The Gospel According to Bruce: A Defiant Hope

Romans 8: 19-25


What were they thinking? Those individuals whose actions we celebrate each year on this date.


In the midst of our picnics and parades, it’s easy to romanticize what led up to that history-changing Fourth of July. As we celebrate with red-white-and-blue abandon, we may fail to stop and recognize what caused Jefferson, Adams, Franklin, and the others to declare independence for those who wished to call this new world home.


I recently read the suggestion that the Declaration of Independence could just as easily been called the “declaration of defiance.” The document defied the rule of King George and called for an end to his government’s oppression. By signing this defiant document, our nation’s founders were pledging their honor, their security, and quite possibly their lives.


But it wasn’t simply defiance that motivated them to take such a risky stance. There was something more—the hope of a land in which people could live with a new kind of freedom.

It wasn’t a hope that overlooked or downplayed the injustices and hardships that existed. That accepted things as they were or surrendered to despair. That looked for someone else to make things better or expected change to come without a cost.


Instead it was a hope born in individuals who looked at things as they really were but still believed in the possibility of something new. It was a hope nurtured in individuals willing to commit themselves and everything they had in the pursuit of this new thing. It was a defiant hope.

It’s the kind of hope that courses through the music of Bruce Springsteen.

To millions of fans, he’s “the Boss”—a blue-jeaned troubadour who lifts up everyday Americans living in the grit and grind of this country’s heartland. For almost forty years, Springsteen has sung of lost souls, haunted war veterans, displaced factory workers, and broken heroes. But his music also holds out the promise of healing, redemption, new beginnings. And his songs call listeners to share his defiant hope that they can help transform such a promise into reality.

Springsteen was born into a working-class family in New Jersey in 1949. He grew up in the blue-collar town of Freehold, about fifteen miles from the Jersey Shore, where his father was a truck driver and his mother a secretary.

He started playing with bands as a teenager. After a brief time in California, he and his bandmates returned to New Jersey, settling in Asbury Park. This town that once had boomed with vacation trade was in decline by 1970. Nearly thirty percent of the city’s population was on welfare. Strained race relations worsened, and on July 5 of that year fights broke out between rival gangs of black and white youths. Those fights escalated into a full-scale race riot that continued over four nights. Asbury Park never recovered.

It was against the backdrop of his adopted hometown’s economic decline and racial turmoil, as well as the ongoing Vietnam War, that Springsteen composed the songs for his first album. In the years to come he would universalize his narrative and continue to write about a runaway American dream that left ordinary people and places behind.

But Springsteen’s lyrics also evolved to include certain themes:

· Life only changes when we accept its imperfection and then find a way to build upon it.

· No matter who we are, we can live fully and freely.

· Real redemption doesn’t lie out there, but within ourselves and the relationships we share.

· An uncommitted life isn’t worth living.

· Life may be bleak, but there are still reasons to hope.


While Springsteen’s musical style may have changed over his decades of recording and performing before sold-out crowds, those themes remained.

No one, including Springsteen, could have anticipated the events that perhaps would most clearly reveal his defiant hope.

Following a 1999 world tour that reunited the singer with the E Street Band after nearly a decade of their being apart, Springsteen returned to his New Jersey home to write songs for his next recording. Then came the attacks of September 11, 2001.


A few days later, Springsteen was driving near his home. When he pulled out of the parking lot at a nearby beach, the driver of a passing car rolled down his window and shouted to him, “We need you—now!”


The county where the singer lived had lost 158 people in the World Trade Center attack—more than any other county in New Jersey. Springsteen discovered that many people were looking to him to help them find some meaning in the wake of this tragedy. Within days he began writing songs in response.


A national telethon to benefit the families of those killed in the attacks was scheduled for September 21. Springsteen opened the event, which was broadcast nationally by all the major networks, as well as in more than two hundred countries around the world.


At first Springsteen planned to perform “Into the Fire,” one of the new songs he’d written. Instead he decided on “My City of Ruins,” a song he’d written earlier for his adopted hometown of Asbury Park.


The song begins with these lyrics:

There is a blood red circle
On the cold dark ground
And the rain is falling down
The church door's thrown open
I can hear the organ's song
But the congregation's gone

It goes on to tell of young men on the corner like scattered leaves, boarded-up windows, empty streets, and someone falling to his knees in prayer.


After acknowledging a sense of lostness,  the song asks a pivotal question: “Tell me how do I begin again?” Springsteen’s response of defiant hope booms out: “Come on, rise up! Come on, rise up!”


But Springsteen insists such a resurrection won’t be easy. It will require hard work—a commitment of our hands and our spirits. It also will require God’s help. And so he sings:

I pray for the faith, Lord
We pray for your love, Lord
We pray for the lost, Lord
We pray for this world, Lord
We pray for the strength, Lord
We pray for the strength, Lord


That message of defiant hope is not too different from the one we find in today’s reading from Paul’s letter to the Romans. Paul writes that our hope isn’t only for the redemption of human beings but for the redemption of the whole creation.


In his commentary on Romans, David Bartlett writes: “God’s will is not just for restored people but for a restored universe. We do not see that universe yet, but we live in hope. We have hope, and we have a promise to hope for.”


If we were to go just a few verses beyond today’s reading, we would find a verse that the Revised Standard Version translates this way: “We know that in everything God works for good with those who love him, who are called according to his purpose.”


For Bartlett, there’s comfort in that translation of this text. He explains:


. . . . Christians do not need to say that every tragedy or loss is part of God’s plan. We can say that in every tragedy or loss God is still God and still moves our lives and all of history toward what is good.


Even when contemplating the enormous tragedies of human history, natural disaster, or human viciousness, faith reminds us that God is still at work in the midst of evil, working toward the good. . . . The questions we may bring to answer are, What can God do with this evil to help bring about the good? How can we be God’s partners, God’s servants in that work?


It’s a defiant hope in the face of a less-than-perfect world. A defiant hope that calls us—like our nation’s founders—to commit, even risk, ourselves to the work of transforming that hope into reality. A defiant hope that finds its grounding in the promise that God partners with us in that work.


And that’s part of the good news that Bruce Springsteen offers. As the author of the book The Gospel According to Bruce Springsteen writes:


. . . He reminds us that we are not alone, in the universe or upon this earth, and that we do not live for ourselves alone. Springsteen calls upon us to keep faith with the oppressed and marginalized wherever they may cross our paths. In so doing, we answer clearly the calling of prophetic men and women of all times who sought to live out their dreams of a reign of justice, peace, and love, on earth as in heaven.


The essence of Springsteen’s good news is not just that there is a power which moved through human history transcending differences, liberating that which lies captive, and healing all wounds. His even better news is that this divine power lives and moves through indisputably common, fallible, imperfect people like us. Through the words and music of Bruce Springsteen may our ears be opened to the Spirit’s song all about us, may our eyes be opened to do the Spirit’s gifts deep within us, and may our hands and hearts be opened to do the Spirit’s work here in the midst of this confusing, conflicted, mysterious, amazing world.


And may we share in his defiant hope. Amen.

Invitation to Communion


In his song “Long Walk Home,” Bruce Springsteen reminds us that getting back to where we need to be isn’t easy. But he offers the hope that we can begin again and recreate places where light still shines and people help one another.


The author of The Gospel According to Bruce Springsteen adds:


These are the places that won’t let us go and that remind us what it means to be Americans. It means standing up for freedom, and taking care of one another, and making sure that everyone has a fair shake and an equal chance. It means making sure that people play by the rules, tell the truth, pay a fair day’s wage for a fair day’s work, and do their best, and never give up. It’s about knowing our history well, admitting when we’ve been wrong, and attempting to make up for it. It’s about casting the circle of love and freedom as wide as possible, and finding a place for everyone at the table. And it’s about knowing—really knowing—that it’s never too late to begin again. It’s never too late to make that great turn and come back home.


This table also offers us the hope that we can begin again. That’s it never too late to turn around and come back home. And that when we do, there will always be room for us.


Kathryn Palen


July 4, 2010


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI
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