
Songs of Life: Farthest Shore

A Song of Hope: Psalm 130

Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord. Lord, hear my voice! Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications! If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, Lord, who could stand? But there is forgiveness with you, so that you may be revered. I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in God’s word I hope; my soul waits for the Lord more than those who watch for the morning. . . . O Israel, hope in the Lord! For with the Lord there is steadfast love, and with God is great power to redeem. It is God who will redeem Israel from all its iniquities.

A Story of Hope: Job

If you heard the gossip that made the rounds a while back, you may already know part of my story.


It’s true that I seemed to have everything anyone could want. A happy family, a wealth of livestock, an impressive staff, and a spacious home. Plus, people respected me, and it seemed God was smiling on me.


But, as you’ve probably heard, everything changed. Invasions by foreign troops stripped away my livestock and staff. And then all my children were killed in a terrible storm.


Just when it didn’t seem that things could get worse, they did. My body began to fail. Physical pain joined the emotional pain I felt.


My life was filled with loss—and questions. How do you make sense of all that had happened? How do you respond—especially if you’re a person of faith?


Well, I had lots of advice. But none of it was helpful.


I wasn’t ready to throw up my hands and walk away. I wasn’t ready to give up on life. So I rejected that piece of advice.


I couldn’t believe that something I’d done had brought all of this on me—that somehow God was punishing me. So I rejected that advice too.


Maybe my friends were trying to be helpful as they kept talking to me about God. They seemed sure they understood exactly what God wants and how God acts. But all their talk left me feeling even more at a loss. They offered no hope.


And hope was what I needed most. When everything was stripped down to its barest element, could I have hope? When nothing happened the way I expected, could I have hope? When loss seemed to be a way of life, could I have hope? When God seemed silent or distant, could I have hope?


All the talk about God didn’t help with those questions. It was only when I talked with God, that I began to understand hope in a new way.


This may be the part of my story you don’t know. Lots of people have talked about my suffering, but hope doesn’t seem to be associated with my story.


Earlier in my life, my understanding of hope was wrapped up in the sense that if I did all the right things, then I would avoid suffering, life would be fair, I could anticipate what would lie ahead for me. In that understanding, hope was something I could somehow control.


But I’ve come to understand that’s not really hope. Hope can’t be dependent on what I do or how I feel. Instead it has to do with trusting God to be God. And that trust allows me to be hopeful that—regardless what I encounter or experience in life—God will never cease being God or cease caring for me.


I once saw hope as a guarantee that God owed me. Now I understand hope as a gift.


That understanding has changed my relationship with God. If I’m honest, at one point I probably served God as a way to ensure that I’d receive God’s blessings. Now I serve God because of who and what God is. And I have hope that God’s presence will always be with me and will always be all I need.

Sermon


Last week I stopped by a store to pick up a few things for the June Festival and our mission trip. While I was looking along one aisle, a woman asked me if I knew where she might find Father’s Day cards. I suggested she look in the next aisle.


As I started to another part of the store, I noticed the woman’s looking at a card. I assumed she’d found the Father’s Day cards, but something prompted me to double check.


She had indeed found the right section, but she was having difficulty reading the cards. English was not her first language, so trying to figure out which card to buy was difficult.


I offered to read the cards for her. As we began the process, she told me she was looking for a card for her son. Her son who is a father. That helped narrow down the selection. As I read several cards, she then shared—almost in a whisper—that her son is in jail. I kept reading the cards until we found one that seemed to fit. Then the woman and I each went on our way.


I continued thinking about that five-minute encounter throughout the week. Here was a mother who was realistic about her son’s situation and yet still had enough hope to want to honor his role as a father.


This mother seemed to exemplify something that the minister and author Howard Friend has come to believe: “hope that cannot look fully and courageously into the face of reality is not worthy to be called hope.”


In writing about his own need to develop a larger, deeper and more courageous hope, Friend identifies some things that hope is not.


For one thing, hope isn’t a matter of logic. Friend confesses that he’s tried “to put together a case for hope, a solid and airtight argument, bolstered by convincing evidence.” He’s wanted “a blueprint, a handbook, an absolutely reliable plan.” But like a house of cards, just when Friend’s “reasoned, cognitive enterprise” seemed on the verge of completion, it would tumble down.


He also notes that hope isn’t a feeling. But he adds that hopelessness is a feeling.


He writes: “My mind . . . has a tendency to tell me, with it own sigh of resignation, that the problems are too big, that I am too small, and we are too few. Signs of discouragement are, arguably, everywhere; scenarios of a less-than-desirable if not disastrous future come all too vividly and disturbingly to mind. . . . But when people yield to fear, and bend under the weight of hopelessness, these momentums accelerate. Fear and hopelessness may constitute our greatest threat. Yet, paradoxically, hope is not a feeling.”


Friend also contends that hope isn’t a place to arrive. He finds truth in the familiar phrase that the journey is the destination.


Hope also doesn’t ensure the outcomes that we’ll see. Friend points to the distinction that the theological giant Reinhold Niebuhr made between proximate and ultimate. Niebuhr challenged us to be “people of vision and purpose, setting goals and working tirelessly for their accomplishment,” but Niebuhr reminded us that “these time-targeted goals, these inspired and inspiring aspirations, these high and important strivings are human, thus limited, proximate goals. Only God has ultimate vision working ultimate outcomes.”


In fact, according to Friend, hope doesn’t depend on outcomes at all. “The value of hope is intrinsic. It envisions but is not contingent on an outcome.”


The Czech Republic leader Vaclav Havel spoke to this aspect of hope as he challenged his fellow citizens to embrace a new dream: “Hope is a state of mind, not a state of the world. Either we have hope with us, or we don’t. It is a dimension of the soul; it is not essentially dependent upon some particular observation of the world. . . . (Hope) is not the conviction that something will turn out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out.”


If hope isn’t any of those things, then what is it? Friend argues that hope is a choice. In particular, hope is choosing where to look.


While Friend and his wife were on a mission trip to post-Katrina Biloxi, Mississippi, they took a walk one night. The neighborhood through which they walked contained newly constructed homes, fully repaired homes, homes in the process of reconstruction, and homes still in total disrepair.


Friend told his wife that he was feeling a jumble of emotions—from hope to total despair. His wife replied: “I guess where we look determines what we see. I guess how we feel depends on where we look.”


Those words helped Friend understand that “evidence for hopelessness and despair abounds, and beckons constantly and persuasively. Negativity surrounds us, taunts, us, and seduces us relentlessly. Hope begins with where we choose to look.”


Friend also believes that hope is an attitude that can shape our behavior and a movement that can gain critical mass. Finally, he believes that “hope is trusting God.”


Characters throughout the Bible came to similar conclusions about hope. Today we heard from the psalmist who chose to embrace an attitude of hope even when in the depth of darkness. We also heard Job’s story—one we often think of as a tale of suffering, but one that surprising becomes a testimony of hope.


These characters, along with the woman at Wal-Mart and Howard Friend, remind us that hope isn’t easy. It’s not a Pollyanna approach. Rather it’s about the choices we make for how we’re going to live in a broken world in which bad things happen, people suffer, and life isn’t fair.


The singer/songwriter David Wilcox writes about such choices in his song Farthest Shore. He imagines losing or leaving behind the things that seem to matter most—his house, needed supplies, even his beloved guitar—and swimming toward a far-off shore.


He writes:


We dove right in, keeping just what we were born with

Our Memories, Knowledge and Dreams



As I swam away from our possessions

I imagined that they were gone forever more

And for once I was glad that all I treasured

Would still be with me as I reached other shore.



So . . . Let me dive into the water,

Leave behind all that I've worked for

Except what I remember and believe

And when I stand on the farthest shore

I will have all I need


As we face the challenges of life and move toward the farthest shore, may God’s gift of hope enable us to claim that we too have all we need. Amen.
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