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Kathryn Z. Johnston Bright Hope for Tomorrow Hebrews 12:1-3 
November 7, 2021 You Are Here (Hope Starts Here) Matthew 28:16-20 
  
Hebrews 12:1-3 
Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every 
weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set 
before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the joy that 
was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right 
hand of the throne of God. 
Consider him who endured such hostility against himself from sinners, so that you may not 
grow weary or lose heart. 
 
Matthew 28:16-20 
Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed 
them. When they saw him, they worshipped him; but some doubted. And Jesus came and said to 
them, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am 
with you always, to the end of the age.’ 
The Story of God, for the people of God… thanks be to God. 
 
“As long as you have hope, you’re human.” 
It’s been awhile since I offered a Presbyterian mandated quote from theologian and retired 
Columbia Seminary professor, Walter Brueggemann. So there it is: “As long as you have hope, 
you’re human.” 
 
Hope is how we live into who we are as beloved children of God.  
Hope is how we live into our baptismal identities (remember your baptism!). 
Hope isn’t self-reliance or confidence in progress that things are better. Hope is a trust that 
God has more gifts to give and more promises to keep and that the “world as it is” simply 
cannot prevail. 
 
Hope calls upon the past and leans into a future in and above human history. 
We are here. Hope is here. 
 
I had a couple of choices for the first reading of Scripture this morning. The first was what we 
heard – Hebrews 12:1-3. This is the culmination of chapter 11. I could have had Mike/Ed read 
all of chapter 11… maybe next time. 
 
Hebrews 11 is basically a list of hopers - from Abel to Abraham, on to Isaac, Jacob and Joseph, 
then Moses - Hopers. Rahab. A few of the Judges, Samson, David, Samuel - Hopers. These, 
through faith, administered justice, conquered kingdoms, obtained promises, shut  
the mouths of lions and quenched the fury of the fires. They were all hopers. 
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Hebrews 11 ends with verses 39 and 40: Yet all these, though they were commended for their 
faith, did not receive what was promised, since God had provided something better so that they 
would not, apart from us be made perfect.  
 
For some reason, scripture thinks we get decide whether their faith amounts to anything. 
Brueggemann said (probably a little less famously), “I don’t understand bowling scores, but in 
bowling, you don’t know the score until a few squares later.” Hebrews supposes that one has 
to wait until later on to find out if the faith of any of these people matter. And remember, by 
people we mean people like Abraham and Noah, Moses and David. 
 
So did their faith matter? As we read their powerful stories, as we sing songs about other 
hopers like Mary, relying on God when she was young and afraid and unsure what the future 
held, or Elizabeth, relying on God when she had resigned herself to infertility, or Joseph, 
relying on God when his life and most important relationship took a dramatic turn, does it 
change us? Do we live as hopers? Do we really know what that means? 
 
We are here. Hope is here. 
 
It’s interesting to me that Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, the three men famously thrown 
into the fire for refusing to worship another god, lived their hope not so much by what they 
did but by what they did not do. They did not seek attention for this quiet faithfulness. They 
did nothing strategic or symbolic or systemic to improve their situation. They did not profess 
that God would save them from a martyr’s death. They said: If our God whom we serve is able 
to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire and out of your hand, O king, let him deliver 
us.  But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods and we will not 
worship the golden statue that you have set up. 
 
So much hope hangs on those three words, “but if not…” They lived in a hope that did not rely 
upon the outcome, but relied on God. God’s presence with them, in and through everything, 
even a fiery furnace.  
 
So often, Christianity in our culture lifts up faith and hope as strategies to affect the trajectory 
of our lives, to provide for us a calm mental state while we await a better outcome. A 
guaranteed outcome even, as it is tied to a result (prosperity gospel) rather than to God’s 
presence in and through everything (actual gospel). We hope that the cancer will be cured. 
We hope that leaders will see the error of their ways. We hope our loved one will be freed 
from the furnace of addiction.  
 
We sit with real people who ask us if they’ll ever regain their faith, if they’ll ever have a happy 
family again, if they’ll ever be able to run again. And hope, real hope, takes us farther than just 
a result. It takes us into the scarier territory that we know by those three words, “But if not…”  
 
You may find deep and lasting joy, a thriving ministry that is written up in the news, a return 
to health and new love, but even if not, the Lord is with you in the heat and smoke and 
flames.  



 

3 | Rev. Kathryn Z. Johnston – Hope for Tomorrow  – November 7, 2021  

 
 

P
ag

e3
 

God is going to be with you in the fire.  
Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for you are with me. 
When you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you. 
 
That’s the gospel. 
 
Paul Kalanithi was a neurosurgeon who could hardly shake the habit of reminding readers of 
his accomplishments when he was forced to face the blur on his own MRI. He had brain 
cancer. The blur affected more than simply his health, it blurred his identity, a doctor blurred 
into a patient, being a subject and agent in his life blurred into being a direct object, a thing 
that is acted upon.  
 
And his book, When Breath Becomes Air, chronicles the limitations of science and diagnoses 
in the face of existential questions. He writes, “(Data) didn’t tell me whether we should go 
ahead and have a child, or what it meant to nurture a new life while mine faded. Nor did it 
tell me whether to fight for my career, to reclaim the ambitions I had single-mindedly 
pursued for so long, but without the surety of the time to complete them.” 
 
Kalanithi lifted up scripture, Darwin, and Nietzsche, who he said agreed on one thing: “the 
defining characteristic of the organism is striving. Describing life otherwise was like painting 
a tiger without stripes. After so many years of living with death, I’d come to understand that 
the easiest death wasn’t necessarily the best. We talked it over. Our families gave their 
blessing. We decided to have a child. We would carry on living, instead of dying.”A  
 
The 21st century church is facing some fiery times where our hope is being tested. It’s hard. 
There is a blur on our MRI and we wonder what the future holds. “The question,” 
according to legendary preacher and New Testament Professor, Fred Craddock, “is not 
whether the church is dying, but whether it is giving its life for the world.”  
 
It could be that this is the season in history when culture bends back toward the liberating 
wisdom of Jesus Christ, but if not… But if not… will we carry on living? Will we carry on 
giving our life for the world? 
 
That is the ultimate hope of our spiritual ancestors, who, regardless of what they could 
see, held on to a hope that could stand up to fire and a den of lions and bizarre dictators 
and fussy crowds. That is the ultimate hope, that regardless of what we can see, we hold 
on to the hope in Jesus Christ, who stood up to betrayal and rejection and dictators and 
angry crowds and even death itself. He prayed in the garden that the cup might be taken 
from him, but if not, but if not, may thy will be done. That’s the Gospel. 
 
Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside 
every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that 
is set before us… 

 
A Kalanithi, Paul, When Breath Becomes Air. 144. 
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If we want to be a hoper, we need to look beyond our fiery present. We look to the past to 
see how much ground this powerful story of God’s love has already covered. We look to 
the future, and confess that even what we see as the end of our world, God has already 
claimed. What we see as the end of our world, Christ has gone beyond. There are gifts that 
God has yet to give. There are promises God has yet to keep.  
 
We hang our hearts on these promises, we search for these gifts every day of our lives , and 
pray to find them… but if not, one thing is certain. God will find us. 
 
We are here. Hope is here. 
 
Hope is here in the meeting places where two or more or gathered – online or in person… 
Hope is here in the nurturing of our children; in the providing of our youth a safe place to 
learn about God’s unending, unconditional love for them. 
 
Hope is here in the coordinated mission efforts with local, national, and international 
ministries and missions with thousands of dollars and hundreds of hours in support. 
Hope is here in our honoring of diversity and welcoming the stranger and worshiping God. 
Hope is here in the investment of our time and talent and financial resources, trusting in 
God’s faithfulness. 
 
Hope is here in the carrying out of the Great Commission: 
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded 
you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.’ 
 
Hope is here in the giving of the life of the church for the world.  
 
Hope is how we live into who we are as beloved children of God.  
Hope is how we live into our baptismal identities (remember your baptism!). 
Hope isn’t self-reliance or confidence in progress that things are better. Hope is a trust that 
God has more gifts to give and more promises to keep and that the “world as it is” simply 
cannot prevail. 
 
We are here. Hope is here. 
 
 
In the name of the Creator, the Christ, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


