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264: Let’s Talk About Fear

I’m Emily P. Freeman and welcome to the next Right Thing. You’re listening to episode 264.

This is a podcast about making decisions, but also about making a life. If you struggle with decision 
fatigue, chronic hesitation, or if you just need a few minutes away from the constant stream of information 
and the sometimes delightful, but also distracting, hum of entertainment, you’re in the right place for 
discerning your next right thing.

Lately, I’ve been thinking a lot about fear. How and when it shows up, ways it lies and tells the truth, 
and what it means for us as we do the hard and holy work of making life decisions. I know a whole 
conversation about fear might not be our favorite topic, but I think it’s important. And hearing someone 
else’s experience with it maybe will help you as you discern your own next right thing. Listen in.

***

I do a lot of thinking about language, about the words we use and the ways we use them. How sometimes 
the simplest words, and even the most plain language, have a lot to lose when misunderstood. Words like 
hope, love, belonging, family.

Words like revival, history, education, spirituality, God, safety and doubt. Take one simple word. For 
example, the word fear. There are many definitions of fear, I’m sure. Like a distressing emotion, aroused 
by impending danger, evil, pain, whether the threat is real or imagined.

The definitions I like best are ones that aren’t necessarily technical, but that elicit something in my mind 
and body that I can grab onto. One of those I found in Scott Erickson’s book Say Yes, where he writes, 
“You can always tell a voice of fear when it asks you to leave instead of show up.” That line resonates 
because I know the feeling of fear, the hand on my shoulder that pulls me back, the twist in my stomach 
that pulls me down, the catch in my throat that shuts me up.

I can recognize, now, when fear shows up in my body. How it starts for me in my gut, spreads to my heart, 
pulses out to my feet and hands. Brings a numb tingling, then builds an unsturdy apartment inside my 
head. I can recognize all the ways fear asks me to leave instead of show up.

We all experience fear, but we also all have a different response to it. It could make us cranky, weepy, or 
bossy. Sometimes it looks like over-functioning, control, or pride. It could also look like defensiveness, 
distraction, or apathy.
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Sometimes when I walk into a room where I’m not sure my role, I can almost hear the phrase without 
actually hearing the phrase, what are you even doing here? You don’t belong here.

Fear has a few favorite phrases and its very own vocabulary, but then we also know fear can be a wise 
voice to listen to. It can serve its purpose to keep us alive and thriving physically, emotionally, mentally. 
Don’t walk too close to the edge, y’all. Keep your hands away from the fire. Draw a boundary with that 
person who’s hurt you in the past.

Fear can give us important and needed information, like letting us know we’re just not ready yet and we 
don’t need to force it. There probably was a time when I would’ve categorized fear as always something 
to avoid or overcome, but I’ve experienced healthy healing by honoring fear when it shows up by giving it 
a seat at the table, but not necessarily doing what it says.

The fear that says leave, disappear into the floorboards, sink and shrink and make yourself smaller, don’t 
bother showing up anyway, that’s the voice I’m working to name as counterfeit. It can be a confusing 
message, especially now, when people all over the world mark the beginning of the Lenten season, receive 
the imposition of ashes to remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return. We are invited into the 
downward way of Christ, to become acquainted with suffering, to celebrate our smallness in the presence 
of God.

On the surface that could sound a lot like leave, disappear into the floorboards, sink and shrink can make 
yourself smaller. Don’t bother showing up anyway. But that isn’t the message of Ash Wednesday or of the 
season of Lent. This is not a time to say, I am worthless.

No, this is a time to say I am worth this. It’s a time to say, I am human. Since the beginning of time, fear 
has been used as a form of control to motivate people to do things or to abstain from doing things. And we 
all know parents, pastors, and presidents have not been immune to using fear as a tactic, in big and small 
ways. We have all tasted how the voice of fear can override our inner knowing, our grounded center, and 
our ability to hear the kind voice of the spirit of God.

And so here one week after Ash Wednesday, as we bear witness to suffering around the world and in our 
own lives and communities, as we carry the pain of our own knowing and of our unknowing, as we bend 
underneath the weight of the question mark, may we know the difference between the crouching smallness 
of fear and the relieved smallness of love.

In an effort to speak plainly and not just broadly, and to practice the fine art of specificity, I wanted to 
share just a few ways that fear has shown up for me in the past month. In the past few weeks, actually. 
And how I’m working to have both compassion and agency in the midst of it.

In anticipation of the twins’ return home for the summer, after they’ve lived a whole school year away, 
I’ve wondered, am I actually as chill as I feel about them going off to college? Or is my chill just one step 
of a long road of unchilled grief? Here is a fear of not being ready to navigate any more sadness. Thank 
you very much.
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While watching the news, whether it’s coverage of the Asbury revival or the train derailment in Palestine, 
Ohio, or the earthquakes in Turkey and Syria, or the upcoming election in 2024, I experience anxiety 
in my body. About things I don’t understand, or things that make me angry, or that I elicit compassion, 
confusion or longing.

And the fear is weird, but there it is because I want to impact change, and provide perspective, and be part 
of solutions. But I’m also tired and already holding a lot of loose ends.

When I heard that our son has reached the milestone in his flight training for him to take a solo flight 
without an instructor, well, I recognized a normal kind of fear. But then that fear went up a notch when I 
read the next day about a flight in the UK, where a flight instructor died, mid-flight, of a heart attack.

When I had an opinion and expressed it, fear showed up to doubt my choice. When I needed a break 
but didn’t speak up, fear nodded his head to keep me quiet. In all of this, maybe you can relate. Because 
underneath it all, there’s a deep doubt that I can handle what might come. That I can think critically. That I 
have what it takes to hold the tension long enough to hope or to change. To navigate the nuance of various 
experiences I may not understand, and certainly can’t control.

And to let be what is without having to always have a category or explanation for it. How fear manifests 
in our bodies and in our actions is based on a lot of things; including our biological makeup, our social 
location, our faith expression, our family of origin.

Some of us feel fear that goes to anger. Others feel fear. That goes to control. For me mostly, most of the 
time, my fear goes to shame and let me tell you about shame. It’s a damn bully. And so why all the talk of 
fear on a podcast about decision making?

Well, the bully of shame that comes from a trigger of fear is one that clouds the mind and heart. One that 
transforms the dynamic and nuanced art of discernment into a flat, binary set of choices. This or that, good 
or bad, right or wrong. Don’t screw it up. I guess some choices are like that, but most of them are not. And 
when fear is the loudest voice in the room, well, nuance, grace, compassion and patience are difficult to 
hear.

I’m not saying we can get rid of all the fear, or even if that’s the goal. I guess I’m just saying that fear is 
often an unreliable narrator that can keep me from showing up, standing up, or waking up. It can keep 
me from believing that God in me is perfectly capable of telling me everything I need to know, and I am 
capable of hearing it.

And so here is the benediction. May we begin to identify how fear shows up in our bodies, in our minds, 
in our hearts. May we have a language to name it, the courage to face it, and the gumption to move in spite 
of it. Here’s to the season of Lent a count down to Easter. A gathering time of remembering that we are 
worth this, that God is with us, that we have what we need for today.
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Here’s to the valuable ones, that’s you, made in the image of divine love, that’s you too. Able to look at 
every other human as a fellow valuable one bearing the image of God.

***

Thanks for listening to episode 264 of the Next Right Thing.

I hope this simple practice of naming your fear can be just one more rung on the trellis upon which your 
rhythm of life can continue to grow. Because while it’s true, this is a podcast about making decisions, the 
bigger truth is our daily decisions are making our lives.

As always, you can find me on Instagram at Emily P. Freeman, and online@emilypfreeman.com where 
you can find a transcript of this and every episode.

Thanks to the team at Unmutable for editing our sound and to Leah Jarvis for organizing our show notes. 
And thanks to you for listening, for leaving reviews, and for your kind support.

In closing a word from Henri Nouwen from his book, The Way of the Heart, On Prayer and the Presence 
of God. “Prayer is standing in the presence of God with the mind and the heart. That is, at the point of 
our being where there are no divisions or distinctions, and where we are totally one. There, God’s spirit 
dwells. And there the great encounter takes place.” Thanks for listening, and I’ll see you next time.


