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 I want to start with a list.  It’s from something called, “Seven Signs You Dodged a Bullet  
In a Relationship.” It’s by Iris Goldsztaijn. 
 
1)  You found you had nothing in common, or your sense of humor and his didn’t mesh.   
 
2)  You found he had no real interests.  You love x, y, and z.  Him?  He doesn’t get off 
the couch for anything, or maybe, for him, work is everything.   
 
3)  You like him, but he starts talking about marriage on the second date.  He’s taking 
so much for granted.  You find you’re having trouble breathing.   
 
4)  You like the same restaurants.  You both ski, but you find you just don’t share the 
same values.  It may be about religion or politics, or it may be about the value of 
children or pets.  If you have to hide what you believe or love – it’s not going to work.   
 
5)  You find you aren’t really a priority of this person.  Texts or phone calls don’t get 
returned or he doesn’t show up on time and sees that as your problem, not his. 
 
6) You are condescended to.  He makes fun of you, especially in public.   
 
7)  He says he loves you and you believe it, but then you find him trying to cut you off 
from your friends and family.  This happens gradually.  At first he says he’s just a little 
jealous, but it doesn’t take long to realize it’s bigger than that.  You get the feeling he 
wants to own you.   

Now, about that last one, let me ask, why would someone do such a thing?  I mean, he 
says he loves her. I’m no psychologist, but something tells me that part of it might be 
about fear -- his fear that he’s going to lose her.  And if she stays with him, her fear that 
she’ll never find anyone else.  Our neuroses often come out of our fears.  They are 
irrational.   

The great preacher, William Sloan Coffin once said, "I am sure the Bible is right: the 
opposite of love is not hate – it’s fear." 

And here's how 1 John puts it: "There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out 
fear."  That said, I want to acknowledge that there is a relationship between fear and 
love.   

Scott Bader-Saye points out that there is a sense in which love is actually born of 
fear.  We love something and therefore we may fear losing it.  And the more we love, 
the more we have to lose, and therefore the more we are subject to fear.  But this does 
not mean that fear is love.  Rather, Bader-Saye concludes, "fear is the shadow side of 
love." 



 Fear, I’m afraid, is at the root of our some of our worst behavior; fear is what can divide 
and separate us from one another. Fred Craddock says, "You know what jealousy is, 
don't you? It is fear of the loss of love.  Why are people greedy and . . . [take] as much 
as they can?  It is a fear, a fear of insecurity.  Why do children cheat at school?  A fear 
of failure.  Why does anybody tell a lie?  A fear of punishment."  

We could go on.  Why do people drink way too much?  Fear of feeling painful 
feelings.  Why do we criticize people whose ideas are different from ours?  Fear that 
we're not as right as we like to believe.  And why do we reject and push others 
away? Because we Fear being rejected and pushed away ourselves.  Fear causes so 
much of our most destructive (and self-destructive) behavior.  

Fear is also a deeply spiritual problem. “Fear,” writes James Martin, “is dangerous 
because it turns us away from God.”   

If we don’t have a fundamental trust that our creator will love us, come what may, then 
we are always unsettled, tempted to see a threat in every situation and to take every 
matter into our own hands.  

Over the years, when I have failed to love well, it's usually fear that's been in the way.    
I may look confident up here, on a good Sunday, but a lot of times I fear that if people 
knew what I was really like, they might not want to have much to do with me.   

I’ve always had this tape playing in my head, reminding me that my father worked for 
the phone company, starting in the mail room.  Who am I to stand up and preach every 
Sunday here in sunny Salt Lake to a room full of so many respected professionals?  

I wonder if sometimes I hold people at a distance—to make sure they can't see what I'm 
really like.  The trouble is, across all that distance, it's harder to love and accept 
love.  Fear gets in the way. 

There's a part of me that's afraid I haven’t measured up, haven’t proven myself. 

And if I can't accomplish enough to feel good about myself, then I'm tempted to try to 
make myself feel better by bringing someone else down—by criticizing someone, trying 
to show someone up.  But, of course, that never works. I know my own heart too well.  

If you read 1 John, it’s clear that it was written to a church under threat, going through a 
crisis. Poor theology, oppression and division are some of the things they were 
experiencing. Given how stressed and frightened that church must have been, Will 
Willimon points out, it is all the more impressive that whoever wrote 1 John didn’t say to 
them, ‘Be on your guard!’ or ‘Defend yourselves!’ but rather [simply], Love!”  

Love one another; love the way God loves.  The answer to division and distress is not to 
strike back, not to protect ourselves, but to love all the more.   

 



You’ll remember, of course, that Jesus commanded us to love not just those who agree 
with us, and not just those who can disagree with us without being disagreeable.   

We are commanded to love even those who act like they are our enemies.  That may 
not be an ethic we are comfortable with, but it’s the ethic Jesus offers. 

There is no fear in love, 1 John says, but perfect love casts out fear. Let me reflect with 
you about what that might mean. 

One thing that must mean is that if there is fear in a relationship, something other than 
love is going on. It doesn’t mean there isn’t any love in the relationship; but if there’s 
fear, love isn’t the only thing there.  

If you’re afraid of someone, it’s not love, no matter what he says or how much he 
apologizes. And if every single thing you do as a parent is to protect your child from 
harm rather than to help them grow or let them experience joy, then you’re parenting not 
out of love but out of anxiety.  

The same is true of our relationship with God. The “fear of the Lord” the Old Testament 
talks so much about, means being in awe of God, not being afraid of God.  Why? 
Because there is no fear in love. If you find yourself fearful in a relationship, stop and 
ask yourself what’s going on there that isn’t love.  

As has been said a million times and million different ways, love is not a form of 
grasping or of holding on ever tighter – love is a form of letting go.  

In The Phantom Menace, a 1999 pre-qual in the long series of Star Wars movies, 
Anakin Skywalker is being examined by the Jedi Council: 

Ki-Adi-Mundi: Your thoughts dwell on your mother. 

Anakin: I miss her. 

Yoda: Afraid to lose her I think, hmm? 

Anakin: What has that got to do with anything? 

Yoda: Everything! Fear is the path to the Dark Side. Fear leads to anger. Anger leads to 
hate. Hate leads to suffering. I sense much fear in you.  

Lots of Buddhist wisdom in the Star Wars movies. When there is fear in our love, one 
teacher says, we “find ourselves unable to rejoice in the presence of what we love, 
because we are too afraid of losing it.”         

Yes, and then on the B side of that, I remember a female friend once confessed to me 
she could not really love someone unless she feared losing him.  See how fraught this 
all is for we humans?. 



There is no fear in love, 1 John says, but perfect love casts out fear. The answer is not 
to strike back, not to defend ourselves, not to hang on ever tighter to what we’ve got, 
but to love by letting go. 

There’s something going on in this country that has to do with the relationship of fear 
and love, and it is making me totally crazy.  Colleges like the University of California at 
Berkeley and Brown University and even our own University of Utah, are having trouble 
scheduling well-known conservative speakers on their campuses.  When speakers like 
Anne Coulter are scheduled, students and faculty come out in protest and say that she 
(or others) will say something that will hurt the tender sensibilities of vulnerable students. 
So the right thing to do, they say, is bar them from campus.   

I don’t agree.  Maybe I’m missing something here, but when I went to school we had 
every notable we could schedule come to our campus and our teachers did their best to 
help us develop the necessary critical thinking skills to decide for ourselves who had a 
legitimate argument and who didn’t.  Heck, I think Ann Coulter is as full of malarkey as 
the next narcissist pundit, but, I mean, if we can’t have open conversations on our 
college campuses where in the heck CAN we have them in this country?   

Now those who oppose these speakers might say they are doing it out of love, but I’d 
say, no, it’s probably based more on fear.  You may disagree with me, and if so, we can 
disagree; it’s okay.  But I will repeat – real love has a habit of casting out fear.  

John Wesley taught something he called, the doctrine of “Christian Perfection.” To this 
day United Methodist clergy are asked at their ordination if they are “going on to 
perfection.” And they are required to answer, “Yes, by the grace of God.”                                          

By this Wesley did not mean that Christians could be free from error or weakness or 
temptation. Nor did he mean perfection in the sense that no further improvement is 
necessary or possible. What he meant was that a Christian’s heart could become so 
filled with Christ’s love that increasingly there’s no room for anything else—no room for 
pride or resentment, no room for selfishness or impatience.  

When it comes to fear, the goal is not so much to combat our fear, as to so increase in 
love that fear just fades away. Let me say that again: the goal is not so much to combat 
our fear, as to increase in love so much that fear just disappears. 

As a pastor, I’m privileged to have some pretty significant privileged conversations with 
people at critical times in their lives -- when they’re getting married, when they’ve lost a 
loved one, when they’ve had a near-death experience. And never once in any of these 
conversations has anyone looked back at their life and said, “You know, I just wish I’d 
been more scared.” No one has ever looked ahead and said, “You know, from now on I 
want fear to run my life.”  

 



There has been a lot in the news about the so-called, Golden State Killer, this past 
week. He terrorized the area of Sacramento I grew up in. I use that word, terrorized 
advisedly.  My mother was so frightened, living alone in a large house with huge 
windows, that she bought a hundred bottles of Dr. Pepper, poured the contents down 
the drain and put those bottles in the window wells of her house. That’s what fear does 
to people. A friend of mine accompanied me there for a visit and, looking at the sight of 
all these bottles everywhere, asked me if my moher thought the price of empties was 
going to go up or something.  

Now, of course, we ought to be careful when it comes to our hearts. Abandoning 
caution and being foolish about love and trust is not what 1 John has in mind. But yes, 
let’s admit it, love is risky. Loving people who mistreat us is hard. Love leaves us open 
to being hurt and taken advantage of. But love is also what makes life matter. To let our 
hearts love may be the only way to live beyond our fears. 

Sam Wells tells a legend about John the Evangelist, who by tradition is the author of 
John’s Gospel, and the three letters of John. One of his followers came and spoke to 
him. “Master, why is it that you always write about love? Why don’t you ever write about 
anything else?” St. John paused for a long time, waiting for his disciple to work out the 
answer for himself. Finally he answered the question. “Because,” he said, “in the end, 
there isn’t anything else. There is only love.” 

Now I don’t know what that really means, but maybe there is something to that. If there 
is only love, there is no place for panic, no space for anxiety, no room for fear.  

Now, that would be the kind of world I’d like to live in.   

Now, here’s a first-person remebrance by Susan Dornobos of Los Angeles that touches 
directly on that:  
 
I had an unpaid internship in Los Angeles and drove a produce truck to make ends 
meet. I bounced down the freeways, transporting hydroponic lettuce to farmers’ markets 
for an Indonesian man named Yanto. I managed to bring home a total of twelve 
thousand dollars in 2006. 
 
My apartment complex was in a residential area with four-hour street parking during the 
day. I would set an alarm to remind me to move my car every four hours. One day I 
forgot and received a seventy-two-dollar parking ticket. I had absolutely no extra room 
in my budget. If I paid the ticket, I couldn’t pay my portion of the rent. I stared blankly at 
the slip of paper, amazed that something so small might lead to my eviction. 

The next week my car was stolen. How would I keep my job without a car? Commuting 
to the farm by public transportation took me six hours each day. I ended up borrowing a 
rotating selection of friends’ cars — a feat of organization that required [me to make] a 
color-coded spreadsheet. Upon opening the cash box at the South Pasadena Farmers’ 
Market one evening, I found a check for me for $215 from Yanto and his immigrant 
friends. 



Their gift touched me deeply. I mean, I had privileges that many of them didn’t have. I 
was white and a native English-speaker. I was a legal U.S. citizen.  I had friends with 
money. When my car was found a month later, stripped of a few essential parts, my 
friends raised the funds to help me get it running again. 

I can still feel the shame and helplessness of living paycheck to paycheck, the fear of a 
misstep that might threaten everything. I like to think it informs the work I do now with 
at-risk families. 

Maybe if we heard more stories like that, testifying to love, our country would get over 
its ridiculous fear of immigrants.  Do you think?  The problem our nation repeatedly 
faces, as Franklin Roosevelt told us 86 years ago, is fear itself.   

There is no fear in love, 1 John says, but perfect love casts out fear.  What if we took 
that seriously?  What if we decided to live by that?    

Amen 


