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In this Jubilee year, Catholics are invited to rediscover themselves as Pilgrims of Hope. For ordinary Christians it won’t come naturally to think of ourselves in these terms—to re-imagine our lives, our past, our present, our future, our relationships, our family life, our work, our careers, our interests, even our churchgoing habits, in terms of pilgrimage. ‘What sort of person are you’? ‘Well, first and foremost, I’m a Pilgrim of Hope’. Does that sound right?
	Yet pilgrimages are back in fashion. The old medieval pilgrimage routes in Europe are busy again. There’s the famous one leading from various starting points to Santiago de Compostela in Spain, or the less gruelling one from Innsbruck in Austria to the Swiss Abbey of Einsiedeln. The idea is that as you travel with the hoped-for goal in view, you undergo privations and challenges, you step right out of your comfort zone, and you muck in with all sorts of people. This is meant to be a metaphor for the Christian life. We journey both as individuals and companions towards the holy city, making our way through all sorts of challenges in a spirit of faith, hope and love, with our eyes fixed on the ultimate prize, which helps make the journey bearable.
	There are simpler pilgrimages going on all over the Catholic world in this Jubilee year, taking pilgrims to this or that cathedral with a goal of passing through its Holy Door, to receive a blessing and to strengthen faith. Lisa and I were tripping across Europe mid-year and we think we inadvertently went through two Holy Doors, without really aiming to—visiting Chartres Cathedral near Paris and the Duomo in Siena. But we intentionally sought out the main one, at St Peter’s in Rome. And that taught us something about the nature of pilgrimage.
	For a start, the weather was stinking hot, the crowds were pressing, and the official arrangements were shambolic. Is that what they call organised religion? We lined up in the midday Summer sun for ages, jealous of our place in the ticket queue and cursing the push-ins, until we got to the booth at the end and found we didn’t need tickets after all. So, we just joined one of the many pilgrim groups milling about, which happened to be from a diocese in Northern Italy. We made our slow way with them towards St Peter’s Square along a crowded street, stopping for set prayers along the way, then inching through security in the colonnades, then edging our way through another huge crowd in the square, until we finally passed through the Holy Door into the cool of St Peter’s. After hours on foot in the extreme heat all I wanted was a cold beer and a taxi back to our air-conditioned room at the ACU Rome Campus—forget trying to find a bus! Our pilgrimage hadn’t felt grand, or exciting, or fulfilling. But we went, we did it with a whole world of fellow Christians. We came away feeling like we were part of the Universal Church, in which all of us were heading in the same direction.
	The opportunity of the pilgrimage, the invitation, was to perceive this whole uncomfortable and occasionally frustrating exercise as a blessing, and a journey together to a shared goal which differs significantly from the goal of ordinary human life. St Paul encourages us in Romans (12:12) to ‘Rejoice in hope; be patient in affliction; persevere in prayer’, and this Rome pilgrimage was a chance to do what St Paul enjoins, though we did it ritually (and perhaps a little theatrically).
	My point is that our life’s pilgrimage under the auspices of Christian hope isn’t guaranteed to be well organised, it’s very likely that we’ll be pushed out of our comfort zones, and we certainly can’t expect to feel in control of things. But we’re in this together as Christians. The goal of sharing Christ’s life and his resurrection is held before us as we journey along, like the looming dome of St Peter’s that remained visible over the throng—we just had to keep lifting our eyes, which of course is what the habit of prayer lets us do.
	Now, where does Christian hope come from—how does it emerge? St Paul leaves no doubt that our Christian faith and hope are based squarely in the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and no substitute will do; as he says in 1 Corinthians (15:19), ‘If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied’.
Here we see the difference between Christian hope and the familiar human alternative, which is based on the familiarities, regularities and reasonable expectations of this life, which I mentioned in my first talk, or perhaps just believing in the fickle finger of fate. Christian hope, on the other hand, rests on our faith in Jesus Christ, and in the share we have through baptism in Christ’s own life with God, including the hope that we’ll share eternal life with him. We believe and hope that there’s a new creation, that we can see signs of it all around us in the world and in the sacramental Church, and that one day we’ll share in it fully with the rest of creation: a new heaven and a new earth.
	Karl Marx tells us that all this is just opium for the people, the soul of soulless conditions. But there’s a more practical source of Christian faith and hope that St Paul mentions in 2 Corinthians (1:9-10): his experience of God’s past faithfulness. St Paul has been reflecting on the unbearably crushing opposition that he and his companions suffered in Asia, to the extent that they despaired of life itself—as he says, ‘we felt that we had received the sentence of death, but that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on God who raises the dead. He delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us; on him we have set our hope that he will deliver us again’.
	And so with all of us in the Christian life. As we weather trials and difficulties, and we sense that God has helped us to get through them, so our faith and hope are confirmed and strengthened, making us ready for the next round.
In fact, St Paul goes one step further, encouraging us to feel positive about our afflictions in life because they provide an opportunity to grow in faith. I remember being very aware of a key passage from St Paul’s letter to the Romans (5:1-5) when I first read it as a teenager and was intrigued by it. This is what St Paul says:
Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand, and we boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God. 3 And not only that, but we also boast in our afflictions, knowing that affliction produces endurance, 4 and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, 5 and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.
This is a wonderful passage. God has made us God’s own people through grace, through unmerited favour—not through our own exceptional goodness and holiness, and certainly not with the self-justifying posturing that we see all around us in the world. The boast we can proudly make, St Paul says, is that we hope to share in God’s glory, which will be God’s gift to us. And in light of that so-called weight of glory, our present afflictions are put into a new perspective.
Instead of a threat to bring us undone, or knock us off course, life’s afflictions are rediscovered as a proving ground of God’s faithfulness, and as something like a gymnasium for strengthening our spiritual muscles. Our afflictions become less of a threat and more of an opportunity. I think this is what St Paul is getting at when he encourages us to ‘boast in our afflictions, knowing that affliction produces endurance, 4 and endurance produces character, and character produces hope 5and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us’.
So, we see Christian hope emerging through experience, especially through difficulties, which we learn to take more and more in our stride as we grow in endurance. And this process changes us; we develop a stronger, clearer character, and hope is its marker—hope secured by character-building challenges that might defeat others. Very importantly, we won’t be afraid of losing face, of losing ground, of not looking like winners, because our hope is securely held in the love of God that we’ve taken into ourselves and that we’re beginning to realise can change everything.
A good example of that faith is St John Henry Newman, our newest Doctor of the Church—a nineteenth century English theologian and our most illustrious Anglican convert. Writing of him recently, the Australian theologian Shaun Blanchard made this observation:
[Newman] was a person who struggled through bouts of loneliness, sadness and feeling misunderstood and judged, and he was totally open about this. He was completely open about experiencing bouts of real darkness, but he always hung on to his friends and always trusted that God would get him through whatever he was facing, even if he couldn’t see the light at the end of the tunnel. I think that kind of honest faith has never been more needed.
Here we see the fuller realism of Christian faith and hope beyond the comparatively limited scope of worldly realism.
Worldly realism is all about what we can make of our life and our world given our limitations, while facing the ultimate horizon which is death. Some are more like Prometheus and some more like Sisyphus in the type of realism they favour—hoping in what their own and humanity’s powers might achieve, or else trying to live soberly and decently in the absence of hope. But for Christians our limitations are known and accounted for by God, such that they are not our enemy, and nor is death. Because the weight of death has been lifted at Easter and need no longer be a burden all our life.
Fear of death, fear of failure, fear of missing out, which are all bound together, need not be an everpresent constraint on our lives. Christian hope liberates us from this, bringing a quality of fearlessness, or at least resilience, which we grow into as we learn to trust God. Resurrection hope begins to show itself in our lives as we get used to looking for it, and being able to count on it.
A very important aspect of Christian hope is learning to live without needing to be in control all the time. We can learn to manage our anxiety, even when we don’t really know what’s going on. What looks like failure and confusion might in time reveal an outcome we never expected—a pleasant surprise, perhaps, or maybe a hard but necessary lesson that we couldn’t have learned any other way.
Even terrible news and awful circumstances can ultimately reveal blessings, if not for us then for others, because this is how things are now in light of Easter. It’s not that God sends us bad outcomes or leads us into temptation, because these come as a natural consequence of being the sort of creatures we are in a world like ours. Yet God is always at work with us in the midst of it all.
Even in the broken pieces of a career or a reputation or a marriage or a family, even in terminal illness, even facing public shaming for something stupid that we’ve done, even having to deal with an unwanted pregnancy or an onerous new responsibility at work, the God of Easter will be in it with us. The Holy Spirit is patiently recontextualising our situation so it starts to look less threatening, more open to possibilities, while transforming and converting us so that we can face up to it.
You’ll all have stories like this, where God has re-narrated your life story so that even its dark patches can reveal a blessing. Let me speak personally for a momeent. Thirty years ago Lisa and I found we couldn’t have children, and after a period of prayerful discernment we decided to accept this as our lot and make a go of it alone—to take the road less travelled in a world seemingly made for families. Yet this disappointment has brought us new and unexpected opportunities. Another example. Over a long and difficult decade from my early forties I had to deal with some very difficult situations in my work. I was under a lot of strain and I didn’t always manage to keep my cool or my poise. Yet I came throiugh it into a new and unexpectedly fruitful place, with new attitudes and insights, new resources and opportunities.
Lisa and I can look back now with thankfulness on these times of difficulty and disappointment, grateful for how we’ve been guided and changed despite things not turning out as we’d have preferred. A better hope had overcome the more worldly hopes that once guided our expectations. I’m reminded here of Jacob wrestling with the angel in Genesis 32, refusing to let go until he received a blessing. Likewise, Christian hope won’t let go in trying times until it wrestles a blessing from God. Jacob walked away from that encounter limping;  there’s no guarantee that things will be easy or straightforward. But Jacob received his blessing nonetheless.
Let me conclude this second talk on Christian hope with a jail story, to bookend The Shawshank Redemption jail story that began my first talk,. But this one is a true story, not a fictional one. Remember what I had to say about Andy’s hope in that film being based on reasonable expectations, on his own capacity to control events. His secret gave him a spring in his step and a positive demeanour. But what if Andy couldn’t find an escape route and had to make the best of his life sentence without parole while knowing all along that he was innocent? Without the worldly hope that he found by digging a secret tunnel and finding a way out of his imprisonment, might that imprisonment have got the better of him? Without God, and without Prometheus, would Andy’s endless days in the company of Sisyphus have been sustainable?
Well, here’s an alternative scenario, and, as I say, a true story. It’s about an American academic colleague of mine, a lay Catholic theologian, who I’ve met at conferences, whose books I’ve written back cover endorsements for, and for whose promotion to full professor I once wrote in support. Out of the blue he was caught out in some wrongdoing and convicted of an offence that we’d all agree was serious. He was remorseful and pleaded guilty. His wife wrote asking me to send a character reference to the judge, prior to sentencing, but in any event he got ten years at a federal prison in Texas starting this year. I won’t name them; we’ll call this couple Edward and Lily.
Recently Lily wrote to thank me. Let me read to you from her email.
Edward is currently serving his time in a federal prison near Dallas. It’s a low-security camp, primarily designated for individuals convicted of non-violent offenses, focusing more on rehabilitation than strict confinement. Initially, there were significant concerns, not just about the general environment within the prison, but specifically about the living conditions, as half of the buildings lack air conditioning during the notoriously hot Texas summer. Thankfully, his stay in those non-climate-controlled units was short-lived, and he has since been transferred to a building with AC, which has been a tremendous relief for his well-being.
Despite the circumstances, Edward is maintaining a remarkably positive and resilient spirit. He has managed to form some close friendships and is dedicating a considerable amount of time to prayer and reading. He's enrolled in a painting class, with an aspiration to eventually paint icons. I regularly send him prayer books and Catholic classics, and it's heartwarming to hear that whenever he places them on the shared bookshelf, they quickly circulate among the inmates. There's a real demand for spiritual and devotional books in the compound, and he's also able to share them as gifts.
He attends Mass weekly and participates in nightly prayer meetings, where he's noticed a growing number of attendees, a trend we both pray will continue. He has begun offering brief talks based on his reflections, which have been well-received. I almost feel that he has been given a unique privilege to serve his fellow inmates in this capacity, especially since the priest is only allowed one hour each week mainly to celebrate Mass.
His official work assignment is as an electrician, though he hasn't actually been called to duty or training.  It’s hard to imagine that the prison would entrust electrical issues to inmates.  
Professor Cowdell, I would appreciate your continued prayers for Edward, his nascent prison ministry, and for the well-being of his fellow inmates.  Your spiritual support truly makes a difference.
	Andy in The Shawshank Redemption, had a form of hope that was genuine and normal, but without the sort of power we see in the story of that couple I’m calling Edward and Lily. These fellow Catholics of ours are truly Pilgrims of Hope. But there’s no get out of jail free card. Edward and Lily’s lives will never be the same. He’ll never work again as an academic, though he might end up as an electrician who paints icons and writes deep and insightful books in his spare time.
This is how Christian hope works; this is what it looks like in action. Beyond Promethean presumption and the managed despair of Sisyphus, the Holy Spirit gives us a share in Christ’s life and resurrection, now and forever. Nothing might turn out as we’d planned or expected; and we won’t ultimately survive the things that befall us. But Christian hope clings to the proven truth that our God who raised Jesus from the dead can be trusted, despite everything—trusted not to let us down ultimately, and trusted not to leave us d frustrated and angry, or else defeated and paralysed, in the meantime. There’s a lot for us to do here and now for the sake of God’s world, and maintaining our hope in God’s ultimate purposes is the key.
	So, let my final words to you be prayerful words, again from St Paul and his letter to Romans (15:13): ‘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’. Thankyou.
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