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What are you afraid of?  What do you fear the most? What do you worry about that you don’t 
even reveal to your best friend or usual confidant? Why do you continue to bear that burden? 
The sermon today is especially for the young people. Adults can listen too. 
 
As children, we might be afraid of the dark, spiders or snakes, the boogeyman, or being alone. 
These are instinctual, primal, and universal. As we get a little older, we retain some of these 
basic fears, but they expand and become more nuanced.  
 
In our early years, we learn unintentionally to be afraid of many things in addition to the good 
education we receive. It’s part of socialization. We watch and listen to our parents, our friends, 
and our teachers. We pick up what they are concerned about – what makes them happy, sad, 
excited, or anxious. As a result, we know how to drive our parents or siblings crazier than 
anyone else. That is a good thing. The bad thing is they can do the same to us. And, along with 
their genetic material, we inherit or learn many of their fears.  Thanks mom and dad. 
 
We learn to worry about what our friends or those in authority might think. We may worry about 
failure. Not making the grade. Disappointing someone. Not getting into the right school or group 
or having the right job or right thing whatever “right” may be at the time.  
 
Let me fill you in on a secret about what causes adults to worry – what they are afraid of.  
They worry about you… and most of the same things. They hide it better, deal with it differently, 
or make it more complicated.  
 
As we get older, we develop more fears often revolving around loss. Of losing some thing  
or someone. Health, potential, money, looks, job, security. The loss of a family member or 
relationship we had. Of the way things were. We can fear change – an uncertain future –  
being alone. Perhaps they are all rooted in a fear of death.  We do all sorts of things to insulate 
ourselves but it does not address the root problem.  How do we approach it? 
 
We learn in school to analyze things – numbers, problems, texts, situations. We are taught to 
look at the facts, be objective, be rational.  That approach often gives the best solution. It’s what 
a good education can help us do well – think critically. One of the hardest lessons to learn is that 
most decisions are not actually made that way. Facts and reason can have little to do with it. 
 
In our relationships, at home, in school, in church, at work – wherever – decisions are almost 
always made in the context of emotions.  Emotions can influence any decision far more than the 
facts. If you analyze a situation or problem logically, have most of the facts, and it still does not 
make any sense – it is likely emotions are involved. Fear is right at the top of the list we bring to 
bear on almost any situation. 
 
What do we do when we are afraid of something or someone? What is our normal reaction? 
Fight or flight or freeze. All animals do this, people included. What does a zebra do when it spots 
a lion? It holds really still until the danger passes.  It can run away and confuse it with its stripes 
and stay in the pack. As a last resort, they kick and bite and then run.   
 



	 	
Fight or flight or freeze. All people of all ages do this in their own way. We play out our own 
variations of these primal and instinctual responses to fear every day. You keep your head down 
because you don’t want the bully to notice or the teacher to call on you.  You take forever to 
make a decision because of the possible consequences. You clam up or run away because you 
don’t know what to say to the person you like. You lash out or yell or argue about something and 
aren’t sure why. We hide behind all manner of things to fend off what we are scared of.  
 
All of that is normal. To struggle with this is part of what it means to be a human being. But to 
be encumbered by fear is like dragging a weight behind you all the time. That is not what God 
intends or wants for us. We are called to have a life without fear – without regret. To be set free.  
 
Almost every time an angel appears to someone in the Bible, the first thing the angel says is 
what? Fear not! Do not be afraid. What would it look like for you to live without it? Imagine 
that. Is it even possible? How do we do that?  
 
Saint Francis gives us a model.  It is his feast day this week. Francis was from Italy and lived  
in the early 13th century. He was from a wealthy family and was known to have a flair for nice 
clothes and things. As he grew older, he began to question if there was more to life than that.  
He had a dramatic and public argument with his father. Some things never change. He left it  
all behind and began to help other people discover what their lives could mean free with God. 
 
Today, we will focus on Francis and the Wolf of Gubbio. There are several images of St. Francis 
at Calvary. One is a carving in the pulpit and two in the All Saints Chapel.  
 
Francis went to the town of Gubbio in Italy. He came to learn that the people there were terrified 
of a large wolf. It ate their animals and howled at them. The people hid inside the town. They 
warned Francis not to venture beyond the gates.  But, of course, he did. Francis approached the 
ferocious beast who came running out of his cave, fangs bared. Francis made the sign of the 
Cross to the wolf and said, “Come to me, Brother Wolf. In the name of Christ, I order you not to 
hurt me or anyone.”  The wolf then lowered its head and offered its paw as a sign of peace. 
Francis led it back to town for everyone to see. “It’s just a wolf.” He had decided the animal was 
hungry and told the people to feed and care for it. It, in turn, would protect them. The story says 
that the wolf lived with the people happily ever after and died of old age. 
 
Setting aside the historical accuracy of the story, it still reveals something important. Francis 
helped the people recognize they didn’t have to live that way. He helped them become free by 
confronting their fears – not fighting or running away or denying them. Instead of fight, flight,  
or freeze the Christian is called to face them. To name our fear is to begin to tame it. 
 
Second, it was not the wolf that Francis freed the people from but their fear of it. The idea of the 
wolf was far worse than the thing itself. When the people could see and name it, it lost its power 
over them and even became an ally. A source of weakness became a source of strength. 
 
Finally, he helped the people to recognize the real cause of why the ferocious beast was there in 
the first place. It was hungry which, honestly, does not seem too difficult to figure out. But when 
emotions are involved, especially fear, logic and clear thought take flight. 
 
A helpful spiritual practice is to name your fears and give them to God. When you name your 
fear, you begin to tame it – to be free. Name it and tame it. It’s just a change. It’s just a test.  
It’s just money. It’s just a wolf. What are you afraid of?  • 


