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Faint From Fear 

First Sunday in Advent, 11/28/21 

Fans of science fiction, especially a well-written sci-fi magnum opus inspired by Greek 

tragedies, Byzantine politics, and the perils of messianism, monopoly capitalism, and 

religious manipulation, and inspiring increasingly inspired movie series, we have heard 

the following litany: 

"I must not fear. Fear is the mind-killer. 
Fear is the little-death that brings total obliteration. 
I will face my fear. I will permit it to pass over me and through me. 
And when it has gone past, I will turn the inner eye to see its path. 
Where the fear has gone there will be nothing. Only I will remain."1 

 

Or, perhaps, they will better remember a shorter, alternate version:  

"I will not fear. Fear is the mind-killer. 
I will face my fear. I will let it pass through me. 
When the fear has gone, there shall be nothing. 
Only I will remain."  

 

The words are from the “Litany Against Fear” in Frank Herbert’s Dune series, and have 

almost come to have a life of their own, honing to needle’s sharpness the kind of self-

correcting self-awareness people want to turn to in times of crisis and doubt. To have 

ready-to-hand a ritual prayer that can tamp down fear, anxiety, and confusion is wise, 

indeed. I have had many occasions to pray a prayer like this, and to encourage others to 

do so, in moments when they or I would otherwise have been overwhelmed by the 

very real and fearful dangers that loomed over us. President Roosevelt might have been 

correct when he said, at his first inauguration, “The only thing we have to fear is – fear 

itself” but, hearing that, what does one do next? How does one respond to a fear one 

cannot deny or a danger one cannot avoid? The first step is to be centered of mind and 

 
1 “Litany Against Fear,” from Frank Herbert, Dune, as quoted in: 
https://dune.fandom.com/wiki/Litany_Against_Fear. The second one is the litany as used in the miniseries 
Dune and Children of Dune.  

https://dune.fandom.com/wiki/Litany_Against_Fear
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poised of body, Herbert’s characters demonstrate again and again. They might not always 

triumph, but (like Patton’s 3rd Army, and unlike the Detroit Lions’ offense) they rarely 

defeat themselves by unforced errors, silly mistakes, indiscipline, or fear. In a world 

where very little is under our control, having maximal control over what is, over what 

we are and what we do and think about it, is a large part of what makes us human. 

You see, fear, like beauty, is in the mind of the beholder, even if what evokes it is not. 

Therein lies the key to what we should do about both: understand our visceral response, 

control that response with something other than viscera, and then act in whatever way 

best protects us and those whom we care for and love. Jesus, in the apocalyptic passage 

from the Gospel of Luke that we just heard, is trying to convey something of that spirit, 

much as he was in the Thanksgiving gospel. There, he counseled people not to worry 

about what they would drink, or what they would eat or what they would wear. Our 

heavenly father knows we need these things and will not fail to provide them – or will 

he? Far too often people go without, whether because God could not provide or simply 

chose not to, be it because of our sins or (as in the case of Job) his whim.  

In this gospel passage, what we’re told we’re about to go without is not food, drink, or 

raiment, but the world itself – “heaven and earth will pass away” – but do not worry, 

he says, for redemption is at hand. As sure as summer follows springtime, so will 

redemption follow the ending of things as we know them. It will not be long now, so 

master your fear and anxiety about it. Don’t drink or eat your worries away or work 

your beads or do whatever you do to get over it. Be alert so that you might escape the 

dangers and not have them catch you unawares – but how does one escape the eschaton? 

No wonder that “people will faint from fear and foreboding” about this, when everyone 

can see what’s about to happen but no-one who has the power to anything about it also 

has the will. It would be like living on an island threatened by seas rising because the 

rest of humanity has burned so much coal, wood, and oil that it has put more water in 

them, and not be able to convince them to stop or to help to higher ground those who 

will be washed away.  
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As if that could happen. And about this we are not to worry or show fear? 

Jesus in the gospel is telling us “Yes, that’s right.” This is mostly because worry, fear, or 

pain-killing self-indulgence don’t help. Job didn’t do these things; Jeremiah didn’t do 

these things. Don’t you do them, either. “Fear is the mind-killer” – so don’t let it or its 

analogues kill your mind. 

What are we to do instead? What 1st Thessalonians speaks of is a good start: love one 

another, encourage one another to do so, be strengthened in holiness, and act in hope, 

even when you don’t quite know why or what for. Give thanks for those whom you 

would help, especially when their faith wavers and their hearts misgive. Long to be with 

them again and to be of help to them in their time of need. Don’t give up, don’t lose 

heart, don’t give into despair. Think and act so that you can stand blameless before God 

though the world fall. That is, make yourself holy, pure in intent and effect, set apart 

and unsullied by what life brings, or by the awareness of how it ends, and that it ends. 

As Eliot puts it at the end of the 3rd part of the 3rd of Four Quartets, “The Dry Salvages:”  

So Krishna, as when he admonished Arjuna 
On the field of battle. 
Not fare well, 
But fare forward, voyagers. 

 

Just keep on moving; just keep on keeping on. Undertake the perilous quest, uncertain 

of our skill or whether we will succeed or survive. Try not to flee the battle or the 

struggle we cannot avoid; go toward them with the intent to prevail, whether or not we 

make it home. Sail across the proving sea, testing mettle and skill against the indifferent 

powers of the world and our own limits and weaknesses; go boldly where none has gone 

before, or where some have gone before but not returned. Go forth not to conquer or 

to revenge, but to discover, to learn, to grow, and to befriend. Become who we were 

born to be, and do what we were born to do, while time and skill remain. What we 

think about as we do these things, no matter what others do or the result, is what will 

last – that is, as the poem has it: “fructify in the lives of others.” As we sow, so shall we 
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reap, whether it be hope or fear – and so shall they reap who follow us, mindful of and 

shaped by what we have done, and what we have left undone, to the saving or the ruin 

of the world. 

That is, to the saving or the ruin of the lives that are in the world now, and who know 

it. The world, the Earth will go on without us, until the sun expands, and it [the Earth] 

doesn’t anymore. Life will go on without us, there being a great resilience deep down 

things that live, life itself impelling life to begin and begin again, which the creator called, 

from the first day to this, good. But we who now live live for a time only, and must 

make that time as good as it can be, for us and for those with whom we share what the 

poet Geoffrey Hill in “Two Formal Elegies for the Jews of Europe” called, “their best 

of worlds since, on the ordained day, this world went spinning from Jehovah’s hands.”2  

Those who came before us, eager to live in hope and not fear in their own day, sowed 

such seeds as the Great Litany we just sang to bloom in our world no less than in theirs, 

to give shape to their hopes and an anchor to their fears, so that both might turn to 

wisdom. In that wisdom do we list, at length, those dreadful things from which we 

would have the Lord deliver us, that those good things with which we would have the 

Lord bless us and in which inspire us to do all we can, and all we should, to bring good 

upon those who live here, including ourselves.  

Not farewell, but fare forward, voyagers. I must not fear; fear is the mind-killer. When 

my fear is gone, when it has passed through me, I will remain. Heaven and earth will 

pass away, but my words will not pass away, though they faint with fear who fear they 

might. Because that is, because I remain once my fear is gone and because God’s love 

remains though the world be gone, let us love one another, heedless of its cost or of 

who would call it folly, and build ourselves up in faith and hope to stand blameless before 

the Son of Man on that last day when the world of tears and grief shall find its end, and 

we then find the world of joy begin. Amen.  

 
2 See: http://metaphors.iath.virginia.edu/metaphors/18024.  

http://metaphors.iath.virginia.edu/metaphors/18024
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