The Uncertainty of Hope
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Pastor Jim Melvin

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.
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I would like you to take a look at the picture printed in the sermon notes today.  It was created by Israeli artist Lika Tov.  I was really taken by it the first time I saw it.  I especially like the warm colors, the burnt orange sun playing off of the water, the golden harps hung from the trees and the graceful rushes in the blue ripples.  I would guess that since the picture is titled “By the Rivers of Babylon” that the wedge shape of land represents where the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers meet which today lies in southern Iraq.
My first impression from this picture was a pleasant one.  This site is, according to the Bible, the location of the Garden of Eden.  As I looked more carefully, however, the human figures tell a different story.  In contrast to the warm colors of the rest of the picture, the men are rendered in grays and black as though they have been drawn with charcoal or ash.  Their body positions communicate a sense of despair or agony.  The man in the foreground is humped over in prayer.  The one on the right raises his hands in frustration or pleading.  The man in the upper left covers his eyes as though he is weeping or just can’t stand to look any more.
We can get an even clearer sense of what the artist in portraying when we read the words of Psalm 137 which inspire it:

(Psa 137:1-4 NRSV)  By the rivers of Babylon-- there we sat down and there we wept when we remembered Zion. {2} On the willows there we hung up our harps. {3} For there our captors asked us for songs, and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, "Sing us one of the songs of Zion!" {4} How could we sing the Lord's song in a foreign land?

The psalmist was inspired in turn by actual historical events.  In 538 B.C. Jerusalem was destroyed by the Babylonians and the smartest and most the able-bodied people were carted off into captivity in Babylon.  There they lived a relatively comfortable life and were even allowed to worship their own God.  They find themselves unable to worship, however, for they are tied to the holy places from which they had been separated.  They were overcome with a sense of loss and grief.  How could they sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land is their lament.   Thus in the picture their harps hang silent from the trees.  There is no music or singing.

Let me suggest another title for this picture.  I want to call it “A Portrait of Hope.”  You’re probably thinking I would have been better off to leave the title as the artist intended.  If anything, “A Portrait of Despair” would be more appropriate than “A Portrait of Hope.”  The people pictured here had been wrenched from their homeland and they had no reasonable expectation of ever seeing it again.  Where’s the hope?

The key to my unlikely alternative title of this picture is found in the reading that we just shared from Paul’s letters to the Romans.  For me this reading has always provided a helpful understanding of the true meaning of hope.  Paul says:  “Now hope that is seen is not hope.  For who hopes for what is seen?  But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it in patience.”  Hope has a hidden quality to it.  Hope flies in the face of reality.  It is like the sun hiding behind dark clouds; we never know when its light is going to break through upon us.

This makes a lot of sense.  If the men in these pictures picked up their harps and strummed them while pretty maidens played in the water and happy children frolicked in the woods, this would not be a picture of hope.  It might be a picture of happiness but not hope.  What need would people like that have of hope?  The author of one of the most hope-filled songs ever written, the 23rd Psalm does not write “Ye, though I walk through the valley of sunshine and flowers.”  He intones, “Ye, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death.”  The object of his hope is not yet evident and still “he fears not evil.”  He has true hope.

Our lack of understanding of hope derives from the fact that there are different degrees of hope.  The first degree of hope I describe is the hope born of divine providence.  Divine providence is simply the belief that God will provide for what we need.  When we look around at the glories of nature and the gifts that God provides to sustain us, it is easy to see the divine will at work.  Contrast Psalm 65 to the one that described our painting:

(Psa 65:8-13 NRSV)  Those who live at earth's farthest bounds are awed by your signs; you make the gateways of the morning and the evening shout for joy. {9} You visit the earth and water it, you greatly enrich it; the river of God is full of water; you provide the people with grain, for so you have prepared it. {10} You water its furrows abundantly, settling its ridges, softening it with showers, and blessing its growth. {11} You crown the year with your bounty; your wagon tracks overflow with richness. {12} The pastures of the wilderness overflow, the hills gird themselves with joy, {13} the meadows clothe themselves with flocks, the valleys deck themselves with grain, they shout and sing together for joy.
I noticed while out riding my bike in the country the other day that the first sprouts of corn are at last poking their heads through the black soil.  I would never minimize the hard work of the farmers who till and plant those fields, but they would admit that there is nothing they can do to produce the miracle that germinates a seed or to form the clouds that watered them.  I can think of no better way of explaining this than God provides.

I would imagine that the Psalmist who wrote this Psalm was not writing in a time of famine.  A belief in divine providence is appropriate and necessary perspective for people to hold in times of relative prosperity.  It would be reduced to meaningless platitudes  and cruel hoax were we a to tell a parent watching her children starve to death in Darfur not to worry because the Lord will provide.  The hope of divine providence has its limitations.

The next degree of hope I call hope born of optimism.  Optimism involves seeing a realistic path from the present into a better future.  This was the glimmer of hope, albeit a small one, that I felt last week when it was announced that there was still a chance for GM to avoid bankruptcy which I’m sure that most people in our community are hoping for.  I said it was a small glimmer.  An optimist line employee interviewed in a plant in Michigan outlined how he saw GM overcoming its current problems and fighting its way back to profitability and leadership in the auto industry once more.  He could visualize a path from here to there and he laid out some logical reasoning for his optimism.

Optimism is a wonderful and a powerful thing.  Medical science is proving over and over again how being able to visualize good outcomes when we are sick has real power to heal us.  Optimism has kept our community together and functioning during the past year.  Even when the plant went down, even when people lost their jobs,  I heard people talking about a bright future for Janesville.  We’ve overcome problems before and we can overcome them again.  That is a form or realistic, optimistic hope.


As important as these first two degrees of hope are, I don’t think either is what Paul was talking about.  He was talking about hope that arises when the road to the future is entirely blocked.  He was talking about the hope of people living in captivity of being freed to return to their happy homes.  He was talking about the hope of a man struggling for breath hanging from the cross as he is about to die that his father would breath into him new life.  He is talking about you and me in the deepest pits of our despair daring to think that there will be a better day.

We find that there is an underside to hope.  Being hidden from our sight, hope bears with it uncertainty.  It is a fragile thing.  It is hard to sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land.  It is hard to hope for a bright future when the clouds of doom are rolling in around us.  When we look around us in our world and in our personal lives we see little call for hope.  We see war, famine, prejudice, job loss, hardship, disease, and death.  There is little cause for hope when we look at the world.   

These moments are the time for us to look upward.  It is looking upward that we see the Spirit which descends like a dove upon us.  It is time to look for the dove.  It is time to live in the Spirit.  In one of his most beautiful lines Paul writes, “Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs to deep for words.”  Hope is too powerful for human understanding or for words to express; but it is real.

I know that many of us today sit in a foreign land not even being able to imagine that we will be able to sing the Lord’s song again.  Some of us are fighting seemingly unwinnable battles against diseases that ravage our bodies.  Some of us are forced to live with separation and loss of someone we loved.  Some of us just live with a vague dread of what is to come.  Any sense of a bright future is blocked from out sight.

You who are in the depth of despair right now, look up.  I can’t tell you when the Spirit of peace will descend upon your soul any more than I can tell when the clouds will part and the sun will shine.  I just know that it will.  I can report to you that Jesus was raised from the tomb, the most unlikely hope of all.  As for me, I choose to think of the uncertainty of hope as the promise of undreamt of blessings. Look up.  Hope is out there.  We just don’t see it yet.


Let me take one final stab at renaming that picture.  Let’s call it “The Uncertainty of Hope”.  You know what.  It’s still a beautiful picture.

Amen.
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