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Resilience in Times of Fear 

by Rev. Michelle Collins, delivered April 26, 2015 

Bicycling in San Francisco is not for the faint at heart.  I thought I knew how to ride a bike until I 

began commuting to downtown from our apartment out in the Sunset District.  Apparently 

bicycle commuting in a big city is not the same as just bicycling.  There are just a few teensy 

differences from the cycling that I remember when I was a kid. 

First you’ve got the cars and pedestrians, not to mention the other cyclists, all with varying 

degrees of entitlement.  I had nearly as many brushes with other cyclists as I did with cars.  

Then the hills – ever heard that San Francisco has a few of those?  My trip into town – mostly 

downhill – took about 20 minutes and my trip home took 45 to 55 minutes, and that was on a 

good day.  Then there were the sidewalks and curbs and the streetcar rails set into the road.  I 

learned though and got better every time I rode.  I felt like I was on top of the world the first 

time that while in motion I popped my wheel over a curb onto a sidewalk! 

There were many moments that were truly frightening on these daily rides.  Sometimes it was 

with a car in motion whose driver typically wasn’t paying attention to sharing the space on the 

road with a bike.  These were moments I might have seen coming as much as two seconds 

ahead of time and with the additional adrenaline poured into my system had a moment to 

react.  One time a driver in a parked car flung their door open without glancing back – I missed 

that one by less than 6 inches and spent the rest of my commuting wary of parked cars as well 

as moving ones.  I also learned the hard way about how to ride over tracks set into the road – 

you have to ride over them at 90 degrees, by the way – I took some tracks at about 45 degrees 

and ended up about 6 feet away from my bike as a result.  Fear was a regular part of my cycling 

experience. 

Fear doesn’t just come in one flavor – it comes in a variety of them.  And not all of them are 

bad, either.  A healthy dose of fear kept me in one piece on my cycling adventures! 

First there’s the useful fear, fear that may be warning of danger or a way of teaching caution, 

much like what children experience to learn what is not safe to be doing.  This useful fear is 

usually short term and specific to some circumstance or set of circumstances.  While cycling, I 

was afraid of moving cars, for good reason!  My fear of them made me cautious enough around 

them to keep me relatively safe, and it gave me the energy to react in the moment when 

necessary. 

But then there’s fear that’s not as useful for us, and fear that can eat us up from the inside over 

time.  Maybe it’s connecting with something specific, maybe it’s not.  Some folks might call it 

terror, and it’s what is meant when we talk about living in a culture of fear.  When cycling, I’m 

not sure I needed to stay as afraid of parked cars as I did.  Some caution, yes, but I gave them 

more space than I really needed to between my moving bike and the sides of the cars, which 

meant I was riding farther out in the traffic lane than was ultimately wise, thus endangering 

myself (slightly) because of acting on this fear. 
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I want to add two very specific types of fear that bear mentioning – fear of the unknown, and 

fear of fear, famously named by Franklin D. Roosevelt when he said, “The only thing we have to 

fear is fear itself.”  They fall into the longer-term fear category and weigh more on some of us 

than others. 

There can be a lot of fear running around.  And this fear does things to our bodies, to our 

minds, and to our emotional well-being.  It does things to us. 

Immediate, short-term fear – the useful kind – was designed and evolved for our self-

preservation and it’s why we humans even managed to survive our own early history.  Fear 

does some great things for us.  It can make us more alert, more self-conscious, and rather 

highly motivated to take action.  It gives us a kick of energy and adrenaline to take that action, 

too. 

The long-term fear, terror, anxiety – whatever manifestation it might take – it’s not so good for 

our bodies and minds.  It can be paralyzing, depleting our energy, disrupting our ability to think, 

and drawing down our health and immune system.  And in families and communities, fear and 

anxiety disrupt relationships, shake up loyalties, and cause people to forget their own sense of 

self into the fearful system.1 

Fear can save us, but fear can also wreak havoc for us. 

I don’t think I need to stretch very far to say that we live in a culture that is infused with fear 

that gets ever more amplified.  And I don’t think that it’s a nostalgia of wishing for less fearful 

times that used to be – to be sure, there have always been plenty of things to be frightened of.  

That’s not what I’m talking about here – instead I’m talking about many of the inflated and 

artificial fears that can make it doggone difficult to find peace of mind sometimes and instead 

amp up our anxiety to a level – not necessarily a high one, but a constant one.  And that’s when 

fear really begins to eat away at our being long-term. 

But some of the things that we’re afraid of aren’t real at all?  I’d bet each of us could list a 

variety of amplified fears, and I want to focus in on one of them – one from the 70’s and 80’s – 

it could be called a kind of precursor to many of the fear-promoting news stories today.  The 

hype about the dangerous Halloween candy and how everyone needed to protect their children 

from it.  Perhaps you remember some of the issues – to quote the story in the New York Times 

in 1970 that began the long-running panic: “that plump red apple that Junior gets from a kindly 

old woman down the block.  It may have a razor blade hidden inside.  The chocolate candy bar 

may be a laxative, the bubble gum may be sprinkled with lye, the popcorn balls may be coated 

with camphor, the candy may turn out to be packets containing sleeping pills.”2 

And as ridiculous as it may sound to us now, this fear persisted.  A 1985 poll showed that 60% 

of parents feared their kids could become victims of this dangerous Halloween candy.  I 

                                                           
1 Peter Steinke, Congregational Leadership in Anxious Times, page 3. 
2 As quoted in Barry Glassner, Culture of Fear, page 29-30. 
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remember hospitals offering candy bag x-rays and the cautions that got promoted by our 

teachers.  My parents probably wouldn’t count in that 60% though – they spent about 2 

seconds glancing at our entire bag of candy – for razors and poison and stuff – and then just 

shrugged their shoulders.  The overall atmosphere of fear was real though for many. 

But the actual threat – not so much.  Sociologist Joel Best finally took on this question to 

debunk it.  He examined every reported incident of Halloween injuries since 1958 and found 

that there hadn’t been a single death or serious injury that he could attribute to this!  He found 

a few instances of sharp objects in bags, but the vast majority were just good old-fashioned 

hoaxes from acquaintances or even just from other kids.  Not the unknown dangerous stranger.  

There were two reported cases of deaths from poisoned Halloween candy, but that’s not what 

actually caused the deaths.  In one, family members had sprinkled heroin on a 5-year-old’s 

candy to try to fool the police because the child had accidentally found and consumed his 

uncle’s supply in his home.  The other, with cyanide-poisoned candy, found that the father had 

spiked the candy to try and collect insurance money.3 

These are tragedies, to be sure, but they are family-based tragedies and have no actual 

connection to the fear about the Halloween candy.  The long-running Halloween scare was 

inflated and artificial, once we stop and examine the actual facts. 

Even worries about things that are real, once they are blown out of proportion, do real harm.  

There have been studies done about the fear of cancer, for instance.  Americans generally 

overestimate its prevalence, underestimate their risk, and often put themselves at a greater 

degree of risk.  One study showed women in their 40’s estimated that they had a 1 in 10 chance 

of dying from breast cancer, when the real risk is closer to 1 in 250.  So they keep a closer watch 

on it, right?  Actually, no.  The more afraid they are, the LESS likely they are to do breast self-

exams.  Many studies have found that, across genders, a huge number of people delay going to 

the doctor even when they believe they have symptoms of cancer!  I hope there aren’t too 

many folks like that here! 

The strange things that fear does to us.  So what do we do about our fear, then?  What do we 

do about the fear that either pokes us in the moment or lurks in undercurrents all along?  How 

do we stay resilient when it’s hitting us? 

First the immediate fear – the fear with a direct cause that is short term and specific.  In many 

ways, this is the easier type of fear to be resilient through.  I certainly saw a lot of it during my 

time as a cyclist.  I’d encounter a threat – with the most dangerous being in the form of cars 

that were close to hitting me – and I’d react in the moment to that fear.  It’s probably the 

tightest example of an immediate fear because the moment that it’s gone, the moment the car 

has passed and gone along its way, the need for fear is gone.  That doesn’t mean my heart 

slowed down immediately, but the need for the fight-flight-swerve reaction was over and I 

                                                           
3 Glassner, pages 30-31. 
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could let go of the fear.  One method I was told about that worked for me was akin to the wild 

animals and how they would gear up for a chase or a flight and then let the moment go.  So I’d 

imagine myself as a tiger riding a bike, letting go of the fear of cars once they were gone.  

Maybe this was a successful method, maybe not – either way, it felt helpful to me AND it was 

sure fun to imagine tigers riding bicycles. 

But what about the longer or larger fears – the ones that weigh down our hearts and our being 

over time?  Writer and management consultant Margaret Wheatley says this about addressing 

our long-term fear.  She suggests the antidote to fear comes in “experiencing ourselves as part 

of something bigger and wiser than our little crazed self,” through “sacred experiences, sacred 

moments, grace-filled moments” which we invite when we “open to life and each other.” 

There’s a lot packed into this.  The first part touches me – thinking that an antidote to fear is 

experiencing oneself as part of something bigger and wiser than just one’s own little crazed 

self.  There’s something to be said for this.  All by my little lonesome self, I can get wrapped up 

in lots of fears, letting them grow into things they aren’t, and letting the long-term ones that 

are real just keep gnawing.  But that’s just by myself.  The fact is that we need each other.  I 

think we need each other far more than we’re willing to admit.  And Wheatley adds a spiritual 

dimension to this as well – experiencing ourselves as something greater than our own individual 

selves through sacred experiences and sacred moments – however we might understand those 

to be.  It’s actually at the core of how I’d define what sacred means to me – connecting with 

something larger than oneself. 

Not only does this enlarge us as human beings, but it has the power to address our lingering 

fear and anxiety too.  On a practical level, sometimes it looks a lot like opening ourselves to the 

help from other people, even when we KNOW we might be able to get along by ourselves 

despite our fear.  That’s what Bernie O’Connell found one day finally addressing a fear of 

bridges: 

“One of my earliest memories is of the annual trip upstate to the bungalow my family rented 

for the summer. The six of us kids piled into the rusting station wagon, along with three 

months’ worth of luggage and two tense parents. The trip always began with the rosary or, if 

we were in a hurry, a single Hail Mary, which ended with “now and at the hour of our death, 

amen.” In my young mind, I presumed this to mean that I was going to die in the car, if not on 

this trip, then on the next. 

My fear of dying in a car accident never entirely went away. As a newly licensed driver, I was 

anxious behind the wheel. Tunnels and bridges caused me the most apprehension: I felt 

trapped, with nowhere to go. Driving to and from Manhattan to work, I had regular bouts of 

anxiety on the Fifty-Ninth Street Bridge. Then, after I married, I had a severe panic attack going 

over a bridge. It’s a miracle I made my way across without killing anyone. After that, I vowed 

never to drive on a road I couldn’t exit from quickly: no more bridges, tunnels, or even 

highways, because the exits were often too far apart. Even when we moved to Long Island 
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several years later, I refused to use the expressway. I knew every back way and side road, and 

could get anywhere — given enough time. Still, I felt ashamed, like a child who could swim only 

in the shallow end of the pool.  

One gorgeous summer day, I took the kids to the south shore of Long Island. When it came time 

to leave, I considered whether to go back the way I’d come — over an hour on winding side 

roads — or take the scenic Ocean Parkway and cross a bridge just south of our home: a forty-

five-minute, traffic-free, ocean-view ride. I told my husband I was thinking of taking the bridge. 

We worked out a plan: he would follow me in his truck, communicating by hand signals and 

light flashes, and we’d make a final stop just before the bridge. I took my two-year-old daughter 

in my car, convinced I wouldn’t drive off the bridge with her in the back seat. On the way, I 

prayed aloud to a Higher Power for help.  

As the bridge loomed large, I prayed louder, begging for a sign that I was not alone on this 

journey: a neon beacon, a bright light — something, anything. As planned, my we pulled over 

before the bridge for the final pep talk. He said all the right things and hugged me tightly. In the 

midst of our embrace, I heard him say, “Uh-oh.” A state trooper had pulled up behind us. 

“Everything all right here?” the trooper asked. My husband explained that I was afraid to drive 

over the bridge because of an irrational phobia. “Would you feel better if you had a police 

escort, lights and all?” The lights seemed an answer to my prayer. I gladly agreed. We crossed 

that span at a speed of forty miles per hour, with the trooper behind me, his lights flashing, and 

a line of cars following him, none of them daring to pass this strange convoy.”4 

Resilience in the face of fear isn’t blind hope that everything will just be alright – that 

evaporates the first time that things aren’t.  No, resilience comes from someplace deeper in 

each one of us.  For Bernie, it came through a choice to take on the bridge, with family support 

and a helpful guiding light.  For Marina when she learned to ride a bike, the conviction that it 

was doable, with the help of her friend and apparently the support of everyone on the 

boardwalk.  While I had plenty of scrapes with other cyclists in San Francisco, there was a 

solidarity there too that made things seem a little less frightening and more survivable. 

Reaching out beyond ourselves, finding sacred moments and sacred experiences, moments of 

grace and the opening of life to each other – reaching out to each other.  While the fears of 

tomorrow are uncertain – I’m sure there will be challenge and fears, and the only certainty I 

know of is that we’ll be facing them there, together.  Blessed be. 

 

                                                           
4 http://thesunmagazine.org/_media/article/pdf/314_Fears.pdf 


