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Your parish priest, Fr Greg, and I are old friends—we go way back. I remember we disagreed once on the subject of hope. It was thirty years ago, and I’d just seen a new film called The Shawshank Redemption. You probably know the film, and if you don’t, you should treat yourself—it’s on Netflix, Stan and Prime Video. It’s a prison drama about Andy, played by Tim Robbins, who’s innocent of his wife’s murder but convicted for it anyway and sentenced to life without parole, locked up in Shawshank Prison from the late-1940s until his escape in the mid-60s. His friend Red, played by Morgan Freeman, can never understand how Andy manages to be so resilient, to keep so positive, finding ways to make things better for the other prisoners. He seems to be a Pilgrim of Hope.
	But it turns out that Andy has a secret—a reason for his hopefulness, something giving him a sense of purpose, of agency, of freedom, of confidence. He’s found that he could dig through the plaster wall of his cell with a sharpened spoon, and he kept digging, covering the hole each time with the first of a succession of film posters of beautiful women, from Rita Heyworth via Marilyn Monroe to Raquel Welch.
Andy digs and digs for years and years until he arrives at a fissure wide enough for him to climb down. He finds a big ceramic sewer pipe that he could break into, if only he could mask the sounds of him pounding on it with a rock. Once inside he’d crawl down the pipe through all the sewage until he finally emerged into the river, dragging a waterproof bag with a leg rope, holding stolen civilian clothing and shoes. All this he did on a stormy night, timing his pounding on the sewer pipe with claps of thunder, and making good his escape.
Andy gets a message to Red about joining him once Red’s parole eventually comes through. Red makes his way to a picturesque Mexican beach hideaway where Andy’s tucked himself away, building boats for a living, and we suppose that the two friends will live happily ever after in blissful anonymity.
	I loved the film and enthusiastically told Greg about it, thinking that I might use it as an illustration for an Advent homily about hope. But Greg was having none of it. That’s not hope, he told me, or at least it’s not true hope—Christian hope. Andy could keep positive and even cheerful through all those years because he had a credible plan for escaping his ordeal. He had a secret, he had agency, he wasn’t imprisoned like the other lifers because freedom was attainable—it was under his own control. This was hope, yes, but hope understood as the projection of Andy’s own reasonable expectations.
That sort of hope is something we all have. We hope to get a job after TAFE or Uni. We hope to meet somebody nice some day—in fact, my wife’s still hoping for that! We hope that our superannuation will hold out, and our health, so we can enjoy our retirement, and be able to help the kids financially. All these hopes are based on reasonable expectations, and there’s nothing wrong with that. But there’s more to Christian hope than taking reasonable steps and counting on predictable outcomes. This was Greg’s point, in response to me presenting The Shawshank Redemption as a salutary story of hope.
Christian hope can seem more like hoping against hope. It’s more than counting on a fairly likely outcome and feeling buoyed up because of that. What if there was no escape plan for Andy? Could he still find hope? This is what I want to explore with you in these two talks about the nature of Christian hope, because Fr Greg was right.
But first let me say some more about attitudes towards hope in our world today. There was a German protestant theologian working in the second half of the last century called Jürgen Moltmann, who wrote a great book in the mid-sixties called Theology of Hope. Moltmann knew all about hopelessness and imprisonment. He’d been conscripted into the German army as a teenager and was there during the savage allied bombings of Hamburg, surviving a firestorm by hiding in the harbour. He described that endless night as like being in hell. Then he became a POW, in Scotland and the North of England. But instead of escaping Moltmann found Christian community there, and hope, including solidarity with the poor local workers who reached out in friendliness to the prisoners.
Studying theology for the ministry back in Germany after the war, Moltmann was part of a new generation of pastors with no time for pious sentimentality, and who’d learned that being able to sustain hope in difficult times was a life and death matter. Later as a professor he wrote his great book about Christian hope. Moltmann’s Theology of Hope went on to influence Latin American liberation theology, which has now finally found full acceptance in Rome with Pope Leo’s recent apostolic letter Dilexi Te—‘I have loved you’. Why is real hope, Christian hope, so important?
There were two opposite attitudes toward hope that Moltmann identified in the modern world, both of which are inadequate. He associated these two options with figures from Greek mythology: Prometheus and Sisyphus.
So the story goes, Prometheus stole fire from the gods. For Moltmann, Prometheus symbolizes our confident, bold, go-ahead modern world, bending the forces of nature to our will and making our future bright, freed as we are from yesterday’s small ambitions and religious scruples. This is the Promethean myth of modernity. The great hope of our modern world has been for continued growth and progress—in the unstoppable march of our technology, our healthcare, our growth economies, our overcoming of yesterday’s social problems, and with the expectation of passing on a better future to our children.
But these days things aren’t faring so well for Prometheus, are they? Our modern Western world is now facing a crisis of confidence about the things we could once reasonably hope for, even in our own lifetimes. The modern myth of progress has begun to come unstuck. So, for instance, we hear all the time now that home ownership, which we once took for granted in post-war Australia, is increasingly out of reach for the young. I once knew a retired electrician, Ken, who’d managed to pay off his weatherboard Queenslander and put his four kids through private schools on one income. Try doing that today.
Likewise, marriage and family life are facing a crisis of stability and longevity. Yesterday’s reasonable hope for a long and happy life together, or at least a secure one, is draining away—it’s increasingly something that the young can no longer imagine. And then there’s a whole new category of older women who find themselves alone and financially vulnerable.
Apart from these very real personal challenges there are larger-scale problems with the Promethean myth of progress. Our hope for a bright future must now face the challenge of climate change and the many threats accompanying it—from worsening storms, hotter summers and bushfires already to future threats of inundated coastal cities, hordes of climate refugees and widespread food insecurity, with the added prospect of new pandemics and wars. This is so confronting that many find it easier to deny it all than to face it.
At the same time autocracy is gaining ground everywhere, while in America, Europe and even in Britain we see once buoyant hopes of growing social inclusion and justice for all being actively rolled back. We hoped that compassion, fairness and peace were on the rise, but then we see the return of political and military horrors that we thought we’d left behind thirty, sixty, or eighty years ago. Even our hopes for growing knowledge and mastery are in disarray—smart phones are becoming more intelligent while the people using them are becoming more gullible, more mentally lazy, and more hurtful in the way they relate to others through social media.
This collapse of hope accompanies a loss of dignity and economic progress for white working class and rural populations in America, so that a third of voters in that country are rusted on to an embittered culture of class grievance and racial hatred stoked by an opportunistic president of unprecedented venality—one who would certainly never have been elected had hope still been alive in his country.
If all that represents the legacy of Prometheus in today’s world then what about Sisyphus, who represented the opposite approach to hope in modern times according to Moltmann?  Sisyphus got too big for his boots and paid for it, being cursed by the gods. His punishment was to roll a huge stone uphill all day, only to have it roll back down overnight, and so on ad infinitum. For Moltmann the story of Sisyphus reminded him of those in our modern world who take a gloomier view of our prospects, refusing the Promethean myth of progress. The horrors and futilities of war had robbed many in Moltmann’s generation of the hope that a Promethean modernity had clung to.
Moltmann was thinking of the existentialists, who like the ancient stoics dismissed the attitude of hopefulness—better to just try and get by without hope; better to be realistic. If all we could reasonably hope for was hardship and disappointment in life, then the only rational attitude was to keep at it, to grin and bear it. This was a grim and tragic view of life, but not without its courage and dignity. Lots of TV detective shows have characters like this. Their dedication to the job is their sole meaning and purpose, while their private lives are given over to relationship breakdown, loneliness and drink.
Sisyphus, who kept at his unrelenting task without hope, has a certain heroic grandeur. And so do others like him, some of whom you probably know. The stoical attitude is common among older Australians, for instance, those who are very good at persevering, but who don’t show much evidence of joy in their lives. But for everyone who can manage life without hope, without the prospect of relief, there are many others for whom the path of Sisyphus is just too hard.
The pressures and isolation of those long COVID lockdowns broke a lot of people, especially among the young. And then there’s having to live with chronic pain, with harsh work conditions, with an interminably bad marriage, or an intolerable family situation, with long-term unemployment, or with whatever other lifetime of worry. All these bitter realities can overwhelm the descendants of Sisyphus—they can’t find the switch that turns dogged perseverance into tragic grandeur.
So, Prometheus has lost his mojo while Sisyphus can scarcely endure his torment. What are we to do? For many people, the alternative to angry resentment or else tragic perseverance is escaping into a private world of comfort, delusion and self-medication, seeking compensation for having lost meaning and purpose, or for never having it in the first place. The options include shopping, food, drink, drugs, sex, spacing out, latching on to some mad conspiracy theory, or whatever other popular distraction. Chicago professor Lauren Berlant calls this cruel optimism, because none of these escapist options will ultimately deliver the happiness and peace they promise.
The alternative of Christian hope is not one of these escapist options, despite what our critics delight to tell. Christian hope looks life squarely in the eye with the existentialists, while refusing to believe the Promethean myth of progress. It’s tough like the stoics, but unlike the stoics it transfigures its toughness with joy. And Christian hope is confident, hence it’s patient, in ways that escape today’s widespread flight to escapism.
Christian hope isn’t about a happy ending to every story, and it’s not about always coming out on top. So many make happiness and winning their goals in life, but these are fragile things to hope for. Circumstances can let us down, as can those we rely on, while happiness as we all know comes and goes. And what do we do then—do we blame God? No, God calls us to live in the mixed conditions of the real world, and to do so precisely as the limited, fragile, incompletely formed creatures that we are. God doesn’t promise us lives unconstrained by challenge, suffering, illness and death. Rather, God gives us a hope to sustain us through and beyond those inescapable conditions.
Some people reject God once things start to get tough or unpleasant in life, and especially when God seems absent in the face of trouble. Where’s the God who’s supposed to look after me?, they ask, thinking that being looked after by God must mean an untroubled life. That’s not the Christian promise, however, and that’s not Christian hope. Yes, God does look after us. Yes, God is near to us even if we don’t feel near to God. But God’s plan isn’t for us to remain immature, entitled, self-absorbed individuals. Rather, it’s for us to become mature, wise, life-giving, resilient and joyful persons, richly blessed and able to bless others, taking our place in God’s Church and in its mission.
Our God was emptied out in Jesus Christ to become a servant, to the point of embracing the cross, gently but firmly displacing us from the centre of our world to begin seeing things God’s way, and honouring God’s priorities. This is where we can seek and find our truest identity and fulfillment. Christian hope is especially important at a time like ours when the hope of Prometheus is failing, while the hopelessness of Sisyphus is proving increasingly hard to live with.
The Old Testament vested its hopefulness in its trustworthy, promise keeping God—not in kings, not in armies and horses, but in the God who kept God’s covenant with a beloved people. In the face of threat, Isaiah (7:4) gives this counsel of hope: ‘Take heed, be quiet, do not fear, and do not let your heart be faint’. This God will finally put an end to all our distress. Isaiah continues (25:9): ‘It will be said on that day, Lo, this is our God: we have waited for him, so that he might save us. This is the Lord for whom we have waited; let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation’.
You’ll notice that this doesn’t say ‘there’s a light at the end of the tunnel’. It’s not a counsel of cheerful optimism, that given time most situations will change for the better. As some wag prudently warned, the light at the end of the tunnel could be a train bearing down on you. No, the hope of God’s old covenant people is in their God’s faithfulness, both his past faithfulness and for the coming Messiah, all of which we Christians see fulfilled in Jesus Christ. As we read in the first letter of Peter (1:21), ‘through him you have come to trust in God, who raised him from the dead and gave him glory, so that your trust and hope are in God’.
St Paul sketches a whole theology of Christian hope in Chapter 8 of his Letter to the Romans. I’ll read it to you, but as I do, listen out for a few key themes. Notice that St Paul admits the difficulties and the challenges, the groaning of creation. Notice that Christian hope isn’t in what can be seen and reasonably predicted. Notice especially that Christian hope finds its basis in what Jesus Christ has done, dying and rising for us and now seated in power at God’s right hand. This hope puts all our fears into a different context.  And then the Holy Spirit helps us in our struggles, all of which is meant to build our confidence. Paul knows that we can be unsure about what’s going on, and about where God might be in inexplicable circumstances, reassuring us that at such times the Holy Spirit infuses our prayer, even when we lack the words. Listen, then, to this classical passage from Romans chapter 8 (22-39) setting out the scope and content of Christian hope:
We know that the whole creation has been groaning together as it suffers together the pains of labor, 23 and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. 24 For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope, for who hopes for what one already sees? 25 But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.
26 Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness, for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with groanings too deep for words.27 And God, who searches hearts, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit[q] intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.
28 We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose. 29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large family 30 And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified.
31 What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? 32 He who did not withhold his own Son but gave him up for all of us, how will he not with him also give us everything else? 33 Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. 34 Who is to condemn? It is Christ who died, or rather, who was raised, who is also at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us. 35 Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will affliction or distress or persecution or famine or nakedness or peril or sword? 36 As it is written,
“For your sake we are being killed all day long;
    we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered.”
37 No, in all these things we are more than victorious through him who loved us.38 For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.
It's clear from this wonderfully powerful Romans text that Christian hope is a superpower. As we know from the lives of saints and martyrs, this hope enables Christians to live with great courage and perseverance, transforming seemingly impossible circumstances by the gift of faith. Indeed, hope and faith are closely linked together—as we read in the letter to the Hebrews (11:1), ‘faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen’. I’m going to reflect on how this Christian hope plays out in my second talk, about what it might look like to be Pilgrims of Hope in a world where both Prometheus and Sisyphus have let us down.
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