Hope

“Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen”. (Hebrews 11:1) Thus the expounder on the Jewish faith, the author of the Letter to the Hebrews, links “faith” with “hope” as two elements of the one belief. The author may be echoing St. Paul’s all encompassing statement at the end of I Corinthians 13, “now faith, hope and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.” This is an entirely possible scenario, since we estimate that the document was written somewhere between 69 AD and 96 AD, how we arrive at those dates has no bearing on what we are discussing today.* I called the author an “expounder on the Jewish faith” deliberately, because it has long been my understanding that a great deal of the elements of the Old Testament finds its meaning for the Christian peoples in this book, and the author himself proclaims Jesus as the fulfillment of all that has gone before, the crowning glory of God’s creation and blessings of the people of the covenant. With that as the subtext, the author elaborates on the early Christian faith as a product and natural development of all that has gone before, hence the focus on Patriarchs, Prophets and practices of previous generations (I hope that you appreciate the alliteration).

Are “faith” and “hope” one and the same? The author does not seem to think so, and, from the opening verse I quoted earlier, he implies that “hope” or promise is an adjunct and compliment to faith. He goes on to expound, through the experiences of Abraham that it is because of faith one has hope. Does that speak to our present age? It seems to me in listening to the daily news and commentaries on the political and worldly situations that modern society has such an ambivalent and even fearful attitude to the future that “hope” should be an intentional element of our lives. Faith has, we are certain, given us a foundation, “By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was made from things that were not visible”. We have a faith in the omnipotence and omnipresence of God, God the creator, God the healer, God the judge of all. But God the provider? That was the difficulty that Abraham was facing. As the author recounts, Abraham was obedient, he accepted the call to be uprooted and to journey to a new place, at God’s command, based on the promise and the assurance of inheriting that land and becoming a great nation, “By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called.” In his whole life we have a portrait of this deep trustfulness. We also have a portrait of a person who lives life with the constant anticipation that there is more ahead, to be looked forward to more with anticipation rather than dread.

Consider what the author tells us of Abraham, that he set out for an unknown place that was to be his inheritance (there’s hope), that he did not know where that was specifically (more hope and trust), that he dwelt in the land as an alien, not settled, living in tents (as did his descendents), that he had put all of his trust and assurance of finding a city whose architect would be God himself. He was still childless to all intents and purposes but, the author speculates, that was rectified also by his faith through Sarah’s pregnancy at an advanced age! We heard about that in the lessons a few weeks ago where we heard Sarah laugh at the thought and the idea, little did she know! This is one of the great examples of a recurring biblical theme. Pregnancy comes to the person who least expects it: for example, Rachel who finds herself giving birth to the 11th and 12th sons of Jacob (Israel) long after she thought she had no hope of having children of he own. The unfortunate pregnancy of Bathsheba by David that led to all sorts of consequences. And, closer to home, Elizabeth and Mary, both producing sons in fulfillment of God’s will. In Sarah’s case this is offered as a kind of warning about presuming too soon that there is no potential in a given person or situation.

The author says, “These all died in faith, not having received what was promised”, he is talking about a “certain divinely placed discontent in humanity which calls it to a healthy restlessness” to quote Herbert O’Driscoll. That means that they were living in the hope that their faith had given to them, that they were looking forward rather than backwards, hoping rather than remembering. What makes such a hopeful person? Do we recognize such in our own situations or even within ourselves and our lives? How prepared are we to go out not knowing where we are to go? What would that mean for our own lives? What would living in tents mean for us, metaphorically or otherwise? What might “looking for a city” mean? What new life are we capable of conceiving within ourselves? And especially, what would it mean for us to say that we are strangers and pilgrims on the earth, or to say that we are seeking a better country? What does our hope augmenting our faith tell us about ourselves in the light of all of these questions? Go, search for the answers! Amen.

