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PREFACE

I remember being thirteen years old and, as a requirement
for confirmation class, having to memorize the Twenty-Third
Psalm. I was in eighth grade, and in addition to taking confirmation class I was making my way through The Lord of
the Rings for the first time. So, every Sunday evening, as my
parents drove me to the church, I would be reading Tolkien in
the back seat.
The thematic confluence between these two activities occurred when the journey of Frodo and Samwise through the
dark paths of Mordor met the refrain of the psalmist, “Yea,
though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I
will fear no evil: for thou art with me” (Ps. 23:4 KJV). My
aspirational teenage heart wanted to be heroic like Frodo and
Sam, yet it knew that any real-life version of the journey to
destroy the ring of power could easily become a road map to
failure and hurt. In that space of teenage aspiration and fear,
the words of the psalmist spoke to my anxieties, and they have
stayed with me like a companion ever since. If Frodo and Sam
could be sustained by courage, friendship, a bit of magic, and
the background machinations of Gandalf, then surely I could
be sustained by friendship with the God who is “with me.”
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Preface

Perhaps no other biblical verse can claim as much cultural
ubiquity as Psalm 23:4. But it misses, perhaps, one aspect of
fear—that fear is not only what we feel when passing through
the valley of the shadow of death; it is one of the causes of the
valley of the shadow of death. Pope Francis succinctly summarizes this deadly power of fear:
Fear . . . is fed, manipulated. . . . Because fear is . . . good business for those who trade in weapons and death, it weakens
us, throws us off balance, breaks down our psychological and
spiritual defenses, anaesthetizes us to the sufferings of others,
and in the end makes us cruel. When we . . . see that war is preferred to peace, when we see the spread of xenophobia, when
we realize that intolerant ideas are gaining ground, behind that
burgeoning cruelty is the cold breath of fear.1

This cold breath of fear, this “valley of the shadow of death,”
makes itself known in various ways in our lives. My valley is
inhabited by a low underbrush of anxiety about the well-being
of my family, especially as I imagine the future for my children; it is populated by vines of trepidation for friends and
acquaintances who by virtue of their race, religion, immigration status, sexual orientation, or gender identity face threats
that they should not have to face; my valley of the shadow of
death is overarched by trees whose limbs twist and turn with
the menace of global threats—climate change, warfare, water
crises, disease, and poverty; and snaking through my valley is
a disorienting and disempowering mist that makes it hard to
find my next steps.
Twelve years have passed since the first edition of this book
was published, and the culture of fear is as pervasive as ever.
The chief objects of fear have shifted, though some perennial
fears simply take on new forms over time. As I write this, a
global pandemic has struck much of the world, creating fear of
12
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contagion and death as well as worry about the consequences of
economic shutdown. The trauma of September 11 has waned
over two decades, but Muslims and Arab nations remain, for
some, sources of anxiety. Much of the political fear in the US
and Europe focuses on immigration, national identity, and economic globalization. The fears of some about immigrants are
met by the fears of others about nationalism. Climate change
anxiety deepens as we watch sea levels rise and experience extreme weather patterns. Some parents continue to worry about
vaccinations, while others worry that unvaccinated children
will bring a recurrence of diseases we thought were behind
us. Every December, conspiracy theorists raise alarms about a
“war on Christmas.”
As president, Donald Trump has proven to be a master manipulator of fear. In fact, he admits that stoking fear is part of
his political strategy. “Real power is—I don’t even want to use
the word—fear,” he told Bob Woodward and Robert Costa in
an interview.2 He was, knowingly or not, echoing Machiavelli’s
advice to rulers that it is better to be feared than loved. But
Trump’s audacious and unscrupulous manipulation of fear
makes Machiavelli look moderate.
As I edited this revised edition, I paid attention to the fact
that my audience does not consist only of those whose status
yields the safety necessary to worry about being too afraid.
Since this book first came out, I have spoken to faith communities, civic groups, and universities on the topic of fear and faith.
In doing so, I became aware that my talks were assuming an
audience of people like me—those whose lives were relatively
safe but who could be caught up in manufactured or excessive
fear that would lead us from the good God intends for us. I
wasn’t aware of how the talks might be heard by a different
audience until I was speaking to a group of Muslims at an Islamic Center near Toronto. As I moved into my presentation,
I sensed that the talk was missing its mark, that this audience
13
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needed to hear something different. They were not in a relatively safe place where they needed to be aware of false fears;
they were actually in a precarious place because they were the
feared ones whose lives had become less secure. The perspective of the scapegoat and the marginalized was on my mind as
I reworked this text.
Both the fearful and the feared share the threat of being
overwhelmed by the cultural anxiety that constricts our lives,
threatens our solidarity, and makes us less than we could be.
“There are always real dangers in the world, sufficient to their
day,” the novelist Marilynne Robinson reminds us. “Fearfulness obscures the distinction between real threat on one hand
and on the other the terrors that beset those who see threat
everywhere.”3 This book is an attempt to help us parse this
distinction. It is also, and perhaps most importantly, a book
about hope. But to get to hope we have to pass through fear.
We can’t avoid it or deny it. And we have to understand where
fear comes from if we are going to resist its control.
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1
Fear for Profit
Do not be afraid. We live in a time when this biblical refrain
cannot be repeated too often. Among all the things the church
has to say today, this may be the most important. No one has
to be convinced that we live in fearful times, though we are not
always sure what we should be afraid of and why. We suspect
that our fears make us vulnerable to manipulation, but we find
it hard to quell the fear long enough to analyze how it is being
produced and directed for the benefit of others.
Using fear to gain power, make money, or win converts has a
long pedigree. The object of fear almost seems an afterthought.
The key move is to exaggerate a real threat or construct an artificial threat that can then siphon people’s energy, money, and
loyalty toward a person, product, or cause that can make us feel
safe again. The “again” is important since the most effective
fearmongering conjures nostalgia for an imaginary time when
“we” were all safe. For this to work, the threat has to be minimal
though not nonexistent, since there needs to be a spark of fear
to be fanned. The object of fear is often a threatening other, and
15
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all that is needed to ignite the spark is one high-profile event
that causes harm or destruction. For instance, in the United
States, leaders have stoked unreasonable levels of fear toward
Latinx immigrants, Muslims, Black men, and, in generations
past, communists, Irish, Italians, Germans, Catholics, Jews,
and Mormons. Sometimes the exaggerated fear is not directed
at people but cultural or technological advances (remember
when your cell phone was going to give you cancer if you held
it too close to your ear or kept it in your pants pocket?).
In each case, fear is either misdirected or exaggerated for the
sake of someone who will profit from the perception of insecurity. But what if the path out of fear is not through power but
trust, not through strength but vulnerability? What if a risk-free
life can only be purchased by trading our best aspirations for
our basest inclinations?
Fearful Parenting
My wife and I experienced a new level of fear when we had
our first child. Eager to master this new challenge, we took
to the books soon after learning Demery was pregnant. From
What to Expect When You’re Expecting to Husband-Coached
Childbirth, we investigated what the experts were saying. We
quickly realized we were in territory littered with land mines.
From pregnancy to parenting, we wanted to do the right thing
in a situation where it was no longer self-evident what the
“right thing” was. Should we have the baby at home with a
midwife? Should we hire a doula to assist my wife and attend
to her comfort? Should we take advantage of the full medical
and technological capacities of the modern hospital, trusting
ourselves to well-trained doctors and nurses? If so, should we
allow the doctors to give medications that might facilitate
a quicker, less painful birth? Then again, such drugs might
lengthen labor and be dangerous for the baby. How would we
16
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know? The uncertainty quickly turned to fear that we might
make the wrong decision.
Where once it was enough to listen to the wisdom handed
down from one mother to the next, it had become important
to consult an array of experts. The modern world had taught
us to trust the professionals and to distrust hand-me-down
advice, yet our postmodern ethos had taught us that even the
expert opinion is not immune to overstatement, blind spots,
and self-interest. So where did that leave us? We were too savvy
to go back to Mom and Grandma and ask them how to raise
our children. Yet neither could we pull a copy of Dr. Spock or
Dr. Sears off the shelf and trust that this expert had properly
and sufficiently mapped the terrain of childbirth and parenting.
Parenting is an arena of fear and anxiety in part because
family life in general lacks cultural consensus about norms and
standards. It’s not just that we don’t know if we’re “getting it
right,” but that we don’t even know what “right” would look
like. And while experts can be very helpful in certain cases
(I’m happy to go to a medical expert when my child is sick),
when the experts disagree we are left with an uncertainty that
magnifies fear.
In the absence of agreement about “good parenting,” we
find solace in “safe parenting.” We don’t let the nurses take
our baby to the hospital nursery, because we’ve heard stories of
babies getting mixed up or even stolen. Sure, it’s unlikely, but it
happens—we saw it on the news. And what about vaccinations?
Can they cause autism? Wasn’t there a Miss America candidate
who became deaf because of a vaccination? (The answers to the
last two questions are No and No.) We baby-proof the house
with the latest safety products. We worry about toxins in our
foods and plastic bottles. Ordinary living becomes fraught with
reminders of extraordinary dangers.
Even sleeping poses a threat. The SIDS (Sudden Infant Death
Syndrome) awareness campaign has undoubtedly done good
17
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things, but it has also extended our fearfulness into a time when
we should find rest. As Frank Furedi, a sociologist at the University of Kent, notes, “The relentless publicity that surrounds crib
death produces anxieties that are completely disproportionate to
the scale of the problem.”1 When my wife and I became parents
in 1999, the SIDS rate had fallen by over 50 percent since 1983.
And from 1990 to 2017, the rate in the United States dropped
further from 130 deaths to 35 deaths per 100,000 live births.2
The SIDS Institute describes the syndrome as “very rare,” yet for
many parents the anxiety about SIDS far exceeds its likelihood.
In the midst of these fears, the marketplace steps forward to
offer solutions—for a price. Child safety has become a lucrative
industry in part because legitimate fears are heightened and manipulated. When good parenting is replaced by safe parenting,
child rearing is easily captured by consumption—we may not
be able to buy goodness, but we can buy safety. And if a given
product claims to make your child safer, how do you refrain
from buying it without seeming to say, “I’m not interested in
my child’s safety”? Yet where does it end? Being locked in a
padded room is very safe, but it’s hardly a life.
The themes of risk, safety, and the limits of parental control
show up in the Pixar film Finding Nemo. Having lost his wife
and a nestful of eggs to a shark attack, the clownfish Marlin makes it his mission to preserve his only remaining child,
Nemo, from all danger. At one point he says to his friend Dory:
“I promised him I’d never let anything happen to him.” To
which Dory replies, “Huh. That’s a funny thing to promise.”
“What?” “Well, you can’t ‘never let anything happen to him.’
Then nothing would ever happen to him. Not much fun for
little [Nemo].”3 At some point our preoccupation with safety
can get in the way of living full lives. Fear can poison a host of
good and life-giving activities that we once took for granted,
like taking a walk in the woods, playing in the sun, or swimming in the ocean.
18
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The problem with these fears is not that they lack any basis in
reality, but that we can become so overwhelmed by unlikely dangers that our parenting energy goes into avoiding threats rather
than seeking healthy growth. We direct our energy toward a
minimalist credo: “Allow no harm.” But it is not enough just
to keep our children safe. Their physical safety is a backdrop
against which we as parents need to help them discover the joy
of living, the thrill of new experiences, a robust engagement
with the world around them, a dynamic relationship with the
God who made them. All of this can easily be squelched when
we parent out of fear. Parents need to create space for our
children to explore and take risks in the process of growing,
learning, and developing. We want our children to grow into
adults who are expansive and generous rather than fearful and
constricted, yet the culture of fear routinely squelches such an
extravagant embrace of life.
As an antidote to fearful parenting, a “free-range kids”
movement has emerged. In contrast to the helicopter parents
who hover to keep all harm at bay, these parents are trying to
give kids space to explore, make mistakes, and discover their
freedom. Lenore Skenazy ignited the conversation by writing
about her decision to let her nine-year-old ride the subway alone
in New York City.4 To fearful parents, such behavior seemed
reckless, and she heard all about why she was a bad parent. But
her message has resonated with many and created a healthy
conversation about the right balance of risk and safety in good
parenting.5
Marketing, Media, and Fear
The fears associated with childhood and parenting are only one
subset of the broader anxiety that assails us. Fear has long been
a profitable sidekick for marketers and news agencies. When
Newsweek publishes an article titled “That Little Freckle Could
19
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Be a Time Bomb,”6 and when local news anchors lead into
stories with the words, “Why drinking too much water could
send you to the emergency room,”7 we can be sure that fear has
become a bottom-line issue. We are surrounded by fear to the
extent that we are surrounded by people who profit from fear.
This may help explain why our fears do not often correspond
to the actual level of risk. For instance, Furedi observes, “Far
more people die from an inadequate diet than from the widely
publicized presence of toxic residues in food. . . . Clearly, the
risks that kill you are not necessarily the ones that provoke and
frighten you.”8 According to the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, the top two causes of death in the United States
by far are heart disease and cancer.9 Yet these are not what we
are most afraid of, or at least not in the same way we are afraid
of immigrants, terrorists, pedophiles, road rage, school shootings, plane wrecks, risky strangers, and killer bees.10
Although we are in a time of heightened fear, our world is
no more dangerous now than fifty, a hundred, or a thousand
years ago. The dangers have changed—no one had to worry
about plane crashes a hundred and fifty years ago—but in general we (at least “we” in the developed world) are living longer,
healthier lives than ever before.11 Consider how many serious
illnesses, such as polio and smallpox, have been eradicated or
significantly diminished in the last century. Those who think
air travel has increased our risk should consider the dangers
associated with traveling long distances by horse and buggy.
Those who think youth are more violent today than ever should
know that in 1850 New York City recorded over two hundred
gang wars, most fought by adolescent boys.12 Our present dangers are for the most part perennial dangers. Yet we imagine
ourselves to be more threatened than ever.
Over the last quarter century, the rates of violent and property crime in the US have fallen over 50 percent. Yet surveys
show that public perceptions of crime do not track with the
20
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data. Year after year, more than half of Americans believe that
crime rates are rising even as they decline.13 What accounts for
this perception? One possible answer is what communications
scholar George Gerbner called the “mean world syndrome.”
In his years of research on television violence, he found not so
much a direct link between TV violence and real-world violence
as a link between TV violence and exaggerated fear. Because
we witness so much brutality, both on TV dramas and on news
programs, we come to believe that the world is a scary and
ominous place filled with violent predators. “Our surveys tell
us,” Gerbner writes, “that the more television people watch,
the more they are likely to be afraid to go out on the street in
their own community, especially at night. They are afraid of
strangers and meeting other people. A hallmark of civilization,
which is kindness to strangers, has been lost.”14 Indeed, it seems
that the real effect of viewing violence is not a direct tendency
to become violent (though that may be the indirect result) as
much as a propensity to become fearful.
Another reason we are a more fearful culture today is that
some people have incentives and means to heighten, manipulate,
and exploit our fears. Fear is a strong motivator, and so those
who want and need to motivate others—politicians, advertisers, media executives, advocacy groups, even the church—turn
to fear to bolster their message. I call this the “fear for profit”
tactic, and it is rampant. We have become preoccupied with
unlikely dangers that take on the status of imminent threats,
producing a culture where fear determines a disproportionate
number of our personal and communal decisions. The sense of
ever-increasing threats can overwhelm our ability to evaluate
and respond proportionately to each new risk; thus, we allow
fear to overdetermine our actions.
TV news, talk radio, and news websites bombard us with
a kind of fearmongering that follows a distinct pattern. First,
they present a hyped-up teaser, usually a variation on the “what
21
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you don’t know might kill you” theme. “Coming up next, the
story of a person who [fill in sensational catastrophe]. Find out
how you can avoid becoming the next victim.” Beginning with
the story of a shocking “real-life” catastrophe, these stories
continue by discussing this danger with a few “specialists” and
end with helpful tips about how the rest of us can avoid this horrible fate. One such episode examined the problem of patients
catching fire on the operating table when a surgical instrument
ignites oxygen from a face mask.15 The story gives the impression that this is a danger that could happen to any of us, yet
this tragedy happens only once out of every 270,000 surgeries
(about 0.0004 percent of the time). Still, we are told that this
happens “more often than you might think”—a claim that is
probably true but only because most of us were unaware that
it happened at all.16 The story creates a false sense of danger
as a way of promoting the program.
Why do marketers and the media like to stir up fear? Fear,
like sex, is one of our basic instincts. Both fear and sex move us
to act; just as sex sells, so does fear. If marketers can tap into our
fear, they can sell us a product to calm it, whether the product
is a news story or an alarm system. While many have argued
that the news media has either a liberal or a conservative bias,
it may be that the bigger problem is the profit-making bias.17
A drive for profit affects both the selection of news stories and
the angle of coverage.
But news programming hasn’t always been driven by profit.
When broadcasting began in the 1930s, the US government
allowed for-profit companies to control the public airwaves.18
There was no US equivalent to Britain’s nonprofit BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation). In return for using a public
resource (the airwaves) for making a private profit, these companies had to show that they were providing a public service.
The FCC could challenge the license of any broadcaster on the
basis of its public service record. Broadcasters were happy to
22
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show that they were losing money on news as a form of public
service (while making loads of money through their other divisions), thus defending against any FCC challenge. But with
the deregulation of broadcasting that began in the 1980s, “the
FCC largely abandoned the practice of challenging licenses on
public service grounds.”19 The rise of competition from cable
companies further contributed to the demand that network
news shows not lose money. Thus, news-for-profit has rapidly
expanded in the last several decades. Corporate owners of news
companies hire consulting firms to conduct surveys and do
market research to determine what stories will boost ratings.
The results are passed along to the news divisions, who are
told, as one executive put it, “what they ought to be covering
and how they ought to be covering it.”20 News that is driven by
a profit motive has to have ratings that can create advertising
revenue. This is achieved through disproportionate coverage
of the sensational and the shocking, which only intensifies our
sense of fear.
Of course, not all of our fears have to do with death and
loss. We also fear failure and rejection. These fears haunt our
relationships and our work lives. We are targeted by advertising that depicts unrealistic body images and then offers to sell
a product that will relieve our fear of inadequacy: buy this
magazine with ten tips for greater beauty, better sex, happier
relationships; buy this diet drink or protein supplement to get
the body you want. In addition, we are sold items that promise
to increase our sense of social worth: buy this car to appear successful; buy this craft beer to prove you have good taste; buy this
phone to impress your friends. The social-media-driven fear of
missing out (FOMO) leads us to compare our experiences with
the carefully curated presentations of our friends and family.
And the more time we spend on social media comparing our
lives to others, the more money those sites make. Marketers
excel at the creation and manipulation of what is “cool,” “hip,”
23
Scott Bader-Saye, Following Jesus in a Culture of Fear
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2020
Used by permission.
_Bader-Saye_FollowingJesusCultureFear_ES_wo.indd 23

7/30/20 1:18 PM

Following Jesus in a Culture of Fear

“sexy,” and “successful,” and in so doing they tap into our fears
of rejection and failure.
Politics and Fear
Perhaps the most pervasive fear-for-profit enterprise is modern
politics. With the first televised debate between Kennedy and
Nixon in 1960, politics in the US changed forever. Campaigns
came to look more and more like advertising, and the same
fear-based strategies were employed by both. Over time the
game plan of many campaigns came to be: if you can’t woo
voters, scare them. A few examples will suffice.
The notorious elect-Dukakis-and-murderers-like-Willie-
Horton-will-roam-the-streets ads during the 1988 presidential campaign exploited fear to bolster George H. W. Bush’s
run. Horton, an African American man, had raped and murdered a White woman while on furlough from prison through
a program put in place while Michael Dukakis was governor
of Massachusetts. The ad painted Dukakis, the Democratic
candidate, as “soft on crime” while exploiting racist stereotypes
of the dangerous Black man and the vulnerable White woman.
Lee Atwater, Bush’s campaign manager, said the goal of the
ad was to “make Willie Horton [Dukakis’] running mate.” He
later apologized, saying that the statement “makes me sound
racist.”21
The fear of crime has long been a mainstay of political campaigning, even when crime rates were dropping and other issues were far more pressing. In the quiet, relatively crime-free
town where I used to live in northeastern Pennsylvania, election
time brought a fear-driven media blitz. As the first Tuesday
of November approached, a spate of television commercials
warned senior citizens about the dangers of crime. The candidates promised to protect seniors through “harsh sentencing”
of offenders. The fact that seniors were being targeted by the
24
Scott Bader-Saye, Following Jesus in a Culture of Fear
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2020
Used by permission.
_Bader-Saye_FollowingJesusCultureFear_ES_wo.indd 24

7/30/20 1:18 PM

Fear for Profi

ads was a bit odd, since Justice Department reports showed
that “people over 65 are less likely than any other age group
to become victims of violent crime.”22 The actual threat did
not correspond to the advertising hype, yet the real point was
clear: seniors vote, and this kind of political advertising sought
to mobilize seniors based on misrepresentations of their peril.
The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, planted fear
at the heart of American politics for the rest of the decade.
They shocked Americans out of the belief that “it could never
happen here.” After the initial astonishment and grief, fear
morphed into anger, and the nation latched onto the rhetoric
of revenge. Though the probability of dying in a terrorist attack on American soil was still incredibly low, the magnitude
of these acts produced a pervasive anxiety that extended far
beyond the actual threat.
Many have suggested that the Bush administration used
the 9/11 strikes as an excuse to pursue initiatives, both foreign
and domestic, that were already on the agenda but would have
lacked public support apart from such a crisis. For instance,
ousting Saddam Hussein had been a goal for some in the Bush
administration prior to 9/11.23 After the attacks, the administration invaded Iraq, despite the fact that Iraq was never directly
linked to the hijackings. In his 2003 State of the Union address,
Bush made the case for war: “Imagine those 19 hijackers with
other weapons and other plans—this time armed by Saddam
Hussein. It would take one vial, one canister, one crate slipped
into this country to bring a day of horror like none we have
ever known. We will do everything in our power to make sure
that that day never comes.”24 Bush implied that Hussein was
behind the September 11 attacks, but by all accounts this was
not true.25 Still, by linking the fear surrounding 9/11 to Hussein, Bush garnered public support for war by transferring our
generalized fear of terror to a specific enemy who, as it turned
out, had no real capacity to threaten the United States.
25
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Of course, both major parties in US politics have used such
tactics. During the 2004 presidential campaign, each party
dressed itself in flag and uniform and portrayed the other party
as dangerous. The Democrats were painted with the “soft-on-
terror” brush, while the Republicans were decried as “reckless
unilateralists.” For a time after 9/11, it seemed that the entire
arena of political conversation was reduced to the topic of security, the new alpha issue of single-issue politics. In 2004, Bill
Clinton proclaimed, “Now, their opponents will tell you we
should be afraid of John Kerry and John Edwards because they
won’t stand up to the terror. Don’t you believe it. Strength and
wisdom are not opposing values. They go hand in hand. They
go hand in hand, and John Kerry has both. His first priority
will be to keep America safe. Remember the scripture, ‘Be not
afraid.’”26 Clinton drew upon the Bible to make his political
claim, but in so doing he implied that overcoming fear had
more to do with electing Kerry than with, say, trusting in God.
Apparently, most Americans didn’t believe him.
During Barack Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign, conspiracy theories emerged that he was a Kenyan-born Muslim.
These charges linked him to a trifecta of cultural fears: Black
men, immigrants, and Islam. One of the most prominent voices
in perpetrating these falsehoods was Donald Trump, whose
capacity to spread lies and fear only increased once he took
the White House in 2016. He became the fearmonger in chief.
His go-to strategy has been to stoke fear of immigrants. In one
of his oft-quoted rants, Trump declared, “When Mexico sends
its people, they’re not sending their best. . . . They’re sending
people that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those
problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing
crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.”27
He has, at various times, described immigrants as criminals,
rapists, invaders, and animals, creating the false impression
that immigrants increase the crime rate—which is statistically
26
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untrue—and seeking to unite supporters against a common
(false) enemy.28 The border wall that he proposed during his
campaign remains an icon of his fear-based presidency. And, to
move from the malevolent to the ridiculous, Trump has argued
that reliance on wind power is dangerous and naïve because
one day the wind is going to stop blowing.29 Trump is very
good at making his supporters afraid of whatever issue or person he currently opposes—sometimes through lies, sometimes
through ignorance, sometimes through exaggeration. But in
each case, he puts on display the power of fear to produce
political capital.
Fear in Church
We have to add one more group to the list of those who use
fear to consolidate power and influence opinion. As Episcopal
bishop Paul Marshall observes, “Religious groups are particularly vulnerable to the kind of demagoguery that creates and
capitalizes on fear. Many private religious empires in America
have been built by religious entrepreneurs who play to people’s
fears. The airwaves are full of them.”30 Indeed, two favorite
tools of evangelism have been the fear of hell and fear of the
sword. The conquistadores notoriously converted indigenous
peoples in Central and South America at sword point, and
evangelists in the revivalist tradition have made ample use of
hell to scare people into heaven.
Case in point, the website FearGod.com sells “Fear God”
T-shirts promoting “shirt evangelism.”31 The site boasts: “The
Fear God line of shirts contains bold scriptural truths. You
won’t be able to wear one of these shirts without telling someone about Jesus!” One shirt, sporting a skull with “666” imprinted on the forehead, warns, “It Is a Dreadful Thing to Fall
into the Hands of the Living God: Repent or Perish.” Ironically,
the website suggests that wearing these shirts will draw “the
27
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lost” into conversations about God, because “people are more
willing to listen when they are not threatened”! Such evangelistic products reflect the worst melding of Christianity and
the market—using fear to gain religious and financial profit
at the same time.
In many ways, the Christian subculture of books, music, concerts, festivals, schools, kitsch, and clothing relies on fear. Christian author and church planter Spencer Burke explains: “Believing that the world is an evil place to raise our children, we take a
variety of steps to insulate ourselves from that reality. We watch
Christian videos, read Christian books, and listen to Christian
music. Why? Because we deem these items to be ‘safe.’”32 Some
Christians would rather retreat to a Christ-saturated subculture
than live in a complex, gray-shaded world.33 A favorite slogan
for Christian radio stations is “safe for the whole family.” Such
a tagline may calm fearful listeners, but it hardly reflects the
Jesus who says dangerous things like “take up your cross and
follow me.”
The irony is that Christian subculture reproduces secular
culture at its most problematic: its commitment to defining all
life choices as consumer choices. As we have seen, fear often
drives consumption in the hope that some new product will
make us safer. Christian marketing exploits the same manipulative practices, suggesting that a particular product or a style of
consuming will make us safer. We pretend to risk engagement
with the world by mimicking the culture’s trends in music,
fashion, and technology, when all we are doing is covering the
rough edges of real life with a smooth coat of Jesus.
And the problem is not relegated to conservative Christian
subculture. Barbara Brown Taylor has observed that the church
in all its forms “is a major player in the North American culture of fear. . . . Given the historical dominance of Protestant
Christianity in this country, the popularity of civil religion,
and the wedding of apocalyptic vision with national goals, . . .
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it seems to me that ‘a counter-cultural people of hope’ may
find themselves in the peculiar position of countering their
own local church cultures.”34 This is just as likely to be true of
a mainline congregation as it is of a fundamentalist T-shirt-
selling business.
Christians tempted to give in to fear will find good guidance in the words of Swiss theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar.
“The Word of God guarantees an objective distance from those
Christian prophets of doom, who apply their misplaced melancholy and radicalism to the task of announcing the immediate
and total demise of everything that is of lasting importance
in the Church today.”35 We need a similar kind of “objective
distance” from those in the church who would use fear to shore
up either civil religion or a triumphalist Christian subculture.
Following Jesus
In sum, politicians, media outlets, advertisers, and even religious leaders have a profit motive for exacerbating and sustaining our fears. This profit may come in the form of money,
viewership, filled pews, influence, or power, but in each case
we are encouraged to fear the wrong things or to fear the right
things in the wrong way. Our anxiety drives us to act in ways
that override other moral concerns. We spend our money based
on fear rather than stewardship. We make political decisions
based on fear rather than the common good. We participate
in religious life based on fear rather than love.
We need some clear, sensible reflection on fear—how to acknowledge it without being manipulated by it, how to resist
it without assuming we should (or could) be fearless, how to
receive it as a gift without letting it dominate our lives. This
is especially important among Christians who seek to follow
Jesus, for Jesus does not promise safety. Following the teachings of Jesus will involve risky practices like clothing the naked,
29
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visiting the prisoner, caring for the sick, welcoming the stranger,
and feeding the hungry (Matt. 25:31–46). Following Jesus will
mean walking in the way of the cross, the way of self-giving
love. The apostle Paul describes this vocation in his second letter to the Corinthians: “For while we live, we are always being
given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus may
be made visible in our mortal flesh” (2 Cor. 4:11). Such risky
discipleship is hardly “safe.”
Of course, we have to be careful not to glorify risk, suffering,
or powerlessness in a way that simply reinforces oppression. As
Richard Hays cautions, “The image of the cross should not be
used by those who hold power in order to ensure the acquiescent suffering of the powerless. Instead, the New Testament
insists that the community as a whole is called to follow in
the way of Jesus’ suffering.”36 Christian discipleship will mean
surrendering the power that masquerades as security in order
to love the neighbor and welcome the stranger. It will mean
avoiding the safe path in order to pursue the good. But in a
culture of fear, we find such risks all the more difficult, since
we naturally close in on ourselves when we face danger. How
can we maintain the posture of the open hand toward a world
that scares us? The following chapters will provide resources
for living into the joyful freedom of those children of God who
have put fear in its place.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1. Can you think of ads, political commercials, social
media campaigns, or news stories that create and manipulate fear? Do you think they work? If so, why do
they work?
2. How has fear shaped your life? Do you have memories
of being taught to fear as a child? If so, do you think
30
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these fears taught you to live with proper care, or did
they distort your view of the world?
3. George Gerbner claims that too much TV and news
media creates a “mean world syndrome.” Does this
seem true of your experience or that of people you
know?
4. Make a list of things you fear. Which ones would you
describe as legitimate fears—those that help you avoid
actual, present dangers? Which fears would you describe as constructed or manipulated fears—those that
arise from some outside source (media, religion, politics) that wants to profit from your fear?
5. How can we avoid being manipulated by fearmongering? What tactics of resistance might we employ to
ward off the fearful messages we receive every day?
6. The church has at times used fear of hell as a means
of evangelism (“believe in Jesus, or go to hell”) and as
a way of keeping its members morally upright (“avoid
sin, or you will go to hell”). How might we address
the temptation of the church to use fear to control or
manipulate?
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