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Learn again how to hope 
 
I want to speak to you today of hope for surely it is hope that is at the heart of those readings we 
have just heard and at the heart of what the Incarnation means for us as God’s people. That God is 
present and active drawing us towards the future God has promised.  Hope that out of the chaos and 
conflict, the tragedy and desolation of so much that is happening in the world, out of the seeming 
darkness there is the promise of restoration, reconciliation, peace – light! (cf Isaiah: Arise, shine; for 
your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. 2 For darkness shall cover the 
earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will appear 
over you.) Hope that is in the words of the writer to the Ephesians: my understanding of the mystery 
of Christ. ... the Gentiles have become fellow heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the 
promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. ... to bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless 
riches of Christ, Hope in the words of the Psalmist: 1 Give the king your judgement, O God :and  
your righteousness to the son of a king,2 That he may judge your people rightly: and the poor of the 
land with equity.3 Let the mountains be laden with peace because of his righteousness: 
and the hills also with prosperity for his people.4 May he give justice to the poor among the people: 
and rescue the children of the needy, ... He will deliver the needy when they cry: and the poor that 
have no helper. 13 He will pity the helpless and the needy: and save the lives of the poor. A hope to 
be fulfilled in the looked for Messiah cf today’s Gospel: 6 'And you, Bethlehem, in the land of 
Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to 
shepherd my people Israel.' "  Hope that  the bleakness all around us is not the end of the story. 
Rather, despite all appearances, God is active and drawing us into a brighter future. That means we 
must find where and how God is working in the world -- in effective ministries, in brave people 
standing up for what is right -- and get the word out.  
 
And we need not rely only on religious institutions to help us do that. Think of the annual 
commendations of people for bravery, or stories of people doing simple but amazing things in 
developing countries such as Michael Linke whose story was on the 7.30 report on Monday night: 
“Every year in Australia, more bikes are sold than cars, yet many of the two-wheelers end up in the 
back shed gathering dust and cobwebs. Realising that this is a large wasted resource, Australian 
backpacker Michael Linke began shipping unwanted bikes to Africa. His project has proved so 
successful that he has opened a string of bike shops in Namibia, one of the most sparsely populated 
countries in the world.  – or our own Barbara Ferguson and Gwen Cartwright (opportunity to hear 
about her time at Katoke in Tanzania Jan 30th) - individuals who are changing the world for good. 
Surely we can claim that God is in the midst of that, speaking a word that Jacques Ellul the French 
theologian calls ‘living, active and disruptive.’ 
 
The absence of hope is devastating – one only has to think of the feelings that are engendered when 
we hear that the outlook is hopeless – (be that in terms of illness, or a a hopeless cause etc) 
Hopelessness is a reason for despair, desolation it can lead to a loss of will to live, to depression and 
even suicide. It is what makes the seeming inactivity and indifference of God when our prayers do 
not seem to be answered so difficult – it can lead to wonder if God is really there at all and if God is 
whether God cares?  Addressing the issue of the times when God seems silent/inactive Ellul tells us 
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“Hope in Time of Abandonment” we cannot let God off the hook. When God seems to say nothing, 
we must demand divine words. When God seems absent, we must insist that God come be with us. 
 
‘When God is silent,’ Ellul writes, ‘he has to be made to talk. When God turns away, he has to be 
made to turn back to us again. When God seems dead, he has to be made to exist. It can take the 
form of an anguished appeal, a complaint, a lamentation or a prayer of repentance. It can also take 
the form of daring protest, of violence against God, of accusation … [I]n a sense, it could be said 
that hope is blasphemous. It actually rejects the decision of God’s silence ... It appeals to God 
against God. It demands an accounting of God, who is not acting the way he said and had shown 
that he acts.’ 
 
Bill Tammeus in a piece in the National Catholic Reporter, December 29, 2010 which drew my 
attention to Ellul’s writing says 
The hope spoken of so often in our culture and by the poets seems empty of substance. Emily 
Dickinson called hope ‘the thing with feathers,’ and Shakespeare wrote that ‘The miserable have no 
other medicine,/But only hope.’ 
That does not describe Christian hope, which is, rather, active, virile. It stands up in the midst of 
chaos and calls forth order -- or at least invokes the one who first turned chaos into form. It sees 
beyond what can be seen and imagines the future that God promised. Then it demands of God such 
a future, even if it means we must work with God to create it. 
 
I would change that to – and imagines the future that God promised and that we are called to be 
actively involved in co-creating that future with God. That demands much of us – our time, energy, 
our indignation at all forms of injustice and discrimination, our passionate speaking(and living) 
God’s disruptive word to use Ellul’s phrase. Bill Tammens says: This kind of hope insists that we 
pay attention to where God already is active in the world, that we not miss God’s healing presence 
because either we’re too depressed by conditions of the world or we attribute to Caesar the work 
that is God’s. 
 
I don’t know whether you are in the habit of making New Year’s resolutions? Perhaps behind that 
custom is the thought that we enter a new Year with hope, that somehow life/ we will be different 
better. 
 
May I suggest that our resolution for this new year be that we learn again how to hope. In the sense 
of which I have been talking – not something which is passive and just vague wishful thinking. But  
hope which is living, active, disruptive which sees beyond what can be seen and imagines (and by 
implication gives of oneself to work for) the future God promises and of which Christ’s coming is 
the guarantee. 
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