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Hope has a cost.  Hope is not comfortable or easy.  Hope requires personal risk… 

Hope is an action.  Hope is doing something.  The more futile, the more useless, the more irrele-

vant and incomprehensible an act of rebellion is, the vaster and more potent hope becomes.  

Hope never makes sense.  Hope is weak, unorganized and absurd.  Hope, which is always nonvi-

olent, exposes in its powerlessness the lies, fraud and coercions employed by the state.  Hope 

does not believe in force.  Hope knows that an injustice visited on our neighbor is an injustice 

visited on us all.  Hope posits that people are drawn to the good by the good.  This is the secret 

of hope’s power and it is why it can never finally be defeated.  —Chris Hedges 

 

Ancient Witness: John 1: 1-5 

 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  The Word 

was with God from the beginning. All things came into being through the Word, and apart from 

the Word not one thing came into being.   In the Word was life, and that life was the light of all 

people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. 

 

This week we begin Advent, and the traditional theme for this first Sunday is “hope.”  But I have to con-

fess to you that I do not feel that hopeful today. 

 

Early yesterday, the U.S. Senate passed a bill—51 to 49—that is, in my view, perhaps the worst single 

piece of legislation in my lifetime, perhaps even in the entire history of this young nation.  After it is rec-

onciled with the House of Representatives’ version and signed by the President, the so-called “tax re-

form” bill will transfer billions of dollars to huge corporations and billionaires from the poor and ordi-

nary working Americans.  All of the objective analyses confirm this. 

 

• 13 million people will lose health care coverage. 

• Graduate students will have to pay taxes on tuition credits, making it impossible for many to go 

to school. 

• Family fortunes in the billions of dollars will be passed along with no tax at all through inher-

itance. 

• Almost all of the tax cuts will benefit the top 1% while the rest will see a mere pittance of a cut 

or an increase in their taxes. 

• This give-away to the rich and corporations will add $1.4 trillion to the deficit that will lead to 

massive cuts in social security, Medicare and Medicaid, impoverishing millions. 

 

This monumental theft from the American people is rationalized by the lie of trickle-down economics, a 

theory that has been thoroughly discredited and disproven over time.  Giving piles of money to the al-

ready-wealthy and international corporations will not increase job creation, it will only line their pockets 

and increase immiseration and poverty in millions. 

 

This is a major regression and an undoing of years of struggle and progress for shared prosperity and op-

portunity.  If the middle class and the American Dream aren’t dead, they are at least on life-support.  
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And as wealth and power concentrates into fewer and fewer hands, the strangle-hold on democracy 

tightens as a plutocracy grows stronger.  Ethically and spiritually, this bill is a disaster. 

 

I weep for my children and their children and future generations.  Today is a time of mourning, and I ad-

mit that I don’t feel that hopeful this morning.  So yes, let us talk about hope. 

 

There’s this story that has been told by many people.  It’s about how they were planting new grass for a 

schoolyard, and so they dumped a huge pile of manure right next to the playground.  They were going to 

spread it around before they planted the seed.  Well, it stunk like crazy, and most of the children were 

quite upset and sad about this new development, this intrusion into their space.  Except for Billy.  When 

his mother came to pick him up, there he was, playing in this great mound of poop, digging away. 

 

His mother yells to him, “Billy!  What in heaven’s name are you doing?”  “Mom, with all this manure,” 

Billy says, “there’s gotta be a pony in here someplace!” 

 

It’s funny how people can be faced with the same situation, identical circumstances, and yet respond so 

differently.  Why is it that sometimes we are hopeful and other times not? 

 

There are many who are discouraged and disheartened today.  Politically, economically, things have 

been piling up.  It is overwhelming, but there are a few who haven’t given up and who say, “Geez, there 

has to be a pony in here someplace!” 

 

Today I want to talk about how hope is something we can learn, something we can actually cultivate in 

ourselves. To have hope is to have a kind of vision, a kind of perspective. It has to do with seeing both 

the long expanse of things and the heart of things. It is to see possibilities and feel eternity. 

 

Former dissident Vaclav Havel, was mocked by his critics for his early human rights initiatives, 

and his movement built by seemingly hopeless actions eventually toppled a dictatorial regime, 

and he amazingly became president of the Czech Republic, once offered the best definition of 

hope that I’ve seen:  

 

Hope is a state of mind, not of the world. Hope, in this deep and powerful sense, is not the 

same as joy that things are going well, or willingness to invest in enterprises that are ob-

viously heading for success, but rather an ability to work for something because it is 

good, not because it stands for a chance to succeed. 

 

Havel described hope not as prognostication, but as “an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of the 

heart.”  And so, hope is about seeing with the heart. It is about seeing the meaning, the purpose and the 

value within.  Hope is not the conviction that things are going to turn out fine.  Things, in fact, may not 

turn out fine; disaster may not be averted.  And yet there is still hope.  This is commitment to a cause not 

because it will succeed but because it is good and right.  In our success-driven, results-oriented world, it 

can sometimes be difficult to have hope.  This kind of hope I’m talking about is not the same as opti-

mism.  In fact, from a spiritual perspective, one has to let go of hope to find it!  One needs to let go of 

hope in results to find a true hope.  So hope is able to admit the realty that yes, things are as bad as they 

seem.  Yet hope affirms that this is not the end of the story—that’s not all that there is.  There’s more.  

There’s always more. 
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Bill Moyers once wrote that the will to fight is the antidote to despair. And he quoted Shakespeare 

where King Lear asks Gloucester: “How do you see the world?” And Gloucester, who is blind, answers: 

“I see it feelingly.” 

 

To see with one’s heart, to “see feelingly” is what hope is about. It is to work for something because it is 

good and beautiful and right. 

 

There is an Ethiopian legend about a shepherd boy, Alemayu, that speaks to me of the power of hope. 

Alemayu had to spend the night on a bitterly cold mountain. He had only a very thin cloth to wear. To 

the amazement of all the villagers, he returned alive and well. When they asked him how he survived, he 

replied: 

 

“The night was bitter. When all the sky was dark, I thought I would die. Then far, far off I saw a 

shepherd’s fire on another mountain. I kept my eyes on the red glow in the distance, and I 

dreamed of being warm. And that is how I had the strength to survive.”  (from Joyce Rupp’s 

Dear Heart, Come Home) 

 

To hope is to be kept warm by a distant fire, so far and yet so close. 

 

I recently saw an article that described hope as “the motivational life force.”  I like this definition be-

cause at its root, hope is that which gives us reason to live.  It gives our lives purpose and meaning.  It 

motivates and urges us to go on. 

 

This reminds me of something that Frederick Nietzsche once said: “Man is the only animal that needs to 

be convinced to live.”  One could say human beings are the only animals that need hope in order to live.  

Or perhaps, they are the only species for whom hope does not come so naturally. 

 

This reminds me of Jesus’ famous passage about hope and trust in the Sermon on the Mount: 

 

Do not be anxious about your life, what you shall eat or what you shall drink, nor about 

your body, what you shall put on. 

 

Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns. 

 

Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin.  (Mt. 6: 25-28) 

 

The birds and the flowers have this motivational life force, an urge to live, to strive, to embrace life.  Na-

ture can teach us what sometimes we forgot—that life is worth it.  There’s a pony in there somewhere. 

 

Nature can teach us how to live in hope.  A dandelion sprouting up through the cracks in the cement is a 

profound prayer, and expression of hope and trust.  The bird singing and chirping before dawn; the 

salmon spawning in the stream the wolf, suckling and nurturing its young—all acts of hope and trust. 

 

This is a hope and trust that doesn’t worry about what the future will bring.  The eggs are collected; the 

animals are slaughtered; the fields are plowed under; but the prayers keep coming.  Ceaselessly and 

against all odd, they keep coming and coming, these acts which embody hope and trust.  We learn from 

nature that the purest form of prayer is to live hopefully, no matter what the circumstances might be. 
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There is a goodness deeply embedded in life, no matter what the circumstance, no matter what the re-

sults.  Human beings sometimes need to be convinced of this.  This reminds me of something Viktor 

Frankl wrote: 

 

We who lived in the concentration camps can remember those who walked through the 

huts comforting others, giving away their last piece of bread… They may have been few 

in number but they offer sufficient proof that everything can be taken from us but the last 

of human freedoms…the freedom to choose our spirit in any circumstance. 

 

We human beings—we sometimes need to be convinced not to give up—that life is worth it—that there 

is still meaning and purpose to be found—even if death is immanent—that there is hope. 

 

I’ve heard many people say, “Everything happens for a reason.”  I don’t agree with that.  I realize that 

this puts me in the minority, even probably among folks in this room.  But that’s O.K.  I’m not claiming 

to be bringing The Truth.  My sermons are basically “I-statements.”  And we each need to make our 

own I-statements. 

 

I just don’t believe that there is a larger purpose or cause behind everything that happens.  Most things 

happen quite randomly, I think.  Some things that happen are senseless and cruel and evil.  Bad things 

do happen.  Everything that happens is not good or a necessary part of the Master Plan.  In my view, 

that’s just not reality. 

 

I do believe that there is, however, purpose to be found in every circumstance.  But like Frankl, I believe 

that the purpose is not in the cause; it is in the response.  And sometimes it can be very difficult to find.   

 

You’ve probably all seen that bumper sticker, “Grace Happens.”  (The kids are out of the room, and I 

can share this.)  And perhaps you have even sighted its less popular naughty cousin, “Shit Happens.”  

Me?  I think they are both true.  And once, just once, I’d like to see them both on the same vehicle.  

Speaking about bumper stickers, how about this one: “There’s gotta be a pony in here someplace!” 

 

Philip Gulley and James Mulholland tell a story about a seventy-year old mentally handicapped man, 

who was loved and admired for his sweetness and generous spirit by his neighbors.  Two men broke into 

his house, robbed him of his pension check and beat him so severely that he almost died.  When he was 

in the hospital and asked by his pastor if he could pray with him, Benny added, “Don’t forget to pray for 

those men.”  The authors reflect on this: 

 

Evil no longer surprises me. 

Grace astonishes me again and again. 

What amazes me is not the evil in the world.  The nightly news has calloused my con-

science and hardened my heart.  I expect politicians to lie, preachers to have affairs, and 

doctors to amputate the wrong leg.  Television has taken me places I did not want to go.  

I have become so cynical that I can watch children starving in Ethiopia while I eat my 

dinner. 

What I find encouraging is that evil has been unable to overcome goodness and grace. 

 

They then quote the Russian writer, Vasily Grossman, who wrote, 

 

Human history is not the battle of good struggling to overcome evil.  It is a battle fought 

by a great evil struggling to crush a small kernel of human kindness. 
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As John wrote, “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”  It doesn’t say 

that the darkness is defeated.  It’s still there.  We don’t deny that there is darkness, and it doesn’t sur-

prise us that it is there.  What is amazing is that the light will not be extinguished!  Kindness and good-

ness are will not be crushed.  

 

It was that great African-American social activist and mystic, Howard Thurman, who said, 

 

All around us worlds are dying and new worlds are being born; all around us life is dy-

ing and life is being born.  This is where my hope lies. 

 

Both are true.  Life is dying.  Life is being born.  A true and deep hope knows them both!  True hope 

leads us beyond cynicism and is more than shallow triumphalism. 

 

And it occurs to me that often we discover our motivational life force—the urgency of life—when eve-

rything else is stripped away—when all of our smaller hopes and dreams are painfully taken away, we 

sometimes discover a deeper, a truer, an unshakable hope.  Amidst the darkness, there is a light that shall 

not, that cannot, be overcome. 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this manu-

script version.) 


