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Reflection for January 17, 2021 
 

Promise and Hope 

“See, I am about to do something that will make the ears of anyone 

who hears of it tingle” (I Samuel 3:11). 

“O Lord, you have searched me and known me” (Psalm 139:1). 

“Do you believe because I told you that I saw you under the fig tree? 

You will see greater things than these” (John 1:50). 

“We (Christians) believe that with all its ambiguities and dangers, this is 

God’s world, because of Jesus Christ, who, as John’s Gospel tells us, is 

like a light shining in the darkness, and the darkness does not overcome 

it. His life, his teaching, his death, his resurrection, above all, his 

unconquerable love, are so overwhelmingly impressive that we confess 

that in him we have seen the glory of the Father, full of grace and truth. 

In him, something new entered the world, a life so compelling in its 

love and outreach to all that we accept him as the revelation of the 

deepest reality. It is in him that we learn what human life is about and 

what this world is about” (John Macquarrie). 

May the peace of the Lord be always with you. 

Let us pray: 

Holy One, we are tired and overwhelmed by the enormity of the 

challenges we face these days. You tell us today to pause and take 

stock: What is it we are looking for? We know our heart’s desire needs 

to be possible, attainable. We know we can’t turn back the clock or stop 

the sands of time. We know the future will be what we make it within 

the boundaries of the choices life offers each of us. Help us to pay 

attention to our souls, to take time to listen to your still, small voice 

leading us on the path of salvation, which is justice and compassion for 

all. Amen. 
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“Has it ever struck you that it does seem very odd that you and I exist?” 

Here we are, thrown into a world in which we have to live. We did not 

choose to exist, we did not create ourselves nor did anyone consult us 

as to whether we wanted to live. It has just happened to us that we 

have, so to speak, wakened up in a world and grown up in a world, 

where we become conscious that we have to make our lives with 

whatever resources we have and along with all the other people who 

have to make their lives in the same world. I think these are the 

sentiments underlying the spiritual writings called the psalms. We don’t 

know for sure the historical context of the writer of the psalm from 

which Stephen read a moment ago. Perhaps he (or she) was 

experiencing social isolation, disruption, uncertainty, depression: If I 

say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me, and the light around me 

become night,” even the darkness is not dark to you; the night is as 

bright as the day, for darkness is as light to you (Psalm 139:11-12). 

We cannot help wondering what is going on. What is it all about? Is 

there any meaning or purpose to it? What’s it all for? Life, for many 

people, seems to be just one thing after another with no coherent 

pattern and no goal in view. But if anyone asks, “Does my life have any 

meaning or any value? Where have I come from? Where am I going?” 

such a person soon discovers that there are no certain answers to these 

questions. No one can prove beyond doubt that there is a meaning and 

purpose to human life, or that there is no such meaning and purpose. 

An English Victorian author writes: “What do you think of yourself? 

What do you think of the world? These are questions with which we 

must all deal. They are riddles of the Sphinx, and yet, in one way or 

another, we must all deal with them. In our important transactions, we 

must take a leap. If we decide to leave the riddle unanswered, that is a 

choice. Whatever choice we make, we make it at our peril. If a person 

chooses to turn his back altogether upon God, no one can prevent him, 

no one can show beyond reasonable doubt that he is mistaken. We 

stand on a mountain pass, in the midst of whirling snow and blinding 
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mist, through which we get glimpses now and then of paths which may 

be deceptive. If we stand still, we shall be frozen to death. If we take 

the wrong road, we shall be dashed to pieces. We can only act for the 

best and hope for the best.” 

We have to respond to questions without always having a fully 

convincing proof of the answers that we give. This happens to be true 

of all the most important questions in our lives. By our very deeds and 

decisions every day in our lives, we are giving answers to the questions 

of what we think of ourselves and what we think of the world. That is 

why we must venture on beliefs that go beyond what we certainly 

know. In our important transactions, we must take a leap. Call it, if you 

like, the “leap of faith”—the step which takes us beyond what we can 

know with certainty into a realm where we can be content only with 

belief or disbelief. Of course, we do not take such a step lightly. We do 

not believe just anything, though unfortunately men and women have 

often been persuaded to accept beliefs that have no basis, and they 

have suffered the consequences of their gullibility. “When Ted Cruz, as 

ethically diaphanous a politician as exists in the U.S. today, stood up 

this week and urged his colleagues to practise  a bit less certitude and a 

bit more recognition that we are gathered at a time when democracy is 

in crisis’—as though his active attempt to enable the former has not 

directly led to the latter—he was in a way drawing a right-wing 

blueprint for the coming years. Why confine yourself to a single version 

of the truth? If your supporters want there to have been a stolen 

election, why not treat it as fact? And perhaps this will be the nihilistic 

conclusion of the Trump years: a society composed of parallel 

universes. After all, what’s a few degraded institutions, a few violent 

outbursts, a few dead bodies here and there, if the result is an electoral 

base willing to follow its leaders beyond the borders of reality?” (Omar 

El Akkad). Donald Trump, in the wake of the siege on Capitol Hill, 

assumed the role of a great high priest via a video-taped homily as he 

blessed his flock, “We love you, you are special” and then ended with 
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the benediction “Go in peace” with the ominous refrains—"Lock her 

up,” “Send them back”, “Build that wall”, “Hang him high”—hanging in 

the air. Adam Gopnik paints this chilling portrait: “Mr. Trump is an 

anthology of human ugliness; his behaviour, feature for feature, is an 

encyclopedia of everything we use to indicate evil when we create a 

villain, in an epic poem or in a Disney cartoon: a compulsive liar who 

has contempt for the very idea of truth; self-obsessed to a pathological 

degree, incapable of feeling compassion for anyone he thinks ‘weak.’ In 

a world in which the rest of us are properly impeded by civilization from 

the blunt expression of all of our hatreds and prejudices, Mr. Trump 

simply goes on without impediments—and even when there’s nothing 

remotely admirable about that temperament, there’s always something 

deeply compelling about it, whether it’s Richard III pursuing the throne 

or the Penguin running for mayor of Gotham City. Evil is endlessly 

entertaining—until you are its subject, and by then it’s too late.” I can 

imagine Donald Trump saying, “I played this nation like a heart from 

hell.” And his deluded followers will pay the price for the sins of their 

disgraced leader. 

Dr. Ashleigh Tuite, an infectious-disease epidemiologist and assistant 

professor at the Dalla Lana School of Public Health of the University of 

Toronto acknowledged that “the vaccine has given people a lot of 

hope.” “Infectious diseases are humbling at the best of times, but what 

really matters in epidemics, or a pandemic, is the human factor, and no 

one can predict how people will behave in the coming months” (Dr. 

Joanne Liu). 

Navigating questions of identity can often lead us into murky and 

perilous waters. Social media allows us to create a virtual identity, to 

curate a self-image. But the virtual life is exhausting. We post our lives, 

our hearts, our minds, our bodies to a virtual audience for scrutiny 

which can result in affirmation or bullying. But the virtual life is 

exhausting. One of the reasons ZOOM meetings are so tiring is that we 
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see ourselves on the screen. That is why the story of Samuel and Eli is 

so compelling for our day. Eli represents the distilled wisdom of the 

past, Samuel the energizing possibility of the future. Eli needs Samuel in 

order to perceive that God is doing a new thing (“Visions were not 

widespread” I Samuel 3:1.). Samuel needs Eli in order to cultivate the 

skill of discernment, to be able to distinguish the myriad voices. 

Sometimes the younger generation has a message that causes the ears 

of the older generation to tingle. (Greta Thunberg is a case in point.) 

Now in his 90s, the great theologian Jurgen Moltmann writes: “Youth 

and old age are not only stages in life, counted in years, but also 

attitudes towards life. Some people already look pretty “old” at an 

early age. Others are still young at heart and of inquisitive spirit in their 

old age. People may say: The future belongs to the young, but what is 

equally true is: Hope rejuvenates.” In his elderly days, Albert Schweitzer 

wrote: “You are as young as your hope. You are as old as your 

despondency. As long as the message of the beauty, the joy, the 

courage and magnitude of the earth, humankind and the infinite ready 

your heart, you will be young.” 

We are not God, and even handling our own lives is something that we 

cannot do on our own. We have to look beyond ourselves to a wisdom 

that is divine rather than human, for a grace that can strengthen us in 

our weakness. And the testimony of generations has been that when 

men and women do that, they are indeed helped and strengthened. 

This witness appeals not just to our weakness and our need of God’s 

help, it appeals also to our strength and to the great possibilities that lie 

dormant in every human being. For the human being was created in the 

image of God—the image of self-giving love—and has within him or her 

that image, to act as a guide or a magnet to draw each one nearer in 

likeness to God. Our prayers to God and our worship of God are the 

means by which this precious gift within is strengthened and 

developed. This is no arbitrary belief, nor is it wishful belief. It is a 

reasonable belief, and one which, if we accept it, presents the greatest 
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moral and spiritual challenge to be found anywhere. Jesus tells 

Nathanael, who was able to rise above his skepticism (and cynicism!), 

“Very truly, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God 

ascending and descending upon the Son of Man” (John 1:51). 

I think the psalmist was suffering both physical and psychological pain. 

Ian Brown observes: Pain is the lingua franca—the universal language--

of human existence: It isn’t for nothing that a man in agony nailed alive 

to a wooden cross is the symbol of the world’s most widely practised 

faith. No one escapes pain, of any variety, in the course of their life. If 

COVID and its lockdowns have offered up any lesson at all, it is this: that 

what we miss most is each other, or at least the possibility of each 

other. We are each of us the antibody to the virus of indifference that 

also lurks in everyone. “If we are to come out of this crisis less selfish 

that when we went in,” Pope Francis writes in his new book, Let us 

Dream: The Path to a Better Future, “we have to let ourselves be 

touched by others’ pain.” You don’t have to be Catholic or any other 

kind of believer to grasp his point. Instead of shying away from pain and 

addiction and opioid abusers and their bottomless craving, of which we 

are compulsively afraid, instead of trying to drug them into invisibility, 

what would happen if we tried to make childhood less terrifying, and 

trauma less secretive, and the lives of the damaged less shameful? 

From which of our own deadly addictions—to the illusion of self-

sufficiency and merit and perfection, to the smug belief that we can 

control our lives, to our unquestioning faith in success and doing better 

than others—would that gesture finally free us? 

The Apostle Paul has penned some of the most famous lines about 

hope ever written: “For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen 

is not hope. For who hopes for what is seen? But if we hope for what 

we do not see, we wait for it with patience” (Romans 8:24-25).  

Miroslav Volf, professor at Yale University and former student of Jurgen 

Moltmann, reflected on hope in his presentation for the John Albert 
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Hall Lecture series sponsored by The University of Victoria’s Centre for 

Studies in Religion and Culture and the Anglican Diocese of Islands and 

Inlets (formerly the Diocese of British Columbia): Hope is a strange 

thing—as Emily Dickinson declares in her famous poem, it’s a “thing 

with feathers” perched in our soul, ready to take us on its wings to 

some future good. In fact, hope is a thing that has already taken us to 

that good with the tune that it sings. In hope—or perhaps by hope—

“we were saved,” writes Apostle Paul. In hope, a future good which 

isn’t yet, somehow already is. A future good we cannot see, which waits 

in darkness, still qualifies our entire existence. Our salvation lies in 

hope, but not in hope that insists on the future good it has imagined, 

but in hope ready to rejoice in the kind of good that actually comes our 

way. The God who creates out of nothing, the God who makes dead 

alive—the God of the original beginning of all things and the God of 

new beginnings—justifies hope that is otherwise unjustifiable. When 

that God makes a promise, we can hope. 
Bill Cantelon 


