Greetings, People of God!

At FWC this past Sunday, we talked about two different standards that compete for our attentions. The first standard is the standard that our society sets for preparedness; the second standard, hope, is one to which our Christian faith calls us.
When just about any major mishap occurs these days, such as the recent tragic foundering of the Italian cruise liner Costa Concordia, what seems sure to follow is a spat of “should have’s.” Very quickly, lawsuits pile up, which often claim that greater precautions “should have” been in place. Governmental agencies and insurance underwriters scurry to make analyses that take apart what “should have” been done, when it should have been done, how, and by whom. These analyses in turn form the foundations for new policies, guidelines, regulations and oversight bodies, which are aimed toward the task of making everyone more “prepared,” that is, fortified against any later catastrophic event. 
The cultural philosophy that undergirds this phenomenon is an idea that the more one anticipates the possibility of a disaster, the better one is able to negotiate it. The thought is that if we can think in advance about all of the bad things that can take place, then we can arm ourselves against those things and achieve victory over them through careful planning and regulated behavior. It is an outlook that relies upon insight, strategy and readiness in order to make the future safe.
However, preparedness is a heavy mandate to bear. Readiness requires constant attention and an infinite scope of foresight. Life is chaotic, and potential avenues for disaster to strike are innumerable. After all, anywhere, and at any given moment, there could be a fire, or there could be a flood, or a tornado, or a lightning bolt, or an earthquake, or a terrorist attack, or a pandemic, or… fill-in the blank; the list goes on forever. 
Unfortunately, preparedness places the knife’s edge of blame and regret at the throat of all who might suffer loss. All that this imperative has to offer in the face of difficulty is the accusation, “You should have…” and it infers, “Bad things resulted because you didn’t...”
The demand for preparedness also carries with it the nasty side-effect of creating a “disaster mindset.” This mindset results from the fact that, in order to be effective, disaster-preparedness requires habituation. Those who would be prepared must practice drills and responses until those responses become subconscious routines. These routines must be repeated until they become guiding dispositions and attitudes, which constantly orient the one who has practiced them.
The trouble with this kind of routinization is that it lives constantly within a scenario of imagined disaster, whether or not that disaster is present. Regardless of how wonderful a context might be, taking on a demeanor of readiness sets the heart and mind within a situation of trauma and threat. For example, if one is at a beautiful wedding reception and yet one is thinking about how to be ready for an earthquake, that person is busy living-out in her thoughts streaming images of panic and trauma. Although she is surrounded by joyous celebration, in her thoughts she is experiencing people being injured and dying. She is seeing the destruction of the artful decorations and envisioning fear all around. In order to stay prepared, she must focus her attention on any flaw and maximize its potential importance. She must live scenes of loss in a way that perpetually eclipses any safety or joy that might be around her. 
The result is a permanent existential “flinch.” Flinches are natural protective reactions to oncoming threats. They work because the one who is flinching moves in the direction of an anticipated blow in order to reduce the impact of that blow. If a hand is moving toward your face at 30mph and you move in the direction in which that blow would take you at 20mph, the net effect of the blow is that it strikes you with the force of a 10mph impact. 
Flinching is a good mechanism that helps people respond to an imminent impact, but it must be remembered that a flinch is supposed to be a very temporary reflex. However, the world’s standard of preparedness isn’t a temporary reaction; it is an ongoing outlook that turns the natural flinch into an artificially constant lifestyle. When we live under a mandate for preparedness, we over-develop our flinch reflexes and we train ourselves to focus on liabilities in a way that overemphasizes harm. By trying to have foresight and to be wise, we exercise ourselves to live-out destruction that isn’t present. 

If we give-in to the demand to be prepared, we spend our lives under threat, always getting ready for impending destruction. This is a kind of “doomsday poet” outlook. The doomsday poet figure takes on a stance of suspicion toward reality as a form of self-protection against disappointment. Nothing negative surprises him; he anticipates sorrow, loss and death, always. This character appears knowledgeable and informed at first glance, as one who sees the “dark underbelly” of things; however, the doomsday poet remains tragically unable to engage goodness. While the doomsayer may scorn others as naïve or simple, he fails to recognize that he has become a slave of self-protection and fear, and he has cut himself off from the presence of joy. In order to preserve his preparedness against any possibility of losing beauty, he has chosen to live in darkness.
Our culture tends to cast this viewpoint as one of “pessimism,” and to place it in contrast with “optimism.” It understands these as two sides of a “glass half-full or glass half-empty” scenario. But the half-volume glass is an insufficient description of the issue that we were looking at on Sunday. The glass illustration describes how people “connect the dots” about a present situation. It demonstrates the function of perception, or faith, which is how one understands the reality around them.
Beyond how people view the present (optimism or pessimism), the standard of preparedness controls how people anticipate the future. It calls for people to expect that problems will be forthcoming and to live a certain way in readiness for those problems to develop. This connects the dots in the present in a way that takes into account dots that do not exist yet.
The Christian standard of hope stands on the opposite end of the experiential spectrum from disaster preparedness. These two are similar in function, but polar opposites in character. Hope functions in the same manner as preparedness because it frames the present by taking into account factors that are not present. However, in contrast to disaster preparedness, the factors that hope takes into account are beneficial. Hope subordinates the present to a future good and lives accordingly, in the joy of an eventual positive outcome. It experiences the joy of well-being regardless of present circumstance, even in the presence of loss. 
In comparison to those who self-protect, those who engage in hope open themselves to the future in confidence. They do not attempt to shield themselves from disappointment or loss, because they hold that the final positive outcome will supersede any trouble that might come in the meantime. These people stand as prophets of happiness, rather than as poets of despair.
There are numerous figures of hope in the Bible. One of these is Simeon, the prophet who blessed Jesus and his family at the time of Jesus’ circumcision and dedication in the temple at Jerusalem. Simeon had every reason to despair of Judea’s future. The nation’s well-being and independence had been shattered by civil war under the Hasmonean dynasty, probably within Simeon’s lifetime. Judea had become a divided, occupied state, fully under the thumb of oppressive, foreign forces. The Jews were a subjugated people, second-rate citizens in their own homeland and there was no sign that the Romans would ever release their iron grip on the land. Still, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Simeon stood with others, such as the widow Anna, “looking forward to the consolation of Israel” (Luke 2:25). Simeon held to hope, not to a half-hearted wish. He invested his existential state in a positive outcome that had nothing to do with his present circumstances. He leaned toward a future of consolation in the very midst of loss.
The book of Lamentations offers the perspective of Jeremiah, the “Weeping Prophet” with a similar cast. The context of Lamentations is the utter destruction of Jerusalem, which was performed by Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylonian forces in 586/7 BCE. In this catastrophe, Jerusalem was ravaged by siege and famine; its inhabitants were slain in the streets by invaders; the temple of the LORD was burned, the city walls torn down, the king and nobles brutally executed, the survivors taken into captivity. As the figure of Jeremiah sits in the midst of the ashes, he subordinates the horror that lies all around him to the truth of God’s benevolence:
My soul is deprived of peace, I have forgotten what happiness is; I tell myself my future is lost, all that I hoped for from the LORD. 

The thought of my homeless poverty is wormwood and gall; Remembering it over and over leaves my soul downcast within me. 
But I will call this to mind, as my reason to have hope: The favors of the LORD are not exhausted, his mercies are not spent; They are renewed each morning, so great is his faithfulness. 
My portion is the LORD, says my soul; therefore will I hope in him. 
Good is the LORD to one who waits for him, to the soul that seeks him; 
It is good to hope in silence for the saving help of the LORD.      (Lamentations 3:18-28 NAB)
Jeremiah is caught on the horns of a choice. He can choose to live in despair because of the destruction that surrounds him, or he can choose to see it in light of God’s greater, impending mercies (Lamentations 3:31-32). Jeremiah chooses to see the coming goodness of the LORD and to hope in him. He subordinates his experience of the present to his anticipated experience of the future.

When we see Jeremiah’s active choice, it reveals that hope is an appropriate, faith-grounded denial of the present. It is a willful existential investment in a positive future outcome that disregards current circumstance. This is the kind of outlook that Paul describes in Romans 8, when he writes about the futility and “slavery to fear” that characterize this world. Read what he writes as he subordinates the present futility to the life and redemption of the world to come:

 If the Spirit of the one who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, the one who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also, through his Spirit that dwells in you. Consequently, brothers, we are not debtors to the flesh, to live according to the flesh. 
For if you live according to the flesh, you will die, but if by the spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. For those who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God. 
For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you received a spirit of adoption, through which we cry, "Abba, Father!" The Spirit itself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ, if only we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him. 
I consider that the sufferings of this present time are as nothing compared with the glory to be revealed for us. For creation awaits with eager expectation the revelation of the children of God; for creation was made subject to futility, not of its own accord but because of the one who subjected it, in hope that creation itself would be set free from slavery to corruption and share in the glorious freedom of the children of God. 
We know that all creation is groaning in labor pains even until now; and not only that, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, we also groan within ourselves as we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. 
For in hope we were saved. Now hope that sees for itself is not hope. For who hopes for what one sees? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait with endurance. 
We know that all things work for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.  (Romans 8:11-25, 28 NAB) 

Sadly, I know many Christians who have adopted a “doomsday poet” stance of suspicion to Paul’s word in this passage that “all things work together for good to those who love God.” They consider this verse to be trite, naïve or Pollyanna-ish. Such a mindset subordinates the beautiful, hope-filled promise of God to the despair of this world under a deceptive guise of self-protection against disappointment.
God has not called us to this kind of despair or suspicion. He has called us to HOPE! God has promised us that the losses and sufferings of this life are not worthy to be compared with the good things that he will bring about in the future. He has given his word that we will not die, but that we will be raised with the power of Christ’s resurrection! The standard of the world around us may be preparedness that is grounded in fear of future dangers, but the standard of Christian excellence is hope that is grounded in anticipated redemption.

The writer to the Hebrews describes this hopeful assurance, which is always available to the believer. He encourages us in light of God’s promises:

For God is not unjust so as to overlook your work and the love you have demonstrated for his name by having served and continuing to serve the holy ones. 
We earnestly desire each of you to demonstrate the same eagerness for the fulfillment of hope until the end, so that you may not become sluggish, but imitators of those who, through faith and patience, are inheriting the promises. 
When God made the promise to Abraham, since he had no one greater by whom to swear, "he swore by himself," and said, "I will indeed bless you and multiply" you. And so, after patient waiting, he obtained the promise. 
Human beings swear by someone greater than themselves; for them an oath serves as a guarantee and puts an end to all argument. 
So when God wanted to give the heirs of his promise an even clearer demonstration of the immutability of his purpose, he intervened with an oath, so that by two immutable things, in which it was impossible for God to lie, we who have taken refuge might be strongly encouraged to hold fast to the hope that lies before us. 

This we have as an anchor of the soul, sure and firm, (Hebrews 6:10-19 NAB)

Brothers and Sisters, we have a sure positive outcome in store for us! God has laid out before us his unalterable promise that he is going to work all things for our good if we love him. He offers us an anchor for our souls that makes every form of human preparedness pale in comparison. 

We do not trust in the strength of our foresight or rely upon suspicion. We do not accept the force of present trauma or loss. We do not self-protect through despair or fear. Instead, seizing fully to hope, we subordinate our present to the future glory of God’s gracious gifts. We arm ourselves with confidence; we “do right and entrust (our) souls to a faithful Creator” (1Peter 4:19 RSV). 
We do not flinch. We stride forward in courageous hope.
No wonder Christians shout, “Hallelujah!!”

I look forward to shouting “Hallelujah!” with you all next Sunday!
Many Blessings until then!

-Pastor Adam
