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OUR FEARS AND OUR FAILURES

(A Communion Sermon)

There is a story, perhaps apocryphal, which tells us that in the
presence of Queen Elizabeth, Sir Walter Raleigh once scratched with a

diamond on a windowpane the words "Fain would I climb, yet fear I to

fall."

The Queen is supposed to have added beneath, "If thy heart

fail thee, climb not at all."

When I first read the quotation from Raleigh I was inclined to

alter it:

"Often would I attempt, save for fear of failing."

If the

story is true then Sir Walter was expressing what must be a universal
emotion when men and women are confronted with certain difficult

situations. If the fear which possesses us is great enough it will
often prevent us from acting at all, and if we do act that feeling of
fear may cause such a lack of confidence as to permit us to accomplish
much less than our highest potential.

Our failures are often directly

related to our fears.

Boswell, in his Life of Johnson says of the Emperor, Charles V,
that when he read upon the tombstone of a Spanish nobleman, "Here lies
one who never knew fear," replied wittily, "Then he never snuffed a
candle with his fingers."

There are of course many kinds of fears.
real; some are small and irrational.

Some are large and

Some people are indeed afraid

of snuffing a candle with their fingers, or of receiving small electric
shocks, or of speaking before groups of people. Concerning the latter,

I have always felt that the group had more to fear than the speaker,
but it is a fear all have known who have ever spoken to any group.
In my own case it has never completely vanished.

Then there are the phobias; fear of high places, fear of the
water, fear of elevators, fear of certain animals, fear of being closed
up in a small place, and the list is almost endless. As we have already
said, some of our fears are rational and some are irrational, but all
can be very real, and whether they be one or the other, they can keep
us from success and be the cause of many of our failures.
II

Now I would like to point out that there is one kind of fear that

is good.

It can itself banish many of the fears which are not good.

One can read about this kind in the Bible and no doubt it has caused
some confusion and difficulty to very sincere people. Fear is some
times recommended in the scriptures. In the Old Testament we are

reminded that, "Fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom", and over
and over again the Hebrews were admonished to fear the Lord.

