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Sunday, January 27, 1991

"DISCOVERING GOD'S SPIRITUAL GIFTS”

"The Gift of Hope” No. 3 In a series
Romans 5:1-5

Today I am going to speak to you about
Christian hope, one of God’s most precious
and needed spiritual gifts. St. Augustine
sald that "hope was the best of the three
virtues: faith only tells us that God 1IsS;
love only tells us that God is good; bhut hope
tells us that God will work God's wili.”

Do you remember how Charles Dickens began his
classic novel, "A Tale of Two Cities?” It
began, "It was the best of times, it was the
worst of times.” Isn’t that how many of

us feel in these days?

Some of you have read M. Scott Peck’s book,
"The Road Less Traveled.” You may remember
the first three-word sentence of that book:
"Life is difficult.” Peck then goes on to

say: "This 1s a great truth, one of the
greatest truths. [t i1s a great truth because

once we truly see this truth, we transcend
it., Once we truly know that life is difficult--
once we truly understand it and accept 1t--
then life is no longer difficult. Because
once 1t 1s accepted, the fact that life 1Is

difficult no longer matters.” That's where
Christian hope begins. -
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Life is difficult. These are the best of times
and the worst of times. 3So-where does God’s
gift of "hope” fit in?

[t has been sald the there are always four
dynamics which affect our present life--
memory, change, conflict and hope. In this
sermon I'm not going to talk about all four
of these. I only mention them to underscore
the fact that hope when discovered as one
of God’'s spiritual gifts, can do more for
us in handling life's difficulties than anything

else, People live on hope more than memory.,
Take away people’s memories and they become

anxious, take away people’s hopes and they
become terrified. Nobody can live without
at least some hope. Hope 1S a permanent
force in every human being, a driving power
as long as each one of us lives. When we
lose all hope, we dle.

And if people cannot find hope in the present,
people postpone their hopes down the road.

In other words, we all look for hope first

in the immediate future, and if we cannot

find it there, we look for hope in the distant
future, and 1f we cannot find 1t there we
"look for 1t In the next life, In the far
distant future, beyond the river.

In fact people in some Christian circles
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remained unfulfilled, year after vyear. Some
became impatient and felt betrayed.

For a time the early Christians learned to
wait for the end, but slowly they ceased
to wait., The tension of genuine waiting
vanished and they were satisflied with what
they had. heir hope had to be redefined.

Then as now the critics of the Christian
faith continued to ask, “How can Jesus be
the Christ, the bringer of the new, 1f the

world remains as 1t was?” I[t’s still a troubling
gquestion. Children were asking in some of

our Sunday School classes last week, “How
can Jesus be the bringer of peace when there
1S war right now in that part of the world
where he lived and died?” We have to admit
that there are times when 1t 1s very difficult
to have denulne hope.

Cob €t It e of Sl
1. And this brings us to our first point
In discovering God’s gift of hope 1n our
l[ives, - We only begin to discover: this spiritual
gift when we openly and honestly talk about
and face our fears and despalr with one another,
Then we begln to create the conditions under
which hope can grow. Hope is what Is still
there when all our worst fears have been

realized and faced.
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and build character and become the kind of
people who confront even desperate situations
with hope. Thus the spiritual gift of hope
1S not a mood, caught from the favorable
aspect of what’s going on around us, but
a quality of character called out from within
us when most needed.

| &7

Perhaps there is not much hope today amongd
many people because of a misunderstanding
of the nature of hope and its source. Hope
1S deeper than optimism. Popular moods in

our country change like a weather vane, veering
Wlth every change in the wind--somectimes

over-optimistic, then over-gloomy. “We’re
in a recession!”™ “We're in a recovery.”
Daily people listen to the news and then
decide whether to be hopeful or not.

The daily stock market averages show this
dramatically. Any even tiny upset in the
political scene or even the rumor of one,

or a prediction of bad news or good news

can cause the market to plunge suddenly or
rise suddenly. Christian hope 1S never based
on a short term view of things--it circumstances.

Now let’s take a short detour here because
vou may be asking, “How can we distinguish

denulne hope from foolish hope?”
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Where there 1s genuline hope, then that for

which we hope for already has some presence.

What 1is hoped for is at the same time here

and not here, It 1s not yet fulfilled, and

it may remain unfulfilled. It is not a certainty,
DUt there is some evidence that it could

De,

Foolish hope is just the opposite. Here
1S a daydreamer who expects and hopes and
that somedayalmost like magic, “his ship
will come in,” as we like to say. But he

has never sent a ship out. It’s like a person
who hopes to make a lot of money in the stock

narket, but never invests any. There is
N0 Dbasis at all for his hope.

But there are many things and events 1n which
we can see a reason for denuine hope, namely
the seed-1like presence of that which is hoped
for. For example, 1n the seed of a tree,

the stem leaves and frult are already present,
and this gives us the right to sow the seed

in hope for the fruit. We have no absolute
assurance that 1t will develop. But our

Nope 1S genulne, here 1S a presence, a
Deginning of what 1s hoped for,

And so 1t 1s with a child and our hope for
her maturing; we hope because maturing has

already begun, but we don’'t know for sure
how far 1t will go. We hope for the fulfillment
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of our work, often against hope, because
it is already in us as a vision and driving

force. We hope for a lasting love, because

we feel the power of this love already present.
But 1t 1s hope not certainty. These are

all genuine hopes.

it | }’\ i
2, And this leads to the seéond main point

about the gift of hope. As Christians our
nope is based on our faith that God is In
Ultimate control of the creation and that

In the long run, in spite of set-backs, God’'s
will be done. There are seeds for this hope

not only in the Bible but also in a study
of history.

Some years ago, a student of Charles Beard,
the historian, asked whether Beard might
be able to put the lessons which he had learned
over a lifetime of historical study into
a few brief statements. After some thought,
Charles Beard offered these four statements
and all are filled with hope.

a, The mills of God grind slowly, but
they grind exceedingly fine.
D, Whom the gods would destroy, they first
make mad with power,

c. The bee fertilizes the flower it robs.

d. When it is dark enough, you can see

the stars.
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There have been and will continue to be vicories
as well as defeats in these struggles. But
every victory, every particular progress

from injustice to more justice, from suffering
to more happiness, from hostility to more

peace, from separation to more unity anywhere

in this world is another glimpse of the reign

of God at work in time and space. It is

in the language of the Bible the continual
coming of the reign of God among us.

For the reign of God does not come in one

dramatic event sometime in the future. It
is coming here and now in every act of love,

in every manifestation of truth, in every
noment of joy, in every experience of the
noly. 0ur hope then is not in some final
victory of God in the distant future, but
in the here and now, whenever the Eternal
appears in time and history.
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You can discover God’s spiritual gift of
hope in your .life, he first step iIs to
openly and honestly face your fears and despair.,
Admit that life is often difficult. Then
you are free to move beyond that stade and

hope Will begin to grow,

The second step is to remember that as Christians
our hope is based on our faith that God is
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in ultimate control of the creation and that
in the long run, in spite of setbacks, God’s

will will be done., We can
God’'s will for each one of
accordingly. Amen,
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