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In the issue of Reader’s Digest which came to my home last week, there was story about Moses and Jesus playing golf.  (You can already tell that this is serious theology).  On a par three hole, Moses tees off with a five iron, and he’s short– his ball lands in the water hazard in front of the green.  He says to Jesus, “You’d better use a four iron.”  Jesus says, “No, Tiger Woods would use a five iron, so that’s what I’m going to do.”  So Jesus hits a five iron, and his ball goes into the same water hazard in front of the green.  So Jesus walks down and starts walking on the water, looking for his ball.  Someone says to Moses, “Who does that guy think he is, Jesus?”  Moses says, “That is Jesus, but he thinks he’s Tiger Woods.”


Identity:  who we are and who we want to be and who we ought to be.  In this final chapter of his book, Daniel Vestal says that we ought to be a people of hope.  Hope can be difficult to define.  It is a very abstract concept.  It is paradoxical in some ways.  We normally think of hope as having to do with the future, with what might be one day.  But especially biblical hope also has to do with the past:  we have hope for the future because of what God has done in the past, particularly in Christ Jesus.


Another reason hope is difficult to define is that it is so interconnected with other Christian qualities, and it’s not always clear which comes first.  It’s a chicken and egg thing.  Does hope lead to patience, or does patience lead to hope?  (I vote:  yes.)  Look back at Romans 8:25.  Is Paul saying that because we are patient, we have hope; or is he saying that because we are hopeful, we have patience?  What about faith?  Does faith lead to hope, or does hope lead to faith?  Which comes first?  And when the hard time comes, which goes first?   I have known people in deep despair who said, “I have lost my faith; at this moment, I cannot believe in God or God’s goodness.  But I still have hope that somehow, someday things will get better.”  I have also known people in deep despair who said the opposite:  “I have not lost my faith; I still believe that God is real and that God cares about me.  But I have lost my hope; I have fallen so far into the darkness that I have given up on ever being in the light again.”


So on the one hand, hope is hard to define clearly or grasp fully.  But on the other hand, everyone (I think) intuitively knows something about hope.  It is wired into our emotional and psychological make-up, so long before we can conceive of or talk about hope as an abstract concept, we know in our hearts what it is to be hopeful.  And I think that everyone intuitively  knows that hope is necessary– people need hope.


Do you know the name Robert Ingersoll?  He lived from 1833 to 1899.  The son of preacher, he was a self-proclaimed agnostic and a marvelous orator.  People would pay large sums of money to hear him speak, and he is considered one of the greatest persuasive speakers of all time.  Christians would go to hear him, intending to find holes in his agnosticism; and deacons and Sunday School teachers and faithful church folks would come out kind of scratching their heads and saying, “Boy, I don’t know.”  Ingersoll would publicly blaspheme God and dare God to strike him down.  But when he was asked to speak at the funeral of his beloved brother, Robert Ingersoll, the great agnostic, said: “Life is a narrow vale between the cold and barren peaks of two eternities.  We strive in vain to look beyond the height.  We cry aloud, and the only answer is the echo of our wailing cry.  From the voiceless lips of the unreplying dead, there comes no word.  But in the night of death, hope sees a star and listening love can hear the rustle of a wing.”  Now what did he mean by that?  Whatever he meant, what he said was:  people need hope.   It would no doubt gall Robert Ingersoll, but he said what the New Testament says and what Paul says in this morning’s scripture.


One final note on how paradoxical and unpredictable hope is:  just as there are people whose hope is extinguished by adversity, there are people whose hope seems to increase with difficulty and crisis.  The more the winds of adversity blow, the more it fans the flame of their hope.  The more the darkness surrounds them, the more determinedly hopeful they are that they will find the light.  For years, as a pastor doing pastoral care, as a counselor trying to help people, as a preacher writing sermons like this one, I have tried to identify why some people’s hope is diminished by crisis while other people’s hope is intensified by crisis.  Let me first say:  if I could definitively answer that question, I would be somewhere on my private island with my Nobel Prize in psychology and my Pulitzer Prize for my best-selling book.  (Of course I would tithe on my book sales.)  


The other disclaimer I want to make is this.  A friend whom I love and respect recently reminded me of one of the dangers of preaching.  With the best of intentions, the preacher tries to speak a word of hope and encouragement, and it just sounds too simplistic– or maybe even naive.  It sounds to the congregation as if the preacher is saying, “If you’ll just do this and this and this, your problems will be solved.  It works every time!”  I read a story about an officer who was captured during the Civil War.  He was tossed into a pit where the prisoners were kept, whereupon he discovered that he was about chest deep in horse manure.  He began running around excitedly, and a soldier asked, “Sir, what are you doing?”  The officer said, “There’s gotta be a horse in here somewhere!”  


There is a point where hope turns into naiveté.  In fact, Paul is sometimes accused of making hope a little too pie-in-the-sky.  In this text, Paul says:  “I consider that the sufferings of this present world are not worth comparing to the glory which is about to be revealed to us.”  And there have been preachers who have read this text and said: “See– if you have problems, just think about heaven.  If you’re in despair, change your focus.  If you’re discouraged, change your attitude.”  But there are times when this is not an adequate response.  The doctor says, “Your test results are not good.”  The employer says, “I’m sorry, but we’re downsizing.”  The other person says, “I am through with this relationship.”  And for the preacher or anyone else to say, “Buck up.  Change your attitude.  Every cloud has a silver lining.”  That just will not do, and I understand that.  


And Paul understood it.  Though he expresses his hope that our present struggles will be forgotten in our future glory, he also acknowledges that while we are going through those struggles, it can be very hard and very painful.  Paul says:  there are times when our pain, our fear, our despair are so great that the very creation of God, the world of nature, joins with us in agonizing and groaning.  He says it’s like a woman trying to have a baby:  it’s urgent and intense and painful!  And yet, what is it that helps a woman in labor endure?  It is hope.  It is hoping toward a time when the labor will cease and there will be new life!– and that changes everything.  I don’t know how many mothers and newborns I’ve visited in the hospital, but I have never heard one mother say, “They put my baby in my arms, and I thought, ‘I went through all of that work and pain and hardship for this– boy, if I had it to do over again, I’d just forget the whole thing.”  Every mother I have known has said, “The moment they put my baby in my arms, I knew that it was all worth it.”  That moment is the realization of hope.


The reason that Christian hope is so meaningful is that it comes through Christ, who brings new life– and that changes things.  It comes through Christ, who entered into our world and our struggles and our sufferings, so it is real hope for the real world.  But– we do have to choose to embrace it.  Without being simplistic or naive, without saying that it is only a matter of attitude and choice, we need to recognize that attitude and choice are part of the equation.  Some attitudes and choices make it easier for hope to take root in our lives, and others make it harder.  Rachel Barton is a violin prodigy; she first appeared as a soloist with the Chicago Symphony when she was eight.  As a teenager, Rachel experienced a bizarre and terrible tragedy.  As she was getting off a train in the Chicago subway, the violin case which was hanging over her shoulder by a shoulder strap was caught in the doors of the train.  When the train started, Rachel was pulled under the train, severing one leg and severely damaging the other.  Two passengers who used their belts as tourniquets saved her life.  Eight weeks and eight surgeries later, Rachel appeared at a press conference, sitting in a wheelchair and smiling beautifully.  She talked about her plans to walk again and especially to play with the Chicago symphony again.  And then she said this:  “In the years ahead, I hope to be known for my music, not my injuries.”  


What exactly is the mixture of faith and hope and attitude and choice which makes it possible for a person to focus on abilities rather than disabilities, on opportunities rather than struggles, on what she can do rather than what she cannot do?  I don’t know the exact formula, but it does seem that will, volition, choice, is an important ingredient.  When my mother’s brain cancer was diagnosed in 1990, the doctors told her that she had a three percent chance of living more than six months.  It turned out that she lived thirteen years.  But when she was first diagnosed, they told her to go home and get her affairs in order– which she did, because she was not naive.  She was quite realistic about how serious her cancer was.  But alongside that realism, she made a conscious decision to be stubbornly hopeful– which is not easy when they say a three percent chance.  But my mama was a spin doctor (as most parents are), and this is what she said:  “If you put me in a room with a hundred people and say that only three of us will survive, that doesn’t look very good.  But if you stand me up beside any other person in that room, my chances of being one of the three are just as good as that person’s chances.”  That was the little mental game she played with herself, which let her think of her odds not as three percent but as fifty-fifty.  But the reason it was important was that it gave her a way to hold onto her hope.


And talk about attitude– I have to tell this.  When mama started chemo and started losing her hair, she just had it shaved off so that, to use her words, she wouldn’t shed everywhere; and the man she was married to at the time happened to be completely bald.  One day I went to spend the day with them.  That afternoon, I went for a jog, came back to her place, got in the shower; and I started looking around for shampoo.  Nobody in this house has hair!  My mama laughed at me for two weeks.  She said, “You ought to know that when you come here, it’s BYOB– bring your own bottle of shampoo!”   


Again, if I could explain why my mother beat the odds while so many other people do not, I really would have a Nobel Prize– I don’t know why.  But if she were here, I think she would talk about on the one hand, her realism about how serious her cancer was; and on the other hand, her decision to be stubbornly hopeful.  And what allowed her to live in the tension between those two things was a faith and trust in God which was not dependent on outcome– that’s the key.  And it really wasn’t dependent on outcome.  The cancer came back thirteen years later and took her life.  But just as she trusted God when she won the battle, thirteen years later she trusted God when she lost the battle.  I think that this model of realism and hope, held together by trust in God regardless of the outcome– I think that this is a biblical model and a helpful model.  (In fact, I think it’s what we see in Gethsemane.)  


Do you remember that parable Jesus tells in Matthew 13:44?  It’s about a tenant farmer who is plowing a field, and the plow hits something hard.  He digs it up, and it is a treasure chest.  So he sells everything he has to buy the field, and then the treasure is his.  What if he had not dug down to see what the plow hit?  What if he had assumed that it was just a rock and simply gone around it?  He would have missed out on a priceless treasure– even though he would never have known it!  I think that’s what it’s like when we live apart from the hope God has given us in Jesus Christ:  we might not even know it, but we are missing out on a priceless treasure.  There was a story in U.S. News and World Report (11-6-95) about a garbage collector in Peabody, Massachusetts named Craig Randall.  In a garbage container one day, he saw a Wendy’s soft drink cup with a contest sticker.  Having won a free chicken sandwich the week before, he pulled off the sticker.  He won $200,000 toward the construction of a new home!  And somebody had thrown it away because they did not realize how valuable it was.  That’s a parable.


Before I surrendered to ministry, I was a math-computer science major at Furman, so I remember the old CP/M operating system, which was actually the first operating system developed for the personal computer.  It was invented by a man named Gary Kindall.  In 1980, recognizing how huge personal computers were going to be, IBM approached Kendall about developing his operating system for their personal computers.  They set up a meeting, but the day of the meeting turned out to be a perfect day for flying; and Kindall, an avid pilot, blew off the meeting with IBM to go flying.  The frustrated IBM executives turned to the developer of the MS-DOS operating system, a man named Bill Gates, who went on to develop Windows– and who really does own a private island.


Gary Kindall had the opportunity for a life-changing experience, and he walked away– I guess because he did not realize how important and valuable it was.  On this day, you and I have an opportunity which is even more important and even more valuable:  the opportunity to embrace the hope which God offers us in Jesus Christ.  In the name of God, I implore you: don’t walk away.






