Seeking with Luke Skywalker: A Search for Forceful Hope
Romans 5:1-5

This morning we begin “a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.”

There we meet a teenager named Luke Skywalker. He’s a stereotypical teenager—moody, impatient, self-absorbed. While he dreams of adventure and excitement, he’s stuck cleaning up his uncle’s newly purchased droids. He seems an unlikely hero. And yet he’s about to begin a hero’s journey.


George Lucas, creator of the Star Wars saga, came to claim Joseph Campbell as a mentor. Campbell, best known for his work in comparative mythology and religion, described the hero’s journey as one into sainthood rather than into warrior heroism. He wrote that the hero is seeking “for oneness with the cosmos, not for control over it. . . . He is, moreover, acting on behalf of others, not for just himself. He is still heroic, for he must undertake a daring journey to an unknown land, but his heroism is peaceful rather than hostile.”


Now all the breathtaking battles that will lie ahead of young Luke Skywalker and his allies may make us question part of Campbell’s definition, but there’s little doubt that George Lucas imagined the Star Wars saga—including Luke’s adventures—within a larger mythical framework.


Lucas has explained that he wanted Star Wars to be “a traditional moral study, to have some sort of palpable precepts in it that children could understand.” He added: “There is always a lesson to be learned. Where do these lessons come from? Traditionally, we get them from church, the family, art, and in the modern world we get them from media—from movies.”


Lucas created a cosmology to help teach such lessons. Within this mythical universe is what we come to know as the Force.

According to Lucas, the Force is not an alternative religious option—and certainly not the religious option. Instead he says he included the Force “to try to awaken a certain kind of spirituality in young people—more a belief in God than a belief in any particular religious system.” He hoped to encourage a generation of youth who he believed had too little “interest in the mysteries of life” to begin asking questions about their existence.


The saga that Lucas created reflects his conviction that the vitality of a healthy human life requires a belief system and faith. He noted that he sees “Star Wars as taking all the issues that religion represents and trying to distill them down into a more modern and easily accessible construct.”


As a result of this filmmaker’s intention, the hero’s journey that Luke Skywalker travels also proves to be journey of seeking and self-discovery—both for Luke and for those of us who travel it with him. Along that journey we’re invited to join Luke in searching for hope. But not just any hope, but rather a hope that can make a difference, a hope that has a forcefulness to it.

In some belief systems hope seems to lie in what the theologian John McDowell describes as “another life in another, compensating world. While there may be a consoling hope for an afterlife among those suffering, there is no hope for change, justice, and happiness in this life.”


We might view the hope contained within the Star Wars saga through this lens. We might see it as a somewhat muted hope that is available only to the “good” characters. This viewpoint would make it useless to try to “save” any of the Imperial troops or Empire loyalists since they are quite simply beyond hope.

But by the end of the original Star Wars trilogy, Luke Skywalker discovers a different understanding of hope. Perhaps we can see this new understanding most clearly in Luke’s refusal to give up on his father.


Anakin Skywalker’s own abandonment of hope led to his grasping for self-serving power. As he embraced the dark side of the Force, he evolved into Darth Vader—an ultimate symbol of despair.


But Luke refuses to follow in his father’s footsteps. Instead he travels a journey along which he searches for and discovers a new understanding of hope. He then holds fast to the belief that no one is beyond the transformative power of hope. As a result, his father is raised to a transformed life—no longer Darth Vader, but once again Anakin Skywalker. Accompanying this individual transformation is a transformation for the universe—with justice being realized and the ground being cleared for the restoration of the great fallen Republic.

In other belief systems hope seems to be little more than optimism.


Again it might be easy to view the hope in Star Wars through this lens. That’s especially so given George Lucas’ comment that he was trying to get the audience “to be emotionally and spirituality uplifted and to feel absolutely good about life.”
 Another writer adds that the saga “encourages the imagination to believe that there is real hope and the good will win. The dominant pessimism is violated in a story of optimism.”


But perhaps the Star Wars saga offers an understanding of hope that goes beyond a feel-good optimism. Perhaps we, along with Luke Skywalker, can discover this more forceful understanding of hope.


John McDowell notes that optimism knows the future and knows that it will be good. He adds that while some types of hope also attempt to know the future so that “those who hope can exercise some kind of control over it, they recognize that they can never fully know or decisively control that future.”


But, according to McDowell, the hope of those connected to the Force in Star Wars is somewhat different from even this understanding of hope. Their “hope is not determined by knowledge or even expectation of success (like the hope for victory in battle being determined by the expectation of successful tactics and military personnel), which becomes a mistaken hope if it is unsuccessful.” Instead their hope is “a way of taking moral responsibility for what is Good and actively desiring that the ‘will of the Force’ be done.”


It’s a hope that rejects an individualized me-first attitude. It’s a forceful hope that replaces our fragile desire for escapism or our false search for nostalgic security.


McDowell notes that Luke Skywalker and the other Jedi are called to a “never ending self-dispossessiveness that subverts their need for possessive guarantees, instead enabling them simply to live faithfully into their futures for the sake of the flourishing of all things.” Theirs is a hope that is aware of tragedy but is “very different from a blank depression. It combines a recognition of the chanciness of life, the ultimate and uncompensatable waste of value, and a resolution to live the very best life available within these limits.”


Felipe Martinez traveled a journey in a very different place and time than that of Luke Skywalker. And yet he discovered similar lessons about forceful hope.

In describing his own journey of self-discovery, Martinez notes that when he takes a long road trip the route he chooses depends on whether he’s driving his car or riding his motorcycle. If he has a tight time line, he drives his car and travels on interstate highways if possible. His priority is getting to his destination quickly.


But if the weather is right and time is no factor, his priorities change. He grabs his helmet and sets off on his motorcycle. He avoids the interstate and rides on back roads and state routes, taking in the scenery and sometimes stopping in a town even if he doesn’t need to refuel.

These are two very different ways to get from point A to point B.


Martinez says that when he reads the passage from Romans that we heard this morning, he wants to go from suffering to hope as quickly as possible. The words fly by him like scenery zooming past on the interstate: “We also boast in our sufferings, knowing-that-suffering-produces-endurance-and-endurance-produces-character-and-character-produces-hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.” He tries to slow down, but he can’t. He’s impatient, focused on reaching that hopeful part.

The mention of hope and love draws him. He feels called to share a message that gives people hope. Yet as powerful as it is to talk about God’s presence and enduring love, about looking forward in the midst of suffering, Martinez believes that people will hear this message differently, depending on how quickly they’re living through the succession of steps on their way to hope.

Some could be just starting out on the suffering-to-hope journey. They may be experiencing suffering as just that: suffering. For them suffering is producing anger, sadness, and pain well ahead of any promised endurance their experience might bring.


Martinez continues:


Paul’s route for this trip may be clearly mapped out, but for some it’s not a trip on a straight interstate highway at sixty-five miles an hour. Instead it feels more like a dizzying drive on a road with steep climbs, narrow bridge crossings, and warning signs.


On this winding road, the journey takes on a new dimension. Those words—suffering, endurance, character, hope—are like signs for small towns you ride through on a motorcycle. They are not the backdrop for the trip, but part of the experience. . . .


Martinez notes that we meet people everyday who live in these towns. They move from one town to the next, and perhaps back again, depending on what life throws their way. If we’re to share a message of hope that will be heard and believed, we must make it clear that we’ve “taken the back roads and come to know the townsfolk in Suffering on a first-name basis, have stayed in Endurance, and have relatives who live in Character and Hope.” Somehow all these places have been part of our life’s journey. If we try to speak about these little towns while keeping a safe distance, those people not currently living in Hope may wonder if we really understand what it takes to traverse their winding roads.


Martinez recalls such a time in his own journey. He was serving as pastor of a congregation in Illinois. His parents had come from Mexico for a visit. During their stay, his father suffered a minor stroke that paralyzed the left side of his body.

After a week in a local hospital, his father was released. While he’d regained a good deal of his prestroke mobility, he was still too weak to travel back home to Mexico.

On Sunday morning, as Martinez led his congregation in the first hymn, he looked up and saw his family making a late entrance. His dad walked slowly down the sanctuary’s center aisle, assisted by Martinez’s wife on one side and his mom on the other. Seeing his dad looking so frail brought up all the emotions that had been bottled up in him through the week. Martinez’s tears flowed so freely that he couldn’t continue singing.

He recalls: “When the members of the congregation saw me in pain, they ministered to me—not from a distance, but as fellow travelers on the same patch of winding road. They comforted me, and through their actions they taught me how to give direction to a lost traveler looking for a town called Hope.”


As we travel our journeys, may we seek for and help others discover a place of forceful hope. Amen.
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