Opening Ourselves to Hope: What the Future Holds
Deuteronomy 18:15-20
 “Hope is the elevating feeling we experience when we see—in the mind’s eye—a path to a better future. Hope acknowledges the significant obstacles and deep pitfalls along that path. True hope has no room for delusion.”


Jerome Groopman has gained that understanding of hope during his more than thirty years as an oncologist/hematologist.

Let me share his words again: “Hope is the elevating feeling we experience when we see—in the mind’s eye—a path to a better future. Hope acknowledges the significant obstacles and deep pitfalls along that path. True hope has no room for delusion.”

This week a group of us gathered to discuss this and other insights and stories Dr. Groopman shares in his book The Anatomy of Hope.

 One of the first stories comes from Dr. Groopman’s final year of medical school. It was then that he met a patient named Esther Weinberg.

Esther was a twenty-nine-year-old wife and mother of two. She was an Orthodox Jew. And she had breast cancer.

The cancer was fairly advanced. Jerry wondered how an attentive young woman like Esther could have waited so long to seek medical help. Over the course of the next few months, he would discover the answer.

During his conversations with Esther, Jerry learned that she carried the guilt of having an affair with a man at work. She believed that her cancer was punishment for her sin. She also believed that because God’s judgment was made, there was no reason for her to have hope, no reason for her to persevere.

As a result of her beliefs, Esther waited to come for her initial treatment. Then she resisted chemotherapy. Her lack of hope contributed to her death a few years later.

From that experience, Jerry came to understand that:


Hope can arrive only when you recognize that there are real options and that you have genuine choices. Hope can flourish only when you believe that what you do can make a difference from the present. To have hope, then, is to acquire a belief in your ability to have some control over your circumstances. You are no longer entirely at the mercy of forces outside yourself.


An encounter with another woman helped Dr. Groopman deepen his understanding of hope. 

Barbara Wilson was sixty-seven. A retired history teacher. An active volunteer in her church and the leader of its Sunday school classes. She also had breast cancer.

Despite earlier treatment, the cancer had reoccurred and spread. She met with Dr. Groopman to explore possible next steps. She made it plain to him that she wanted to live as long as possible, as long as there was quality to her life.

The two would walk together during several stages of treatment. They would forge a friendship and share about their lives, including their families and their faith.

As it became clear that additional treatment wouldn’t benefit Barbara, Jerry stopped by her room in the hospital. He worried that he had nothing to give her, but she pointed out that he had the medicine of friendship.

As they talked that afternoon, Jerry asked Barbara whether she was afraid.

“You know,” she said, “not really, not as much as I thought I might be.”


Jerry asked why she thought that was.


“I’m not entirely sure,” she said. “I have strange comforting thoughts. When fear starts to creep up on me, I conjure the idea that millions and millions of people have passed away before me, and millions more will pass away after I do. . . . I guess if they all did it, so can I.”

She paused and then added, “As Ecclesiastes says, everything has its season—a time to be born and a time to die.

“And as a Christian I believe in a hereafter, that we return to God. What form that takes no one can really say.”

Barbara grinned. “It’s not like I’m expecting to get on the up escalator and be delivered to paradise. Or find angels there playing harps. I was never one for airy music.”

Dr. Groopman recalls Barbara’s unique calm and acceptance, her steady realism. She set the parameters on her care with a clear-eyed vision of what was possible, what made sense to her, how she wanted to live, and when it was time to die. She seemed to be always in control—of herself and her circumstances. And she never relinquished a vision of the future, even when she knew she’d be gone.

Her hope, Groopman writes, was real and undying. It reflected the fact that she had found purpose and created meaning in her life through relationships with her loved ones and with her God.


Through his experiences with Esther, Barbara, and countless others patients and colleagues, Dr. Groopman has come to see a difference between true hope and false hope. He writes:

False hope does not recognize the risks and dangers that true hope does. False hope can lead to intemperate choices and flawed decision making. True hope takes into account the real threats that exist and seeks to navigate the best path around them.

He’s also seen the relationship between hope and fear. He believes that hope “incorporates fear into the process of rational deliberation and tempters it so we can think and choose without panic.” Without hope to bridle it, fear can overwhelm us like a tidal wave. Hope is “the ballast that keeps us steady, that recognizes where along the path are the dangers and pitfalls that can throw us off.”


In addition, he’s come to see a relationship between hope and memory. He explains that while hope integrates information and feelings derived from present circumstances, it also draws on experiences from the past. It seeks models and directions from other individuals “who endured and transcended harrowing situations and overcame seemingly long odds.”


In The Anatomy of Hope, Jerry Groopman has written a book with deep lessons about hope. This morning we heard from another book that also—and perhaps surprisingly—offers lessons about hope.


In the book of Deuteronomy, Moses offers hope to the members of a new generation as they ready themselves to move into the future. A future that will not include Moses.

For forty years the people of Israel have wandered in the wilderness. During that time all the Israelites who fled from enslavement in Egypt have died—all except for Moses, Joshua, and Caleb.

The new generation of Israelites now are camped on the plain of Moab, preparing to enter the Promised Land. Because of an act of disobedience, Moses won’t be crossing the Jordan River with them.

Before taking leave, Moses renews God’s covenant with the people. In fact, the name Deuteronomy means “the second giving of the law.” In this book, Moses repeats the law of God for the Israelites who weren’t present or were too young to remember the first giving of the law at Mount Sinai.

He reminds the people that if they cling to God and obey God’s laws, they’ll be blessed. If, however, they disobey and desert God, their future will be bleak. He’s concerned for the people because he knows their path will include dangers and difficulties.

Moses tells the people that when he dies God will raise up a prophet—someone to replace him as the go-between between the people and God. Moses has served in that role since direct communication with God proved to be too much for the people. As one writer puts it, when God spoke out of the fire at Horeb, it was a “a knee-buckling, white-knuckle experience for the Israelites.”

Moses assures the people that God will raise up prophets like himself so that communication will continue between God and God’s covenant people. This is important because Moses is the only leader whom members of this new generation have ever known. And it probably feels that his impending death will put them and their community in jeopardy.


But by telling the people that God will raise up other prophets, Moses offers them hope. Hope that God will continue to be with them as they journey into their new land, their new home, their new future. Moses won’t travel with them, but God will. They won’t be alone.


How they journey into that future will be their choice. They can be like Esther—focusing on the mistakes they’ve made in the past and fearing that God will punish them and refusing to embrace any sense of hope.


Or they can move into the future like Barbara. Not embracing the false hope that no challenges will lie ahead of them, but traveling with true hope. Clear-eyed hope that will allow them to see the real threats they’ll encounter and that will help them seek to navigate the best path around those threats.


That same choice is available to us. May we open ourselves to the true hope that will help us see and follow a path into a better future. And may we trust that God will go with us into that future. Amen.
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