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I have always felt that this time of year is a hopeful season. We still have what counts in 

California as winter — cold nights, some inclement weather, and some gray days – but signs of 

spring are all around. In my backyard the paperwhite narcissus have already come up and faded, 

and my daffodils are now in bloom. The bright green blades of the freesia leaves are flourishing, 

and I can see the beginning of their flower buds, nodding in the wind. Meanwhile, the cyclamen 

plants that I had thought were totally dead have miraculously leafed out, and one is even 

blooming. Hope springs eternal, especially when you’re talking about flowering bulbs. It’s 

something I can always count on. Whether we have had times of drought, times of frost, times of 

way too much rain in one month, still the daffodils, the narcissus, the freesias the irises, they 

always bloom. And that always makes me hopeful. 

 

Last week, Pastor Jeff talked about what hope is not. He talked about how hope is not really the 

same thing as optimism, that it isn’t a mathematical construct “in which past experience + 

present striving = future greatness, but that hope defies such cause-and-effect constructs. Hope is 

not some kind of Pollyanna view of the future that everything will work out fine if we just think 

positively enough. He suggested that hope is more like a muscle that we have to exercise. 

 

If hope isn’t optimism or positive thinking, then what exactly is hope? Spoiler alert: I am not 

going to give you a very good definition here. Even in her book, called Hope: A User’s Manual, 

pastor and author MaryAnn McKibben Dana doesn’t give a clear definition. It’s a good thing she 

doesn’t write manuals for appliances! Instead she explores “some nuances and possibilities of 

what hope might be.” Instead of definitions, she suggests “detours and discoveries, parables, and 

promises.”1 So here are some of those detours, discoveries, parables, and promises about hope. 

 

One of the things that Dana suggests about hope is that it is outmatched. Eventually, no matter 

how hopeful my daffodils make me feel, they will die. The flowers will fade and wilt, the stems 

will break, and the fresh green swords of the leaves will grow brown and dry and eventually 

crumble to dust. I know in my bones that they will return, but by the end of the spring, as the 

summer heat gets going, it can be hard to remember the promise of spring. In her book, Dana 

recalls the story of Pandora’s box, the Greek myth about how the troubles of humanity were 

released into the world by the young woman, Pandora (and why is it always a woman who 

unleashes the troubles into the world? I beg to differ!). Despite being told that she must never 

open the box, Pandora’s curiosity gets the best of her. She opens the box and out comes all of the 

plagues of humanity—suffering and death, disease, evil, turmoil, hatred, and famine. They all fly 

out in a rush, dark and ugly things to take over the world. But there is one small thing left in the 

box, isn’t there? And that is hope. Dana says of this story that, “it’s as decent a parable as any to 

describe the human condition, and the proportions certainly seem right. If hope outweighed 
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suffering, we wouldn’t really need it — it would simply be the predictable order of things for 

good always to prevail. Instead, it seems Hope is destined to be the underdog.” 

 

Despite its being outmatched, though, Dana also suggests that hope is enough. Dana tells a story 

about a church that is near her in Virginia where she lives. This church has a ministry with day 

laborers in their area, who most often immigrants, who work hand to mouth without any benefits 

or health insurance. The church found out that one of the day laborers had developed cataracts, 

and they scraped up some money in an effort to provide him with surgery. It wasn’t quite 

enough. Another church raised some money to add to the effort, but it wasn’t quite enough. 

Another church raised some more money, and was also able to provide transportation for the 

man to and from his appointments. Together all the churches were able to get him the surgery 

and recovery that he needed. “X leads to Y leads to Z.”2 

 

Part of the ritual of the Jewish Passover Seder is to re-tell the story of how God brought the 

people out of slavery in Egypt and into freedom. There’s a Passover song that tells the story of 

the movement out of slavery, called “Dayenu.” The word dayenu means roughly “it would have 

been enough.” Here are some of the words to the song:  

Had God brought us out of Egypt, only brought us out of Egypt… it would have been 

enough.  

Had God given us the Torah, only given us the Torah… it would have been enough.  

Had God given us the Sabbath, only given us the Sabbath… it would have been enough.3  

 

Perhaps, if that church’s “only act had been to do everything it could to support that day laborer 

and stand with him, even if the total fell short, dayenu.” Hope is outmatched, and yet, it is 

enough. Dana suggests that this concept of dayenu: 

 

doesn’t permit us to take the short view on justice and wholeness, to throw up our hands 

and say, ‘oh, well, we tried.’ What it does is, invite us to see the grace in each link of the 

story, to celebrate that whatever else happened, for one miraculous moment, someone 

chose hope. But dayenu — enough — also bears a marvelous secret: if we truly act as if 

we are enough — if we believe our X, or Y, or Z is sufficient to the task — our individual 

offerings, put together, can often accomplish more than we imagined as possible.4 

 

If we were to ask the apostle Paul what hope is, Paul might tell us that hope is a pregnant woman 

in labor. This is the metaphor that he uses in our text today from Romans. Yes, we are struggling, 

he says. We are suffering. In fact, the whole of creation is suffering. It is hard right now. But just 

like a woman in labor, we look forward to the new birth, and that gives us hope. We know that 

the struggle is hard, but that it will be over one day. One day soon, we will hold the infant in our 

arms. One day soon, we will see a new creation. One day soon, something new will blossom like 

the daffodils do every spring. And that gives us hope. When we struggle, if we see our struggle 

not as mere suffering, but as birth pangs, and if we understand that out of the struggle and 

suffering something new will emerge, we can continue to have hope for the future. And through 

the struggle, Paul assures us, God’s Spirit is right there with us, praying the words we need when 

 
2 Ibid., 44. 
3 Ibid., 45. 
4 Ibid. 



3 

 

we’re too distraught to utter them ourselves. Hope is rooted in an ability to see what we do not 

yet see. Hope is anticipating a better world, and not just imagining it, but living in a way so as to 

bring it about. 

 

In other words, hope takes the long view. “Each small task that we do doesn’t remake the 

world,” Dana says. “It might make the present moment better, which is no small thing. But hope 

infuses those modest tasks with meaning, not just to alleviate present suffering, but with the 

audacious goal to construct a new world.”5 

 

As I was pondering what it means to have a long view, I thought about building cathedrals. 

Chartres Cathedral in France, one of my favorite sacred spaces, was built over a period of over 

100 years, during which time a fire destroyed nearly all of it. This seems unimaginable to us, we 

who are used to building a complicated structure in two or three or maybe four years. But 

Chartres Cathedral—indeed, most of the great Gothic cathedrals of Europe—was envisioned, 

designed, and built by people who would not live to see it finished. And yet they did not give up 

hope that it would be finished. They kept quarrying stone, and hauling stone, and precisely 

carving stone, and laying stone on stone on stone until the cathedral was built. And even after it 

was consecrated in the year 1260—nearly 70 years after the fire that almost destroyed it—

construction continued. 

 

Closer to home, Grace Cathedral in San Francisco took much less time to be completed, but it, 

too, was planned and begun by people who did not live to see it finished. It was envisioned in 

1907 after the 1906 earthquake and fire destroyed the previous Grace Church. Construction 

began in 1927 and it opened for use in 1934. A north tower was built between 1936 and 1943, 

but construction halted until 1960. The cathedral was finally consecrated in 1964. And in fact, it 

still isn’t done. If you go to Grace Cathedral today, stand in the nave, and look up, you will see 

that in a portion of the cathedral, there is no ceiling. You see the supports for the ceiling, but 

beyond that, you see empty space under the roof. Maybe one day that ceiling will be installed, 

but in the meantime, Grace Cathedral is enough. It is a beautiful house of prayer and is a place of 

hope and love. 

 

Our humble church is not a cathedral. And yet the predecessors of this congregation had hope 

that took the long view, that envisioned a church that would continue far beyond their earthly 

lives. Certainly at times their hope for it was outmatched… and yet it was enough. May we, too 

have hope for those things unseen and trust that the Spirit will be there, praying right alongside 

us. Amen. 

 
5 Ibid., 57. 


