There Is Hope
I Corinthians 13, Psalm 46


Now faith, hope and love abide, and the greatest of these is love. 


In this crazy world, there are only a few things solid enough to truly hold onto. And I pray that you will be able to do just that. Hold on tight! Last week we talked about faith that sustains us in the storms of life. And today we will talk about hope, which is a close cousin of faith. Hope and faith work together to draw us into God’s future. 

Are you holding on to hope? 


Last week I said that people sometimes think that their faith is in God, but when things go sour, the truth is exposed and they see that they have been believing in a particular outcome, not really in God.
And like faith, our hope is sometimes mis-placed. What we often long for is security, health, happiness, a spouse and 2.5 kids living in a mortgage-free home with a white picket fence. And there’s nothing wrong with any of those things! The problem comes when we place our hope in the things of this world. 

Because the world is uncertain at best. The mountains shake, the Psalm says, the waters roar and foam, the nations are in an uproar, kingdoms totter. “We speak naively of terra firma. It isn’t.” (Don Williams, Communicators Commentary, in loc) 


The earth changes. And the circumstances of our lives are ever changing as well. There’s an old Chinese parable that tells of a man who lives with his only son in a small rural community.    One night, the father’s horse wanders off, and his neighbors come to express their sympathy for his loss. But the old man says to them, “How do you know this is ill fortune?” A few days later, the horse returns, followed by an entire herd of wild horses. Now the neighbors come to congratulate the old man on his good luck. But the old man says, “How do you know this is good fortune?”  Time passes, during which the son takes to riding the wild horses until one of them throws him and he breaks a leg. Again the neighbors come, this time to express sorrow for the old man’s bad luck. “How do you know it is bad luck?” asks the old man. A short time later, a Chinese War Lord comes into the town to recruit all able-bodied young men for his next war, and the son escapes the draft because of his broken leg. Once more the neighbors tell the old man how pleased they are at his good fortune, and one more time the old man replies, “How do you know this is good fortune?”  And here the story ends, but you can see that it could go on forever.  You could fill in the blanks with the story of your own life, the events both good and bad. And some of the bad ones turning out for good, some of the ones that seemed good at the time, turning sour in the end.


If you place your hope on certain outcomes, you will be disappointed time and time again. You need to hope in God, whose promises hold firm in the midst of every change. The question is how to get hold of that kind of hope. 


The beginning point of the journey to hope is where you might least expect it:  in the very changeable, often chaotic realities of life.  You’ve already heard the Bible passages for today. But I want to tell you another story from the Bible to get you on the right road. 


It’s a scary story, probably scarier than any story you heard on Halloween. And it’s a story that reflects what life feels like for a lot of people. 


It’s about a man who lives his life in the graveyard. No one alive will have him, so he lives among the dead. Today people might say that this man is totally whacked out. Crazy in the head. Luke, who tells the story, says that the man is plagued by demons. And this soul-sickness makes him act like a crazy person. He shouts at people a lot and tears off his clothes and runs around naked. People try to keep him chained up, but he is strong and often escapes into the wilds. And then, you never know where he will show up. He might peek into your window and frighten the children. Or attack someone weak. At times you might see him in the graveyard  just talking to himself. 

This story, by the way, comes just after the story we read last week with the disciples and Jesus going across the Sea of Galilee when the great storm comes up. And this story about the man of the tombs is just another way of describing life that is grossly out of control. 


And it gets better. . .or worse, depending on your point of view. 


Jesus comes into the story, and what do you suppose happens? He casts the demons out of the man, of course. When the demons leave the man, they enter a herd of pigs that happened to be feeding nearby. And this is so upsetting to the pigs that they all rush headlong down a steep bank and into the lake and drown.  And the people of the town beg Jesus to leave because this is just too frightening to bear. 

Meanwhile the formerly demon-possessed man is sitting at the feet of Jesus, “clothed and in his right mind.” (Luke 8:26-39) The story ends with the man proclaiming to the world what God has done for him. 

What a bizarre conversion story! But I am really glad that this story found its way into the Bible, because as crazy as it is, it has the ring of truth to it. It’s kind of like the paper towel advertising slogan: “Life’s messy, clean it up.” We would like it to be otherwise, but it’s true. Life’s messy.  And, did you notice, it’s messy even after Jesus comes in.  Sometimes it actually gets messier for a while because Jesus challenges the demons of life, wherever they may be. 


At the outset, you might have said that this man was a hopeless case. But the road to hope begins in the very real world of chaos, confusion and struggle.  Where the road leads is to a future that is full of goodness because God is there drawing you forward.

Let’s talk about that future.  

Did you notice that the stock market was pretty volatile this past week? Nothing new there!  But what I want you to think about is this: the price of a stock today is based on the future—or at least it’s based on a view of the future. If the future of a company looks good, the stock will go up. If the economy in general looks like it will get better, the stocks will go up. If it looks like Greece is going to default on their loans, the market will tank. The market is based on how the future looks.  The thing is that people aren’t necessarily all that good at predicting the future! Today the future looks bleak, tomorrow the future may look bright again. So the market rockets up and then plunges back down. It’s future driven, based on today’s realities. 
Hope is also driven by the future, but it’s not situational like the stock market. Hope is driven by a very specific future that is very real and solid. In the First Corinthians passage Paul talks about this future as the time when the complete will come, and the partial will come to an end. Finally, all will be right in God’s world—and we will be there with God. 
Hope is like a foothold into that future. Or you might envision it as the trapeze bar coming at you that you grasp hold of and swing forward. Hope draws you toward God’s good future.
It’s kind of like this. When Mozart was a young man, he used to play a trick on his father, who was also a musician. Mozart would come home late at night from a riotous time with his friends, and his father would already be asleep in his bed. Young Mozart would go to the piano, and play very loudly, a rising scale of notes, getting slower and louder as they reached the resolution at the top of the scale. . .and then he would stop, one note short of the resolution. And go to bed. His father, Leopold, would start tossing and turning in bed as the unfinished scale would enter into his dreams and imagination, leading ultimately to great frustration and leaving him wide awake unable to go back to sleep until he would drag himself up out of bed, stagger downstairs and play the last note. (from NT Wright, I Corinthians, p. 176) 
Hope functions like that in a way. But it’s not a trick. God is playing a song that leads into the future. The very nature of that song is that it draws us in and leads us forward. We become a part of it, and sing along or play along.  So many people think that Christianity is about duty. (and therefore, drudgery!) But it is not so much about duty as it is about destiny. Those who understand their destiny are the ones who have hope. And those who have hope can respond to the Psalmist’s call to, “Be still and know that I am God”—no matter how the earth shakes.  

Every time we come to the Lord’s Table, hope is drawing us forward. When I give the words of institution, you hear me quote Paul, who said that “as often as we eat this bread and drink this cup, we proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” 

Hope draws us forward, and it draws us into the story. Those who grasp onto hope cannot merely be observers. They become participants in God’s song, and in that sense, they are helping to bring God’s good future into being.  (Including the man who lived in the tombs, who became a proclaimer of God’s kingdom.) 
In Tolkien’s story of The Hobbit, Bilbo is called by the wizard Gandalf to join some dwarfs in recovering a great treasure from a fire-breathing dragon. The short version of the story is that Bilbo accepts the challenge, the dragon is killed and the treasure is recovered. The people celebrate the victory by singing some old prophetic songs of victory that talk about the rivers running with gold. At one point Bilbo is confused about his part in the adventure—he helped bring about the victory, yet the victory was prophesied long ago. He says to Gandalf, “The prophecies of the old songs have turned out to be true, after a fashion.” 

“Of course!” replies Gandalf. “And why should they not prove true? Surely you don’t disbelieve the prophecies because you had a hand in bringing them about yourself? You don’t really suppose, do you, that all your adventures and escapades were managed by mere luck, just for your sole benefit?” 

Those who grasp hold of hope will have a hand in bringing about God’s future. They will not despair when the chips are down. They will not give up when things look hopeless. They will continue to go forward in faith, in hope and in love. 
So, will you live in hope? Until he comes? 
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