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 About two years ago my Dad had a bike accident.  He was doing 

something good; he was riding his bike to work in order to stay in 

shape.  However he was going about it in the wrong way—he wasn’t 

wearing a bicycle helmet.  The story goes that he was riding along a 

country road near his house, which had moderately high traffic, and he 

felt dizzy.  His heart was racing.  He saw an oncoming car, swerved to 

miss it because he was distracted, and fell into the ditch.  Fortunately 

he didn’t hurt his head.  The driver of the car pulled over and called an 

ambulance. 

 Dad was taken to the local hospital and had his heart checked out.  

They had determined that that was really the more serious issue 

beyond the cuts and scrapes he had sustained.  Bear in mind my 

parents live in a small town in southern Michigan.  The ER doc in that 

town couldn’t quite figure out what was wrong, so they sent him to the 

bigger hospital in Toledo Ohio. 
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 As you can well imagine, that when my mother was first telling me 

this story on the phone, my anxiety was rising higher and higher with 

each detail.  There were a number of thoughts and feelings swirling 

through my head.  I was worried for my Dad’s health, very concerned 

that the medical attention he needed was not available to him locally, 

and filed away for the future that I would be buying him a bike helmet 

for Christmas that year.  Dad is notoriously hard to shop for. 

 I was particularly concerned about the first doctor not knowing 

what to do.  I think we all have a set of unspoken assumptions and 

expectations we carry around about our doctors and their skills and 

expertise.  After all, we literally put our lives in their hands.  Our 

physical health and well being is directly dependent on our doctor’s 

skills and knowledge.  I don’t like hearing that my Dad’s doctor didn’t 

know how to treat him when his heart was involved.  I need that doctor 

to have the ability to call up key facts and know how to do the 

necessary procedures as if he or she were tying their shoes in the 

morning. 

 Of course this is an unrealistic expectation on my part.  Doctors 

are only human, and therefore fallible.  The cost of malpractice 

insurance and prevalence of class action lawsuits are evidence of this.  

But the problem here lies not with that doctor’s skills and knowledge, 
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but rather with my expectations of him or her.  I expect that person to 

know it all; and they can’t. 

 Ed Friedman, in his book “A Failure of Nerve,” talks a lot about 

information and our relationship to information when we are anxious.  

He writes, “In 1990, the number of indexed articles that a physician 

could refer to had reached six hundred thousand.  Octo Barnett is the 

gentleman in charge of computerizing all information from all medical 

journals so that the average physician can learn all there is to know 

about your problem by turning on her kitchen PC in the midst of 

microwaving a quick dinner.  Barnett said that for a physician to read 

two articles a day from these journal would be a prodigious task.  

Moreover, if a doctor were able to keep that up for twelve months, 

(two articles a day, 365 days a year, 730 articles in all) at the end of the 

year the physician would be eight hundred years further behind than 

when she started.  Coming from the opposing direction but conveying 

the same point was the head of a major accounting firm who said, ‘You 

don’t want to learn too much, because there is so much you are going 

to have to forget.’” 

 When we are anxious we want more information.  If only we 

acquired more data then the answer would present itself.  Sadly this is 

very rarely the case because information without context or meaning is 
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useless.  Communication theorists call these “data junkyards”—large 

pools of facts that we happen to know that have no meaning and no 

clear context.  Indeed the company Google has made billions doing one 

thing very well—sifting through the data junkyard that is the internet to 

find the few bits of information that are meaningful to your query. 

 As is so often the case, old stories reveal new insights like this.  

Aesop’s fable about the fox and cat is really about a data junkyard and 

how they are not just useless, but can be harmful.  The cat knows only 

one way to escape from the dogs.  She knows it, can do it, and 

presumably so long as it continues to work for her, she will continue to 

employ this single strategy: when the dogs come, I run up a tree and 

hide in the branches. 

 The fox, however, is stuck in a data junkyard.  He knows a 

hundred  ways to escape from the dogs, but can’t choose one.  He is 

carrying around a lot of useless information that is getting in the way of 

application and meaning.  The fox is like that doctor who has been 

reading two articles a day for a year and has been falling behind.  The 

irony is that the more we acquire information in the hope to soothe our 

anxiety, the less meaning it has for us, and the more we desire it.  This 

can happen to the point where people get so anxious that they become 
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addicted to information and its acquisition.  Like the fox in the story, 

they become data addicts who cannot get out of their own way. 

 Well if this sounds like an addiction you have, or a friend of yours 

has, take heart, because I come to you this morning to preach the good 

news.  There is a cure, and it can be found in a very familiar story, 

which also involves animals.  In the Wizard of Oz, the Cowardly Lion 

wants but one thing: courage.  As our cowardly lion asked us earlier: 

“What makes a king of out of a slave, what makes the flag on the mast 

to wave, what makes the Sphinx the seventh wonder, what makes the 

dawn come up like thunder?”  Courage.  In many ways his monologue is 

a vision of hope and inspires us to think about all the ways courage 

embodies the best and most noble aspects of the human, or lion, 

condition.  But there is also an unhealthy co-dependence being 

expressed here.  It is as if the Lion were saying, “If only I had this one 

thing, if I had this one quality, then my life would be perfect.”  All the 

Lion needs is that one piece of information or perhaps a potion, who 

knows how he imagines the Wizard is going to give him courage but he 

has that expectation that the Wizard can.  Just like how we need our 

doctors to be perfectly knowledge about our health and bodies, the 

Lion needs that Wizard to have the knowledge to make him 

courageous.  The Lion, and his friends, come to Oz with that unrealistic 
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expectation that is so typical of the data addict.  “The expert will know 

what to do and how to fix me.” 

 Ah… but that is not how our Wizard works.  The Wizard of Oz 

turns out to not have very much in the way of magic potions to hand 

out, or hearts, or anything else.  But what he lacks in practical 

knowledge he makes up for in wisdom.  The Wizard of Oz is the 

quintessential religious leader.  He can’t solve the Lion’s problem for 

him, the Wizard can’t just hand the Lion a prescription for courage.  But 

what the Wizard can do is help the Lion shift his perspective about 

himself.  Like any good spiritual leader or guru he helps the Cowardly 

Lion understand that he was already courageous.  In facing down the 

Wicked Witch’s guards, the Lion demonstrated that he had courage; he 

just hadn’t recognized it in himself and therefore thought he needed to 

get it from some outside expert. 

 This is the key out of our data addiction.  Whenever we grow 

anxious or fearful, rather than turning to experts or consultants or 

reading the latest fad book, or committing to reading two articles a day, 

we have another choice.  Whenever we experience fear or anxiety, we 

are presented with an opportunity to go on a journey of self-discovery 

and exploration.  Like the Cowardly Lion who thought he could get the 

definitive answer from someone else, we learn that with a little self-
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awareness all that we envision for ourselves and our church are already 

there among us. 

 What makes the dawn come up like thunder?  Courage.  Courage 

is moving forward even when we are afraid to do so.  Courage is the 

ultimate in spiritual and emotional maturity because it is not the denial 

of fear nor is it being possessed and paralyzed by fear.  Courage is 

feeling fear and anxiety, turning away from reactivity and being 

addicted to data, and moving forward with intention.  It is not an easy 

spiritual practice, but oh so important to master. 

 I am happy to report that two years after his bicycle accident, my 

Dad is doing very well.  He did not have to have a pacemaker, and 

manages his heart rate with medication.  Yes it needs to be readjusted 

from time to time.  Despite his resistance, he does wear a bicycle 

helmet now.  Someone got it for him well before Christmas I think.  He 

still rides his bike, but more carefully these days. After having that 

experience Dad knows that he is not immortal. 

 It’s funny today is the first Sunday of the football season, and like 

every year I have been following the preseason.  Of course there are 

injuries and guys coming off of injuries and wild speculation when a 

player will return and how physically able they will be when they do 

return.  My favorite part about those injury reports is when the ESPN 
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reporter says that the team doctor has announced that so-and-so is 

“day to day.”  The existentialist in me has to smirk at that line.  

Sometimes I will even say to the fellow on TV, “Guess what buddy, all of 

us are day-to-day!”  Regardless of whether or not you have a knee 

injury, your life is day-to-day and not to be taken for granted. 

 My Dad knows that now.  That moment when he fell in the ditch 

was a very anxious time for him, to say the least.  Although he is too 

macho to admit it, he had to be scared when he felt his heart racing 

while he was on his bike.  Maybe he was scared when the first doctor 

came in and said, “I can’t get you the help you need.  You need to go to 

Toledo.”  That indicates a level of seriousness about his condition that I 

am sure ratcheted up the anxiety right then.  But from that moment of 

fear, he showed the courage to embark on a journey of self-discovery.  

My Dad saw his life differently after that.  He understood how he 

needed to take care of himself; something many of us had been on him 

for some time to do.  But it couldn’t come from someone else, that 

insight was the ruby slippers he had to discover for himself. 

 None of us like being anxious and afraid.  It is no fun by any 

stretch of the imagination.  But what defines us as human beings is how 

we act in the face of fear.  Do we get reactive and fall into a data addict 

mode that just keeps acquiring information like some hoarder who 
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can’t stockpile enough bottle caps in their living room?  Or do we take 

that moment of fear and anxiety and try to work with it to discover 

something new about ourselves?  The latter is possible but it requires 

one key ingredient: courage.  Courage is feeling fear and moving 

beyond it to a vision of hope. 

Courage is our theme in this month of September.  That means 

that as a congregation we will be exploring what courage means to you 

and to me.  What it looks like to exhibit courage.  We will be talking 

about it in our Connection Circles, you see in your order of service the 

spiritual homework that has some practical exercises around courage, 

and the sermons this month will all deal with the topic of courage.  That 

collective focus speaks to the importance of courage in our spiritual 

lives. 

 May we find courage within ourselves to feel fear but not be stuck 

by it.  May we seek meaning before information.  And may we sense 

the invitation toward self-understanding in every moment of fear and 

anxiety that comes our way.  Amen Blessed Be. 


