who knew fear deeply. And if God 

himself has been afraid, I have to believe he is tender with our own fear.  
 

Riley describes God leading us in our fear to the deep rest that the psalmist envisions:   
 

Whenever my friend’s ma was fed up, she used to mumble, I might be limpin through the 

valley of the shadow of death . . . What I skipped over in the psalm she was referencing time 
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and time again is the sacred praxis it begins with. The psalmist says, “He makes me lie 

down in green pastures; he leads me beside still waters” [Psalm 23:2].   
 

I find it beautiful that in the face of terror, God doesn’t bid us toward courage as we 

might perceive it. Instead, he draws us toward fear’s essential sister, rest—a sister who 

is not meant to replace fear but to exist together in tension and harmony with it. For 

fear’s origin is not evil, though evil certainly wields it against our souls daily.  
 

My father . . . pulls my ear into him and mumbles, Let the fear in, just don’t let it run 

you. Just as it can be the threatening hand that holds you in bondage, it can also protect 

you when the journey toward liberation requires perceptive choice and a certain instinct 

in the face of the unknown. No one would deny it is a good thing that we are terrified to 

jump from building to building. Fear steadies our impulses and warns us of danger. You 

might consider it more akin to a watchman than an enemy. . . .  
 

I believe fear has the holy potential to draw out awe in us. To lead us into deeper patterns 

of protection and trust. To mold us into people engaged in the unknown, capable of 

making mystery of it instead of terror.   
 

-Cole Arthur Riley 

This Here Flesh: Spirituality, Liberation, and the Stories That Make Us 
[New York: Convergent, 2022 pgs. 83–84, 86]  

 

First and Foremost 
 

O Lord, my mind and heart 

are centered on so many things 

other than You. 

Mostly good things, 

but not You. 

Help me this day 

to desire You 

first and foremost, 

and not to be distracted 

by all the things 

that pull me 

this way and that way, 

fragmenting my being. 

Teach me this day, O Lord, 

how to forget 

my fears and anxieties, 

and put all my trust and hope 

in You alone. 
 

From my soon to be released new book, A Journey to Meekness. 


