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Anxious Courage
Rev. Joe Cleveland
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs
October 8, 2017

“Courage does not ask us to stop trembling; it asks us to find ways to incorporate our 
trembles into our dance.”1

How long does it take you to think of something which for you is a source of 
anxiety?  Point two eight seconds or something?

I don’t know about you, but I don’t need any more reasons to be anxious.
  

The shooting at the country music festival in Las Vegas with 58 dead and almost 
500 wounded.  In addition to mourning the dead, what makes me anxious is the 
reminder of how easy it is for people to get guns in this country.

And then there’s Hurricane Nate hitting the central Gulf coast around midnight 
last night.  And before Nate: Maria, Irma, Harvey.  O, Puerto Rico!

Affordable Care Act rules requiring employers to provide employees with birth 
control coverage without co-payments were removed Friday, part of the current 
administration taking another step of breaking down the separation of Church and 
State.  If your employer has religious objection to providing birth control coverage, 
apparently now it’s ok for them to decide not to provide it.  This will hit the lives of all 
of us, but perhaps the lives of poor women and women of color the hardest.  According 
to the chief medical officer of Planned Parenthood, Raegan McDonald-Mosley, access to 
contraceptives has resulted in “the lowest rate of unintended pregnancy in 30 years, the 
lowest rate of pregnancy among teenagers ever and the lowest rate of abortion since 
Roe v. Wade was decided.”  But I guess that’s enough of that.2

The Attorney General has issued a directive that if an employer believes their 
religious freedom is being violated because they are being asked to employ LGBT 
people or serve LGBT people as customers or for any other reason the business person 
thinks their religious freedom is being imposed upon, well, now federal agencies are 
instructed to “do as much as possible to accommodate” the claims of such employers or 
business people.  

Then there is the specter of nuclear war being raised with North Korea.  And the 
data breach at Equifax.  And this week we learned it wasn’t the data of a third of yahoo 
users that was breached—it was all of them.  
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And deportations. And white nationalists marching through the streets. And 
when I got home from The worship service last Sunday, I discovered that there was a 
hole in the seat of my trousers!

These are anxious times.  

The anxiety memoirist Scott Stossel notes that
“According to the National Institute of Mental Health, some forty million 
Americans, nearly one in seven of us, are suffering from some kind of anxiety 
disorder at any given time…”3

Those numbers are a couple years old or so.  I can’t imagine the numbers have 
decreased.  Quoted this past summer in the New York Times, Stossel says: 

“There is widespread inequality of wealth and status, general confusion over 
gender roles and identities, and of course the fear, dormant for several decades, 
that ICBMs will rain nuclear fire on American cities. […] The silver lining for 
those with nervous disorders is that we can welcome our previously non-
neurotic fellow citizens into the anxious fold.”4

Alex Williams is the reporter who quoted Stossel, and Williams observes that:
“… anxiety is starting to seem like a sociological condition […]: a shared cultural 
experience that feeds on alarmist CNN graphics and metastasizes through social 
media.”5

There are so many ways that we humans have constructed our world that seem to 
promote and encourage anxiety.  

I think I need to ask a fundamental question at this point:  What is anxiety?  
Someone named Chip Conley wrote a book a few years ago using the language of math 
to describe emotions.  The book is called Emotional Equations and here’s the formula for 
anxiety, should you want to create some:  Anxiety = Uncertainty x Powerlessness.  If we 
don’t know what is going on and feel that we have no control over the situation, we will 
feel anxious.  

I spent a lot of time one summer in the emergency department of a hospital 
working as a chaplain.  I saw people who were shot and people who had just had an 
accident on their motorcycle.  Traumatic stuff.  But in some ways, those cases weren’t as 
difficult as others because the injury was pretty clear and the doctors could exert some 
degree of control over the situation, or at worst, knew where their ability to control the 
situation ended.  Sometimes the difficult cases were the ones that were less dramatic.  
The ones where you weren’t sure what was going on.  Doctors and nurses and others 
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were asking questions, drawing blood, listening to your heart with stethoscopes or 
wires.  The patient felt sick, uncomfortable, something, but it wasn’t clear what was 
going on.  And it could feel like you didn’t know what to do.  You just had to sit there 
and wait and hope that some clarity came soon.

For the Danish Christian philosopher Soren Kierkegaard, it’s our ability to contemplate 
that leads to the fact that anxiety is central to human nature.

Alan Watts, one of the main importers of Buddhism to the U.S., what we 
contemplate and what we’re uncertain about is the future.  We know we are mortal 
beings and that our life will come to an end, but will I be happy?  Getting fixated on the 
future—on what isn’t but might be and so on an illusion, an abstraction, Watts argues, 
and so is not a recipe for happiness.  It’s a recipe for anxiety.  So to let go of anxiety, 
Watts (and many others now) advocates the practice of meditation to practice living in 
the moment, to practice being present to the present moment, and let go of the fixation 
on the future.  

For theologian and ethicist Reinhold Niebuhr anxiety is fundamental to human 
nature, too.  But Instead of human nature having a tendency to fixate on an abstract 
future, as Niebuhr understands it, anxiety is part of being human because to be human 
is to be both finite and infinite.  On the one hand, humans are creatures of nature, 
dependent on a range of natural processes for their existence.  To be a finite creature of 
nature is to participate in those processes.  On the other hand, humans have a 
awareness of those processes.  We are finite beings and yet we know we are finite beings 
so we break out of the limits of the finite into the infinite.  And this is the situation, the 
condition Neibuhr names “anxiety.” At one point Neibuhr explains it like this, and I’ll 
retain the gendered language he uses:  “Since he is involved in the contingencies and 
necessities of the natural process on the one hand and since, on the other, he stands 
outside of them and foresees their caprices and perils, he is anxious.”   And this state of 6

anxiety, this part of the nature of being human, Neibuhr asserts is the ground for both 
human creativity and sin.  For Neibuhr, the main way we can go wrong through pride: 
treat yourself as not finite, not dependent—it’s all about me, I don’t need you, you bend 
to my will. (This seems like a stereotypically male way of going bad.)  The way of faith 
is to realize the possibility of human life by submitting to the will of God.  Neibuhr 
says, “there is always the possibility that faith would purge anxiety of the tendency 
toward sinful self-assertion. The ideal possibility is that faith in the ultimate security of 
God’s love would overcome all immediate insecurities of nature and history.”   (I 7
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wonder how Neibuhr would have reformulated this if he was not a man in mid-
twentieth century U.S. society.)

Overcoming all immediate insecurities of nature and history sounds pretty nice 
to me.  There are all sorts of things I’m worried and anxious about nature and history 
and people and the earth, and it would be great not to be worried about climate change 
and transphobia and racism and repressive religious dogma trying to make its way into 
the laws of the land.  

But I am worried and anxious.  And maybe I don’t want to give up these 
anxieties.  Scott Stossel wrote a memoir about living with a significant anxiety disorder.  
At times it is a harrowing ride—even the description of him sweating and stumbling 
through his wedding is shocking.  But at one point he shares something his wife said:

“I hate your anxiety,” she said, “and I hate that it makes you unhappy. But 
what if there are things that I love about you that are connected to your anxiety? 
What if,” she asked, getting to the heart of the matter, “you’re cured of your 
anxiety and you become a total jerk?” 

I suspect I might—because it may be that my anxiety lends me an 
inhibition and a social sensitivity that make me more attuned to other people 
and a more tolerable spouse than I otherwise would be.8

Stossel notes that apparently there is a high divorce rate among fighter pilots.  He 
speculates that the low anxiety level a good fighter pilot has may be tied to a greater 
lack of awareness about or sensitivity to their partner’s thoughts and feelings.  In 
contrast, 

“Anxious people, because they are vigilantly scanning the environment for 
threats, tend to be more attuned than adrenaline junkies to other people’s 
emotions and social signals.”9

Anxiety can be debilitating and I don’t think that a life dictated to by anxiety, a 
life centered on anxiety would be especially livable. But I am wondering if the total 
absence of anxiety would be totally good.  

My colleague the Rev. Marisol Caballero believes that “Courage requires both 
vulnerability and careful strategy.”  When she, a person of color, is in mostly-white 
company, she is constantly calibrating how vulnerable she will allow herself to be and 
in what way she’ll be present in interactions and conversation.  And she describes the 
courage she hopes for in her white community members:
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Courage is not becoming defensive, or insisting upon being viewed as an 
individual when the privileges of membership in a dominant group are brought 
to light. Rather, courage recognizes that growth insists on a willingness to be 
utterly transformed.

Courage is not believing that anyone is “helping” or coming to “the assistance 
of” members of marginalized groups. Rather, it is recognizing that the need to 
play savior comes from societal brainwashing caused by systems that convince 
some they are superior over others.  

Courage is seeking one’s own liberation from these lies, knowing it will require 
a relinquishment of power and an admittance that they’ve been bamboozled. 
Courage does not require perfection from us, or air-tight plans, or even 
expertise.

[…]

Courage does not ask us to stop trembling; it asks us to find ways to incorporate 
our trembles into our dance.10

I watched the Ken Burns and Lynn Novice film The Vietnam War, all 18 hours of 
it.  The last scene ends, the writer Tim O’Brien has been reading a passage from “The 
Things They Carried”, and then the credits roll and the song they choose for the big 
finish is the Beatles, “Let It Be.”  It was a very powerful moment for me, listening to that 
song and watching the slideshow of pictures and reflecting back on all the many and 
difficult stories in film.  And then I wondered: why did this song work so well for me in 
this moment?  Paul McCartney is singing about troubled times and cloudy nights and 
what are the words of wisdom, the answer that we hear?  Let it be.  I think of it this way 
and it can sound a little defeatist.  Don’t do anything?  Just leave things the way they 
are?  Just let it be?  Well, it is true that I can’t fix anything about the Vietnam War.  I can’t 
just assert the story I’d like it to have been on all the many and conflicting stories that it 
is.  In that sense, I do just have to let it be.  

The point isn’t to try to stop trembling.  The point also isn’t to let anxiety alone 
tell or dictate the story.  Anxiety is part of dance of life.  Rev. Caballero shares this short 
prayer from the poet Gloria Anzaldúa:
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“Though we tremble before uncertain futures, may we meet illness, death, and 
adversity with strength.  May we dance in the face of our fears.”11

May it be so.
Amen.
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