“A Theology of Hope”

Romans 8:18-39
With some concern and a whole lot of reservation, I am sharing a true story with you. But I’m reluctant to tell it because I’m afraid you may draw the wrong theological conclusion. I have one purpose and one purpose only in telling this story, and I will make that purpose clear after telling it. So, here goes: True Story

There was a scientific experiment performed at the University of Indiana that revealed some interesting conclusions on the effect of hope in terms of how we face adversity. To monitor the effect of hope, a rat was placed in a bucket of water and left to swim or sink. Over and over the experiment was repeated with different rats, and each time the rats would swim for an average of 3 minutes, give or take only a few seconds. After 3 minutes each rat would give in to the apparent futility of its situation and would begin to sink.
Now after establishing this average of 3 minutes, the experiment was slightly modified. This time—after the rats swam for 2 minutes and 50 seconds, but before the rats gave into the futility of their situation—someone would reach into the bucket and pull the rat out to safety. This was repeated several times with different rats until each rat began trusting that the great hand in the sky would eventually reach down and pull them to safety.

Then the experiment was modified again. This time they let the rats swim for 3 minutes and 15 seconds. Trusting that the great hand in the sky would eventually come, instead of giving up and sinking after 3 minutes, the rats would continue swimming the additional 15 seconds. Then the rat was left to swim for 3 minutes and 30 seconds, 4 minutes, 5 minutes, 6 minutes. Each time, just before the rat would have given in to futility, the great hand in the sky would reach in and pull it to safety. After 7 minutes, 10 minutes, 15 minutes, the hopeless rat that initially would have given up after just 3 minutes would continue to swim for 30 minutes with the hope that the great hand in the sky would come to its aid.

Now I have one purpose and one purpose only in telling this story, and my purpose is not to say that we humans are little more than rats swimming around in the metaphorical bucket of God’s universe. Nor am I saying that God is some cold, objective, unfeeling scientist using humanity in some cosmic experiment because both of those purposes contradict to the context of our scripture reading. In the verses that immediately precede this passage, Paul writes that we Christians have been given the Spirit of Adoption to become children of God. In our baptism, God’s very Spirit, the Holy Spirit, is sealed inside of us, calling out “Abba!” to our creator. “Abba” —that’s Aramaic for “father” or more precisely “daddy.” 
We are not rats in a scientific experiment conducted by our objective unfeeling creator. We are the subjective loved children of our heavenly father.
And I also want to make it clear that my point in telling this story is not to say that if you will only believe hard enough, if you will just keep swimming, and swimming, and swimming, then sooner or later God will reach down into the bucket of your life and solve all your problems. That is not my point either, because the implication of that would be that if you continue to suffer and your suffering never ceases, well, you must not have believed hard enough. For you see that logic would also be a contradiction to the context of this morning’s scripture reading.
Paul writes: “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us.” Paul boldly proclaims the indisputable fact that Christians can and will suffer the same afflictions as non-Christians. Folks, all Christians, at one time or another, to one degree or another, will suffer. It is an inevitable part of the human situation. As we have seen in recent hurricanes and forest fires, the houses of faithful Christians are destroyed the same as those who lie, cheat, and steal. Being a Christian is no guarantee of deliverance from suffering.

But being a Christian is a guarantee of hope in the midst of suffering. And that is my one and only point in telling you this story.
“For in hope we were saved.” That’s what we hear in our scripture reading. Now another way of translating that could be “by hope we were saved.” Or to paraphrase this line a little, “In hope, we find our salvation.” My friends, all of us suffer, some more than others. And some of us certainly get more than our fair share. But sooner or later, all of us suffer.
If you haven’t been divorced yourself, I’ll bet you have a close friend or family member who has. Cancer, heart disease, multiple sclerosis, muscular dystrophy, Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s, Covid-19—if you haven’t endured a life-altering ailment yourself, I’ll bet you have a close friend or relative who has. If you haven’t dealt with alcohol or substance abuse yourself, I’ll bet you have a close friend, family member, or neighbor who has. We all struggle to pay our bills and meet our responsibilities. And I guarantee that we all have had times when we have felt neglected, abused, isolated, misunderstood, and alone.

All of us suffer, and we all struggle to endure the apparent futility, the seemingly hopeless reality of our human condition. For all of us, there are times when it sure feels like we are swimming around in a bucket of water all alone with no way out and no future at all.
But the Good News of our Christian faith, the news that turns the world upside down, is this: You are not alone, and there is hope in your life. For in the midst of your life, and in the midst of your suffering, God is there, guiding you, leading you, loving you, and empowering you through your suffering.

Beginning in verse 31, our scripture reading puts it this way: “If God’s on our side like this, how can we lose? If God didn’t hesitate to put everything on the line for us, embracing our condition and exposing himself to the worst by sending his own Son, is there anything else God wouldn’t gladly and freely do for us? And who would dare tangle with God by messing with one of God’s chosen? Who would dare even to point a finger? The One who died for us—who was raised to life for us—do you think anyone is going to be able to drive a wedge between us and Christ’s love for us? There’s no way!”
The promise of today’s scripture reading is God is always with us, even in the midst of our suffering. And amazingly, according to our scripture reading, even when we do give up, even when we give in to futility and begin to sink, God’s Spirit is still there, sealed inside us and praying for us in sighs and groans too deep for words to describe.

My friends, I cannot promise you that your Christian faith will add one day to the span of your life. I cannot promise you that your faith will always protect you or your children from illness or harm. And I can’t promise you that there will never again be conflict or division in your church, no matter what church you join. But I can promise you this: The presence of God’s Spirit in your life can bring you through your suffering because God’s Spirit can bring you hope and meaning and purpose, even though your deliverance from your suffering may come in the life hereafter.

Several years ago, when I was in a previous church, I was on a pastoral call with a member who was in the later stages of prostate cancer, and a few years later he died from this cancer. But I remember so well the words he spoke to me that day. I asked him how he was coping in his fight with cancer, and here’s what he said, “This cancer has taught me my deep reliance upon God. It forced me to learn how to pray. And through meditational prayers, breath prayers, and silent prayers, I’ve become so much more aware of God’s presence in my life. All things considered, this cancer has been a real positive influence in my life.”
The church’s mission is to witness to the world the hope of our Christian faith. And that hope is this: God is alive, and God is real, and God is still working in our world and in our church, changing hearts and shaping lives. And it is in that hope that we keep on living, and keep on enduring, and keep on swimming, because if we believe that God is still working in our world and in our church and in our lives, then we know God will see us through into our salvation.
Let us pray:

Thank you, God, for coming into our world bringing light into our darkness and hope into our despair. Touch us with your presence, and fill us with the hope of your Spirit among us. Amen.

David A. Cagle
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