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Hoping Against 
Hope… 
 

[1]Luke 627-36/Roms 413-25/ Psalm 42 

 

Welcome friends to Dunedin and to three and a half days of 

meeting together and to seeking the mind of God. I’m always 

deeply mindful of the incredible resources we who believe in God 

put into being together like this. Even tonight we’ll commit 

something like 750 hours together to this one event which, if you 

think about it, is an incredible resource to be devoting to our faith. 

Convert that into three and a half days and you have an even 

greater commitment of time. [2]So let me begin by saying to you 

all a huge ‘thankyou’ on behalf of the Church for this amazing 

sacrifice. We realise it is a significant effort; we realise that many of 

you have given up both work and holidays to serve in this way this 

week and we are just incredibly grateful for this offering especially 

since some of you are still reeling from the shock of the 

earthquakes and, of course, we are all thinking of those devastated 

by them. This gift is really appreciated and I honour you this 

evening for it.  

In the light of this it’s worthwhile asking how can we know that this 

resource is being used as it should be? How can we be hopeful 
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about what we are doing? Perhaps the first answer to that question 

isn’t one so much of process as of position. The NT is convinced 

that God has positioned the Church to be a hopeful community 

and God has done this by naming hope as a part of our identity. [3] 

17I pray [says Paul] that the God of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of 

wisdom and revelation as you come to know him, 18so 

that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may 

know what is the hope to which he has called you, 

what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among 

the saints, (Eph 1)  

We are called to a position and that position is a hope-filled one. It 

is our task, then, to recognise the Hope into which we are called 

and through that to become hopeful ourselves. Hope is, therefore, 

our calling and our character. Hope is our contribution and our 

counsel. Hope is the position into which we are called not because 

of any particular condition in our external circumstance but 

because of the nature and character of the One who has called us.  

The theme of our gathering this year is Hope! [4] And it is so 

because this is one of the great themes of the Church.  

We are, according to St Paul, those who hope against hope – that is 

whose hope is bright even when there is no hope.  

We are, then, those who can find hope within our own 

communities. We are a hopeful community 

We are also those who can find hope amidst the darkness 

of a world that does not know a hopeful God.  
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We are further those who find hope in a world that 

does not appreciate or recognise our reason for hope 

and finally …  

We are those who can live hopefully despite the 

absence of anything materially hopeful because 

our faith does not come through seeing but 

through believing.  

Again, however, we must ask about how this happens since hope is 

such an apparently fleeting and insubstantial thing. At least this is 

how it is generally seen in our own culture and, indeed, this was 

also the case in the Greco-Roman culture into which the Gospel 

first was planted after the earthly ministry of Christ was finished. If 

you were to talk about hope in this culture prior to the coming of 

the Gospel you would’ve actually been talking about hopelessness 

for this is what the original Greek word referred to. Not hope but in 

fact a state in which all hope was gone and things were beyond 

hope! However, hope always had a much more concrete meaning 

in the Old Testament where it pointed most often to the God in 

whom hope could be sure even if it was always a moot point as to 

how that might be the case. Throughout the OT time and again 

hope is not something that can be seen but which could only be 

discerned through the eyes of faith.  

The external circumstances of the Psalmist in our Psalm tonight are, 

for all intent and purposes, hopeless. What is seen and what is 

experienced is the opposite of what might be called a hopeful 

outlook and yet, through faith he utters these words…[5] 

11    Why are you cast down, O my soul, 



4 
 

    and why are you disquieted within me? 

    Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, 

    my help and my God. (Ps 42) 

 

This is a feature of hope which we must understand and take 

account of over and over again if we are to be a people of hope. 

Our immediate circumstances, what we can see, what seems plain 

to all those around us – all this is not indicative of the hope of the 

Christian faith. Again the words of Paul are so important here…[6] 

Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for 

what is seen? 25But if we hope for what we do not see, we 

wait for it with patience. (Roms 8) 

It is of the nature of hope to be unseen, to be unpredicted, to not 

be an extrapolation of the circumstances we now find ourselves in, 

and this has always been the case… 

[7]Abraham and Sarah’s desire for a child, [8]Joseph’s vision of 

becoming ruler, [9]the Hebrew people’s hope for a land to call their 

own and freedom from slavery, [10]Ruth’s desire to have a family, 

[11]Esther’s desire to help her people, [12]Hannah’s desire for a 

family and we could go on. All these clung to a vision they could 

not see and that their external circumstances denied with significant 

vigour.  

This is what we were made for. The Christian community is meant 

to be an icon of precisely this hope. The hope that is unseen, that is 

improbable, that is implausible, that is, quite frankly, unimaginable. 

And as an icon we are, thereby, thrust into a setting which is far 
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greater than ourselves for we are hopeful not just for ourselves but 

for the world. [13]We are a beacon of hope for the world.  

Our hopeful attitude is meant to be and is, in fact, a rebuke to the 

earthly arrogance of those who with such assurance predict the 

future based on the past… To those who predict economic boom 

and gloom; to those who predict social catastrophe based on 

immigration patterns; to those who predict violence based on past 

violence and to those who counsel fear based solutions to 

everything from retirement savings to nuclear war. We are not 

those who give in to fear or to panic or to despair. We are not 

those who react to every doomsday report or fearful cry. We are, 

instead, those who react with hope.  

Now this cannot mean that we ignore the obvious or the necessary. 

We must acknowledge the damage we have clearly done to the 

environment and in many other contexts. There’s no call here to 

hide from what is clear. The reaction, however, of a hopeful people 

will always be different to that of a fearful world. Our calling is not 

to fear or to desperation or to violence or to blame or derision. We 

do not make fun of our detractors. We do not knock the knockers; 

we do not hate our enemies. Hope has quite a different character.  

The character of Hope is, in one simple word, love. [14] 

27“But I say to you that listen, Love your enemies, do good 

to those who hate you, 28bless those who curse you, pray 

for those who abuse you. (Luke 6) 
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Most of the reactiveness that is the opposite of hope extends from 

one very destructive emotion and this is fear. When we allow fear 

to lead us we will always leave behind both hope and love. Indeed, 

as we are reminded in the NT [15] ‘Perfect love casts out all fear.’ 

We are a hopeful people because we do not promote fear or use 

fear. Where fear is used in relation to God in the Bible most 

commentators will say with Luther that this refers to a filial fear 

which means, he is thinking of a child who has tremendous respect 

and love for their father or mother and who dearly wants to please 

them. They are anxious to please God, not because they’re afraid of 

torture or even of punishment, but rather because God is, for the 

child the one true source of security and love. Our motivation then 

is not that we might be punished but that we want to imitate the 

One who has loved us so well. We are drawn to be like the One 

who has loved us. Again, our reading from Luke reminds us of 

this…[16] 

35But love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting 

nothing in return.£ Your reward will be great, and you will 

be children of the Most High; for he is kind to the 

ungrateful and the wicked. 36Be merciful, just as your 

Father is merciful. (Luke 6) 

 

C S Lewis once said…[17] ‘There are only two kinds of people: those 

who say to God, "Thy will be done," and those to whom God says, 

"All right, then, have it your way."  

We want to be the first don’t we? We want to be those who truly 

obey God; who say to God with our very lives ‘Thy will be done!’ 

qv://steplinkto1%200000038391/
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Given, then, that we’re all here in some sense not because we really 

want to be here but because we believe we should be here what do 

we believe will truly make this act of obedience fulfilled? Given that 

obedience is the essence of worship (to obey is better than 

sacrifice) what will consummate, as it were, this act of worship and 

bring it to fruition? How can we make the most of this time 

together? How can we finish the task we’ve come here for? 

The short answer is really quite simple. We can do so by continuing 

to obey the God who has called us together! We can continue to 

be open to the living Word of God – the calling of God – the 

nudges of God – the speech of God. And as we do that we believe 

that God in Godself will bring to fruition the very thing that both 

God and we who obey want. And what do we want Richard? We 

want, in simple terms, what God wants… we want the world to 

know the love of God. We want everyone to taste the amazing love 

and grace of the very same God who has brought us out of 

darkness and we want the joy we share to be (in the language of 

the old King James version) ‘shed abroad.’  

As Mother Theresa has said, [18] 

The greatest science in the world; in heaven and on earth; is 

love. 

A second major point of difference arising from a hopeful 

perspective is that those who hope listen more than they speak. 

Those who act from fear chatter constantly about their fears. It’s a 

kind of viral reaction adapted in order to spread the disease. If we 

speak fear, fear increases. If we close our mouth it dies.  
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How, then, will we listen? The Reformed tradition has a deep 

commitment in this regard and it is a commitment to shared 

responsibility. It understands that for the Church to listen best the 

whole Church must be involved corporately and together. [19] We 

listen best when we all listen! Yes, we need leaders but the biblical 

witness is that so often the crucial listening is done by those who 

are rejected or not in leadership or not recognised as a part of the 

listening community and, indeed, it is the leaders who get it wrong, 

who don’t recognise the voice of God. People such as Jacob the 

one who flees from his family, Joseph, the one who is sold by his 

brothers, Rahab, a citizen of the hated city of Jericho, Gideon the 

least of his tribe, Deborah a woman in a man’s world, Ruth a 

Moabitess and a member of Israel’s sworn enemy are the ones who 

hear God not the leaders of the day. Then in the NT we have 

Zechariah and Elizabeth, old and infirmed, Mary, unmarried and of 

no standing, Twelve disciples who come out of complete obscurity, 

Paul a zealous and violent enemy of the Gospel and Apollos a 

Greek foreigner. Our listening is so important that it cannot be 

entrusted to just a few for again, as Mother Theresa has reminded 

us listening is at the heart of loving…[20] 

In the West we have a tendency to be profit-oriented, 

where everything is measured according to the results 

and we get caught up in being more and more active 

to generate results. In the East — especially in India — I 

find that people are more content to just be, to just sit 

around under a banyan tree for half a day chatting to 

each other. We Westerners would probably call that 

wasting time. But there is value to it. Being with 
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someone, listening without a clock and without 

anticipation of results, teaches us about love. The 

success of love is in the loving — it is not in the result 

of loving. (M Theresa) 

How, then, will we listen? We will listen together! We will listen as 

we discover unity, as we commit ourselves to unity, as we commit 

ourselves to loving one another. And with that commitment to 

listening will come a new hopefulness – not necessarily because 

anything external will change but because we will find that we are 

addressed again by the living Word of God; because when we 

make the commitment to hear one another – we suddenly find God 

is speaking to us or, at least, we were suddenly able to hear God 

again.  

This is, of course, the very heart of our problem today as a church; 

not that we’ve got our technique wrong; not that we’ve failed to 

address this or that concern; not that our leaders are not doing 

their job or our people have become unresponsive and not even 

that we haven’t sorted out our mission. What has happened is 

that[21]  as we’ve failed to listen to one another we’ve been unable 

to hear God.  

Our reform identity has this at the heart of its theology – the 

people matter and the small people matter most – the minorities 

matter and the small minorities matter most – the quiet people 

matter and the silence matters the most…  

This is why we need to rediscover the voice of the people and 

encourage the people to have a voice. Because God is in this voice 

– God is in the voice of the people – [22] God is living and active in 
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the people and therein lies something of the heart of our 

Assemblies.  

I believe most revivals start with this basic understanding and I also 

believe most revivals falter and die when they consciously or 

unconsciously betray that fundamental belief, for the notion that 

only certain leaders can make a difference; only a big person can 

really hear God; only a certain group has got the truth is the noise 

that deafens us to the Living Word of God. When these notions 

take hold you can kiss your revival goodbye because God will still 

be with and in the people who are now, no longer acknowledged 

or, at least, who are only conditionally acknowledged.  

We are a people of Hope not a hierarchy of Hope. When the 

people are empowered we will become a much more hopeful 

Church.  

Let me finish with a little story from my life… something that 

happened only a few days ago, something completely unexpected 

and completely novel. If I was brave I’d call it a miracle.  

I am a beekeeper, [23] among other things. I’ve kept bees for 30 

years or so all through the years when it wasn’t particularly popular 

or lucrative and for most of those years bees weren’t particularly 

hard to manage once you’d learned the basics and they’re a 

marvelous, indeed, a glorious creature to be close to – wearing, of 

course, all the appropriate protective gear! 

However, for about 10 years now the bee parasite called varroa has 

been infecting both wild and domestic hives and killing them and it 

is very hard to control and it’s made beekeeping a much more 
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difficult occupation. Varroa is a microscopic mite which sucks the 

bee blood and likes especially to attach itself to the develop grub in 

its cell.[24] When it does this it leaves the grub greatly weakened 

and often diseased and the bee does not survive long as an adult. 

Varroa has to ability to explode in population especially when the 

hive gets much smaller in the Autumn and in doing so it destroys 

the whole population.  

There are means of controlling it but they are not foolproof and 

require significant care and application. Long story short, after a 

great season last year my two hives which are situated at the 

bottom of my garden in Dunedin seemed to go into the Autumn in 

good shape but I noticed in late Autumn one had died out. I 

counted this as a frustrating but unavoidable loss but in early 

Spring I noticed that the other had gone as well. There was little I 

could do about this. I would have to start again in the late Spring 

with a small hive and would have to use the whole season to build 

the hives up meaning there would be no crop.  

There I was. The context had robbed me of my hives. I felt I was a 

bad manager of bees and wondered what I should do. I had little 

time to really do anything so I left the basic empty hives there and 

waited. It was difficult during spring hearing from all my fellow 

beekeepers, some of whom are in my church. Their seasons had 

gotten off to a great start and here I was with nothing but again I 

sensed patience was the name of the game. Then, only 5 days ago I 

went down to check on some things in the garden and the 

unthinkable had occurred. Against all odds a large wild swarm had 

found one of my hives and had made it its own. [24] This is not 
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impossible but is so improbable as to completely confound those 

who know about these things. Suddenly, my loss had turned to 

gain. Where there was no reason to hope, now hope was fulfilled 

and through no possible work of my own.  

This is reminiscent of the Hope I speak of. Not something of us. 

Something only of God. [25] 

God has not finished with us yet. The emptier our cup the more 

room there is for Hope. If we once had reason for Hope because of 

our numbers, our policies, our position, our pride – we now have 

greater reason. Hope thrives in the emptiness of what cannot be 

seen; it blossoms in the deserts of our life and it reigns supreme 

when every human effort has failed. We are at the Red Sea. The 

Pharaoh’s Army is thundering across the desert towards us – there 

is no place for us to go except back to the Living Word of God and 

that Word is this… I will make a Way where there is no way! I will be 

with you in this hopeless situation as I have never been with you 

before. Don’t give up! Don’t turn back! The emptiness of what you 

left behind is still empty. The only thing left to you now is the thing 

you cannot see but soon it will be made clear to you. I am Your 

God. Be Hopeful! 


