Bill Krieger

St. Paul’s

December 5, 2010; 2 Advent, Yr A

Sermon:  Romans 15:4-13 (Pandora)
Most of you have heard of Prometheus, but maybe not all of you are familiar with the myth associated with his name.  It first appeared in the late 8th-century BC poem called the Theogony, written by the Greek poet Hesiod.
Prometheus was a lowly deity who enraged Zeus by stealing fire from Mt. Olympus and giving it to mankind. Not to be outwitted, Zeus devised his retaliation.  He commanded Hephaestus, the god of craftsmanship, to create the first woman out of water and earth.  The other gods gave her many gifts:  her beauty was from Aphrodite, her music from Apollo, her persuasiveness from Hermes.  Her name means “all gifted”.  In ancient Greek, Pandora.
Zeus gave Pandora to Prometheus’ brother.  Despite warnings from Prometheus not to accept any gift from Zeus, his brother accepted her.  Pandora came to him with a jar that she had been ordered not to open under any circumstances.  But overcome with curiosity Pandora opened the jar, releasing all the evils of the world:  “evils, harsh pain and troublesome diseases which give men death.”  Frightened, Pandora immediately closed the jar, trapping the only thing that had not escaped.  Hope.
It was a mistranslation of the Greek word for jar into Latin that changed Pandora’s jar into a box.  Erasmus, the 16th century humanist is blamed, but ‘box’ has stuck.  While the story does give us a clue as to why a bride’s dowry is called a ‘hope chest,’ it remains a puzzling tale.  Was hope included in Pandora’s jar to be a further torment to humans?  Added by Zeus so that people would suffer over and over through false hope?  The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche thought so.  Or was the jar a prison for the evils of the world before they were released, but a residence of hope as a blessing to humanity thereafter.  Your response just might tell you something about how hopeful you are.
Our Epistle reading today begins and ends with hope.  “For whatever was written in former days was written . . . so by the encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope.”  Paul quotes from Isaiah, the same passage our lectionary uses for our OT lesson today:  “and again Isaiah says, ‘The root of Jesse shall come, the one who rises to rule the Gentiles; in him the Gentiles shall hope.’”  And Paul concludes this passage, “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.”  
Hope is a theme throughout Holy Scripture.  We hear it from the prophets – from Isaiah, Jeremiah, Amos, Micah, Zephaniah, and Haggai.  We are to have hope in God, in Jesus Christ, and in the name, the word and the promises of God.  We hope for God’s righteousness, for salvation, for liberation, for a crown of glory, for eternal life.  Jesus Christ is called our hope.  Hope causes us to praise God, to renew our strength, to persevere, to rejoice.  It is to a life of faith, and hope, and love, that God calls each of us.  As the author of Hebrews tells us, “Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”
The theologians of the Church have borne witness to the significance of hope for the Christian.  St. Thomas Aquinas writes of the virtue of hope:  “Now the sort of things we hope for are future goods, challenging but possible of achievement either by our own power or with others’ help; and in so far as we hope to achieve something by reliance on God’s help, our hope embraces God.  That makes hope a virtue, and the act of hoping good.”
Aquinas notes, “All hope relates to a goal – the good it hopes for – and to an agent – on whose help it relies to attain the goal.  The virtue of hope has as ultimate goal eternal happiness, and the primary agency on which it relies is God’s help.”  Aquinas cautions us against hoping in people or other things as if they were the primary agent of our happiness.  He also cautions us that, while we cannot rely too much on God’s help, we must strike a balance between presuming to achieve inappropriate things and despairing of achieving even what is appropriate.
In preparing for this sermon I wanted to see what light social science could shed on hope, and I came across a book titled, The Psychology of Hope.  It was written by C.R. Snyder, who spent his career as a psychology professor at the University of Kansas.  To be honest, I was a bit miffed with the price.  $18.99 for the Kindle version.  Not far from the hardback price of $20.24.  Hardly the $9.99 price I expected.  So I looked for an alternative and found a couple.  The Handbook of Hope, also by Snyder. And The Oxford Handbook of Positive Psychology, co-authored by Snyder.  Both available on Kindle.  $73.56 and $76.00, respectively.  So, still miffed, I searched the internet for a free scientific study of hope.

I found an article published this year in the Journal of Research in Personality which looked at the impact of hope upon academic achievement.  It turned out that the authors used the hope scale developed by Prof. Snyder in his work.  The finding of the study intrigued me.  The authors surveyed the academic performance of 129 university students over a three year period.  They found that “hope uniquely predicts objective academic achievement above intelligence, personality, and previous academic achievement.”
You have to be careful with how academics word things.  At first I thought, this is pretty amazing.  The Hope Scale is a better predictor of academic achievement than intelligence and prior academic achievement!  Well, not exactly.  When you look at the data analysis, intelligence and prior achievement have a higher correlation with future academic achievement than hope.  It’s just that controlling for this, hope is still a statistically significant predictor.  It was enough for me to spend the $18.99 for the Kindle version of the book.  Plus tax.
But I don’t regret it. There are a lot of interesting and practical lessons in the book.  Like measuring hope, the death of hope, nurturing hope in children and adults, hope for relationships.  Webster defines hope as:  “to desire with expectation of fulfillment.”  Snyder gives a new definition:  “Hope is the sum of the mental willpower and waypower that you have for your goals.”  Goals are what we want to obtain or attain.  Willpower is a reservoir of determination and commitment that we can call on to help move us in the direction of a goal.  And waypower is a mental capacity we can call on to find one or more effective ways to reach our goal.
He sets out some very simple “do’s and don’t’s” regarding all three components: goals, willpower and waypower.  Given the prominence placed on hope in Scripture, and hope as a Christian virtue, I thought that these suggestions may benefit us.  Not only in our personal lives, but in our corporate life as the parish of St Paul’s.

We should make sure, he tells us, that we are setting a goal because it is something we really want.  Not something that someone else, a parent, a spouse, or for that matter a priest, has foisted upon us.  We should be specific with our goals.  They should be a stretch, but achievable.
Regarding willpower, Snyder says that we should anticipate roadblocks and remember past successes.  That we should find a substitute goal when the original goal is solidly blocked, and we should enjoy the process of getting to our goals, not just the end result.  That we should be able to laugh at ourselves, esp. if we encounter an obstacle to our goal.
As for waypower, we should break a long-range goal into steps and concentrate on the first step.  We shouldn’t blame ourselves when we don’t reach a goal; just conclude that our strategy wasn’t workable.  We shouldn’t  be caught off guard when one approach doesn’t work.
What are your hopes for St. Paul’s?  Where do you think God is leading us?  And what are your hopes for your own spiritual life?  Were you able to quickly fill in the blanks on your pledge card about how you will be seeking Christ, serving Christ, and sharing Christ in 2011?  Or did you leave them blank?  I won’t give up, you know:)  Stewardship is more than money.
Let me relate something that touched me, just in the last week.  A young woman, 35 years old, came to the office during the day.  She was crying and sobbing.  I asked her what was wrong and she said that she and her husband had just lost their unborn baby.  They were so excited about having a baby and everything had gone well until she was about 6 weeks pregnant.  She had just learned that the baby had stopped growing, that the doctors had told her that the baby had died.  I mostly listened, but I told her that I did not believe it was God’s will for their baby to die.  Any more than it was God’s will for all the evil and suffering in the world.  I said that God was closer to her now than God had ever been.  I asked if we could go to the chapel and pray, and she said, “Yes, please.”

I prayed for her, for her husband, and for their unborn child.  I prayed, too, that she and her husband would have hope.  That we are a people of hope, and that no matter how things appear we have God’s assurance of eternal life.  I told her that I believed that she and her husband would meet their unborn child in heaven.  Because our God is the God of the living, not of the dead.  This is our hope, this is our faith.

I was reminded, by this encounter, how we live our lives on the border of the holy.  This no-man’s-land where the kingdom of God breaks upon the fallen world.  A place where tears are blotted and where the ache of sorrow is slowly lessened.  Where hope resides.

In the book of First Peter we are told, “Always be ready to make your defense to anyone . . . for the hope that is in you; do it with gentleness and reverence.”
 Our hope is a gift from God; a gift we need to be able, and willing, to share.
� 1 Peter 3:15
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