No Fear in Love

	When I was growing up, I was taken to a mainline Protestant church at least three times a week to learn about God. The beliefs of this particular denomination emphasized guilt, shame, and sin. We were regularly admonished to repent of a long list of sins, most of which a child couldn’t even begin to understand—you probably know the ones I mean. From a very early age, my understanding of God was one of learned fear.
	Add to that, I grew up in a home that was ruled by fear and punishment. Within the dysfunction of our family, I was the self-appointed “nurse”. I thought it was my job to fix, smooth over, and reconcile the emotional conflicts that divided our house—an impossible task for a child, at best a daunting challenge for an adult. In one of the devotional books that my beloved father read and made notes in over the years, on the page for his birthday, he wrote these words, “I pray for our family—for peace, harmony, love, and reconciliation.” 
	It was not until some time later in life that I first heard the word grace. As it happens, from a United Methodist minister, Dr. Leighton Farrell, who would one day become my husband. I listened carefully as he explained with personal understanding and deep theological conviction the meaning of God’s grace—God’s love unearned, unmerited, and undeserved. 
	After years of conditioning in fear and repentance, it was slow work for my wounded, damaged soul to grasp the concept of grace. The idea of unconditional love as a gift of love from the One who is love was almost inconceivable.
Some of us live through grief with a fair amount of equanimity, while many live with the kind of chronic fear that teeters on despair. Some live with the kind of low-grade fear that makes us habitually defensive. When we grieve, sometimes we are ambushed by short episodes of fear that threaten to be our complete undoing. Fear threatens our calm. Fear toys with our emotional equilibrium. Fear delights in our quiet desperation. Grief, fear, love—strange bedfellows indeed.
	When death upends our world, everything changes. Nothing is ever again the same. The precarious balance between fear and love sparks our worst fears. We have countless, sometimes nameless questions—for some there will be answers, for others not. Fear thrives on the underside of the unknown. 
The dilemma of grief is whether we succumb to fear and live in darkness or whether we find within God’s grace the perfect love that cast out fear.  Over the years I have come to love and appreciate both the logic and the wisdom of this scripture, “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love” (1 John 4:18 NRSV). 
	In our darker moments of pain and sorrow it is not unusual to feel that the death of one we love is a punishment. This was my knee-jerk spiritual reaction when my husband died. For a long time, I had the very real sense that I was being punished. Because of my upbringing, I was well-acquainted with the consequences of imperfect love. For a long while I struggled to embrace the biblical truth that God does not punish us, that illness, accidents, and death are not personal. 	  
	Many who grieve are emotionally conflicted after the death of one they love, especially when fear and love co-exist in a relationship. If we assess the damage to our heart and soul and rely on God for healing and wholeness, over time we are able to deconstruct the wall of fear we so carefully erect to protect us from punishment. In doing so, we open ourselves to a different kind of love, a more perfect and courageous love than we have ever before known. 
	Perfect love casts out fear. If you have ever had a child or held a child or you are grieving an infant or a child, you know first-hand that children are not born with fear. You have felt the sweet breath of God’s perfect love, the unconditional love of an innocent child that trusts completely without so much as a whisper of fear. This is about as close to perfect love as any of us will ever experience on this side of heaven. This is God’s love, the fearless love with which we are born, the perfect love that speaks heart to heart and binds our soul together forever with those we love. The perfect love of God comforts us in our grief and assures us of life after death.
We are created by God to live in the kind of perfect love that casts out fear. We are not intended to live in fear or with fear that is left over from the past. This is the faith part of the journey through grief—the stretching, trying, seeking part that makes us better because we dare to pursue the hope and joy of fearless love. 
Our ongoing quest for perfection in love inspires us to live on, without the daily presence of the one we love and now grieve. We are to “go on toward perfection” (Hebrews 6:1 NRSV) and live in the perfect love of God’s divine presence and limitless grace, “And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love” (1 Corinthians 13:13 NRSV).
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