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“Thanatophobia”

Hebrews 2:14-15

A popular reality show of a few years ago was one called “Fear Factor.” In that show people were challenged to confront the most frightening situations that can come out of the sick minds of television writers! Let me share with you some descriptions of some of the episodes: on one of them contestants have to make their way through an underground maze which features rats, giant tarantulas and two walls of fire. On another a young woman in her bikini is chained to the same showerhead used in Alfred Hitchcock’s movie Psycho, while gallons of blood were poured on her body. And in another a woman is strapped into a spinning wheel wearing a helmet with 75 scorpions in it. What fun!

I never watched the show straight through, but I would say that it did have at least one value, and that is that it certainly placed a value on facing your fears head-on. Too often we let our fears enslave us. In one segment of the comic strip Peanuts, Linus has come up to Lucy’s psychiatric booth and he says, “I’m in sad shape! My life is full of fear and anxiety…The only thing that keeps me going is this blanket…I need help!” Then Lucy responds, “Well, as they say on TV, the mere fact that you realize you need help, indicates that you are not too far gone…I think we had better try to pinpoint your fears…If we can find what it is you’re afraid of, we can label it…Are you afraid of responsibility? If you are, then you have hypengyophobia!” And Linus says, “I don’t think that’s quite it…” Lucy continues: “How about cats? If you’re afraid of cats, you have ailurophobia.” Linus says, “Well, sort of…But I’m not sure…” Lucy continues probing, “Are you afraid of staircases? If you are, then you have climacophobia. Maybe you have Thalassophobia…This is a fear of the ocean, or gephyrophobia, which is fear of crossing bridges…Or maybe you have pantophobia…Do you think you might have pantophobia?” Linus asks, “What’s pantophobia?” “The fear of everything.” “THAT’S IT!” 

Well, few of us have pantophobia, and most of us don’t have any of those other phobias Lucy was talking about. But the Bible speaks of a phobia which many of us probably do have to some degree – “Thanatophobia,” – “fear of death.” “Since, therefore, the children share flesh and blood, he himself likewise shared the same things, so that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death.” 

Now even a person who is a devout Christian with a strong trust in the promise of eternal life, has some fear of death. Personally I like Woody Allen’s classic line, “I’m not really afraid of dying…I just don’t want to be there when it happens.” Most of us have some fear of dying and that is healthy. The problem, however, comes when we let our fear of death enslave us. We are in constant fear of contacting some deadly disease, and we worry over every symptom, real or imaginary. We are afraid to do anything with any degree of risk. And we focus on all the dangers around us. Taken to the extreme, we lose out on much in life, because we are afraid of death – and that is a kind of slavery.

What delivers a person from an enslaving fear of death? One is living a rich and purposeful life. The other is trusting that there is something beyond death. Christ gives us both of these freeing attitudes. Let’s see how.

People who live only for themselves fear death immensely. For such a person, death threatens all that he or she has lived for. And it all goes by so quickly! Like the song Stephanie and Josh sang earlier – it all goes by in a moment: ”Another blink of an eye, 67 is gone, the sun is getting high, we’re moving on.” Even death itself comes and goes in but a moment. If you focus on self, the brevity of it all makes you fearful. But when a person lives their life with a purpose that extends beyond self, when a person lives for an eternal purpose, the situation is different. Sidney Poitier was one of my favorite actors when I was a teenager, and recently he wrote what he called “a spiritual autobiography” entitled The Measure of a Man. In it he wrote, “When I cling to the self, I feel neurotic, alienated, insecure. It’s when I let the self go that I begin to realize how fully a part of this grand scheme I am and will always remain.” 
Leo Buscaglia tells the story of a woman who was told she only had three to four months to live. She was feeling sorry for herself and so Buscaglia wrote her, saying, “…instead of sitting around waiting to die, take full advantage of these few days or few months that you still have and live! See what happens if you do something. Go to Children’s Hospital. In Children’s Hospital there is a ward of little children who are also dying. So visit with the children.”  This the woman did. Buscaglia writes, “The minute she walked in, little kids went up to her and said, ‘Are you gonna die, too?’ No adult was ever daring enough to say such a thing to her. She was not only dying, but she was dying of loneliness. I don’t know why, but she said, ‘Yes, I am.’ A child said, ‘Are you afraid?’ She said, ‘Yes.’ ‘Why are you afraid? You’re gonna go see God.’ And so, the woman  learned from that child. But she also gained from caring for such children. Buscaglia concludes, “The woman is still alive and she’s still working, and I don’t think she’s too worried about when death will come. There’s still something to do.”
I have mentioned before Arthur Ashe, the great tennis star who died back in 1993. He had heart problems and got AIDS as a result of a transfusion during a heart surgery. To tell of his experience he wrote a book he called Days of Grace, a title which reflected that each day he lived, he lived by the grace of God. In his latter years he sought new purpose in life, which he found not only be being a spokesperson on AIDS research, but also by fighting apartheid in South Africa and US policy towards Haitians seeking asylum here. Toward the end of his life he wrote, “I do not brood on the prospect of dying soon. I am not afraid of death…” And later, “My awareness of God’s presence may seem like magic, it may seem to some to be the merest childlike superstition, but it meets my need and is at once the source of my comfort and the heart of my peace.”  

Christ helps us to find the kind of purpose in life that defuses death. What is most frightening is not death, but not living enough of life. Some people go through an entire lifetime and never find what life is. Henry David Thoreau wrote, “Oh God, to have reached the point of death, without ever having lived at all.” That is the true tragedy. 

Freedom from slavery to death also comes from trusting that there is something beyond death. That is what Jesus’ death and resurrection is all about. In Jesus, God took on our humanity, so he would know what it is like to face suffering and death – “Since, therefore, the children share flesh and blood, he himself likewise shared the same things [he took on the same flesh and blood, the same mortal weakness, that we have] so that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil…” Jesus voluntarily faced the death we fear so much. Then he came back to life after that death to show that death could not defeat him. He was God’s demonstration project to show that death holds nothing to fear for the person of faith. 

I remember in a previous church where I pastored, having a grade school girl in the car with me who insisted that a certain house was haunted. I argued back and forth with her for a while – I insisted that there was no such thing as haunted houses, and she insisted with equal strength that this particular house was indeed haunted. Finally, I drove up to the house and told her that I was going into the house to show her that there was nothing in there to be afraid of. She sat in the car while I went into the house. It had a “For Sale” sign out front and the front door was broken down, so I walked right in. There was dirt on everything, trash on the floor, an old abandoned bed in the bedroom and spider webs in the corners. And that was all. I went back to the door and waved for her to come in. She came to the door rather nervously, looked around and said, “Okay, let’s go!” 

Well, she may not have entirely surrendered her fear of that house and ghosts, but I believe it made it less fearful for her that I was willing to go there ahead of her. That’s what Christ did for us! He went into death’s frightening house ahead of us, and came back to say, “There’s nothing there to be afraid of!” His victory took away the power of death to hold us enslaved. 

In many respects Jesus showed death to be like birth. Francis of Assisi, in his well-known prayer said that “it is in dying we are born to eternal life.” And another Francis, Sir Francis Bacon, wrote, “It is as natural to die as to be born; and to a little infant, perhaps, the one is as painful as the other.” But Christ showed us that, like birth, death is just a new beginning.

There’s an important catch to what I am saying, and it is this: for Christ to have this power over death for us, we have to trust God and God’s promise. We can never be free from the slavery of death if we refuse to trust. JoAnn Kelley Smith wrote a book that dates back to when I first entered the ministry, but I still go back to it as a definitive work when I talk about this matter of trusting in relationship to death. The name of the book was Free Fall, and JoAnn Kelley Smith wrote it in order to share her experience as she was dying from cancer. We have a copy in the church library. Jo Ann compared the experience of dying to what a trapeze artist does when he or she is in free fall. She wrote, “Dying, in my best understanding after these many months, is that time when I take my second leap of faith. It’s part of the free fall – like the trapeze artist high above the crowd who suddenly falls. And seemingly from nowhere with split-second timing, his partner below swings out, reaches out, catches and saves him. The leap of faith is when I take my last conscious breath. In faith, I believe God will reach out and catch me.” 

To believe in a God who reaches out and catches us at the moment of death, is to be delivered from what for many of us is our greatest slavery, our slavery to the fear of death. God wants to deliver you from that slavery. But can you trust him enough to let him catch you? Don’t surrender to the “fear factor”! Make your decision to trust. 

