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I 

There are some movies that haunt you forever, lingering quietly in the shadows of your 
mind, like a ghost, until some word or sound or experience resurrects their memory. 

For me, the 2006 film, Children of Men, is one of those movies.  

The year is 2027. The place is southern England and the world is a different place. For 
some reason that scientists cannot determine, women all around the world are unable to 
conceive or give birth. The last child born on the planet, eighteen years earlier, has just died. 
Humankind is less than a generation away from extinction.  

Society is on the brink of collapse. Economies and governments all around the world 
have ceased to function. Refugees have flooded the United Kingdom, which is now a police 
state that is rounding up immigrants and incarcerating them in sprawling concentration camps 
while it distributes tablets of a suicide drug, Quietus, to citizens who can no longer live in a 
world that has no future or meaning.  

And then, a militant immigrants’ rights group, The Fishes, discovers that a young West 
African refugee named Kee is pregnant. The Fishes kidnap Theo, a disillusioned former activist 
who is now a government bureaucrat, and force him to help them smuggle Kee to the coast 
where they say they will deliver her and the child she is carrying to a mysterious group called 
The Human Project which is supposedly based in the Azores and dedicated to curing infertility. 

To make a long story short, the film ends with Kee, her newborn baby, and Theo 
huddled together in a small rowboat in the English channel in the dark of night waiting for the 
Human Project’s ship, which bears the name Tomorrow and appears through the fog only 
seconds after Theo dies from the wounds he sustained in saving Kee and her child from both 
the militants and the British Army.  

II 

Why is it that Children of Men haunts me? 

Because it raises the question of what meaning, if any, hope could possibly have in the 
face of overwhelming hopelessness, futility, and despair. 

Is it possible to live with hope in the face of a future that is, almost certainly, no future? 
Is it possible to live without hope?  

These questions are real, not hypothetical, and personal, not abstract. 

Where can we find hope for the earth and future generations when our factories and 
automobiles have put so much carbon dioxide into the atmosphere that we may have already 
passed the point of no return with respect to global warming?  

Where was hope in Buchenwald and Auschwitz?  



What does hope mean when a doctor tells the parents of a four-year-old that their child 
has a progressive and incurable disease and, despite all the miracles of modern medicine, will 
almost certainly die within the year? And where can hope be found in the long nights and hard 
weeks that follow? 

What does hope mean to someone who is sleeping on a sidewalk in downtown Raleigh, 
homeless, hungry, cold, and all alone in the world? What does it mean to a young widow in 
Botswana who is slowly dying of AIDS and wondering what will happen to the four children she 
will leave behind? 

Where is hope when the oil in the lamp is almost gone? 

Where is hope when hope is hard to find? 

These are very real and very personal questions to me. What hope I have has rarely, if 
ever, been put to the test—even though I sometimes feel hopeless about the inevitability of 
global warming, the political situation here in the United States, potential pandemics, 
terrorism, and mass shootings.  

And so I wonder what hope would mean to me—existentially, not theoretically—if I 
were diagnosed with Alzheimer’s or Lou Gehrig’s disease or an inoperable brain tumor. I 
wonder what hope would mean to me if one of my children was struggling with substance 
abuse, depression, or suicide. I wonder if hope would have any meaning sitting by Miriam’s 
bedside in a nursing home or standing by the open grave of one of my grandchildren.  

I wonder whether I would give in to despair or find hope when hope is hard to find.  

And so I’m preaching this sermon as much for myself as for you. 

III 

And I’m also preaching it for Bill Schulz. 

Bill Schulz is a well-known Unitarian Universalist minister. He is currently the Executive 
Director of the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee and formerly served as head of 
Amnesty International and, from 1985 to 1993, President of the Unitarian Universalist 
Association. And just to give you a quick “heads up,” Bill will be preaching here at UUFR nine or 
ten weeks from now—on February 9th, 2014. 

Bill is a great preacher and, though it may not always be apparent to you, I was 
fortunate enough to be one of the students in the class on preaching that he taught at 
Meadville Theological School in Chicago when I was in seminary there several years ago. 

Now if Bill was here today, he’d tell you that one of the things he always does on the 
first day of his preaching class is to make his students write a paper about their understanding 
and experience of hope. Because a Unitarian Universalist minister, he says, has to have a sense 
of hope. And Unitarian Universalist preachers, he said, have to articulate a message of hope.  

A real hope that does not ignore the reality of hopelessness, uncertainty, suffering, and 
despair. A hope that makes sense in the face of global warming, genocide, terrorism, and 



torture; a and despair. A hope that is more than just wishful thinking or irrational optimism. A 
hope that isn’t simply pie-in-the-sky in the sweet-by-and-by. 

Bill made it very clear to us that there was already more than enough bad preaching 
about hope and he wouldn’t tolerate any easy platitudes—no twaddle, piffle, blather, drivel, 
pap, or drool—from us when we preached about hope (or anything else for that matter). 

I passed Bill’s course on preaching. But today is the real test!  

So what can I say to you—what can I say to me and to Bill—about hope that is real and 
honest and true?  

What can I say about hope when hope is hard to find? 

IV 

I don’t know whether Bill would think it’s just a bunch of pap, blather, or drivel, but, to 
me, there’s a ring of truth in Vaclav Havel’s words: Hope is a dimension of the soul, an 
orientation of the spirit and heart, a state of mind, not the state of the world. 

Hope is a dimension of the soul. It’s part of who we are and what it means to be 
human—“hardwired” by genetics or evolution as part of the human spirit. Hope is a natural, 
human capacity, like the capacity to love. It lives as much in the heart as in the mind or will. 

And yet, hope is also a choice—an existential choice that goes to the heart of who we 
are as individual human beings and how we choose to live—whether we will live in hope or 
without hope; whether and how we will orient our spirits and hearts toward possibility, 
meaning, connection, and joy in the face of chaos, uncertainty, suffering, and despair. 

Hope is a dimension of the soul, an orientation of the heart and spirit, a state of mind.  

V 

Hope, Havel says, is anchored somewhere beyond the horizons of the world as it is 
immediately experienced.  

Hope is nonrational, but not irrational.  

Hope is not a blind Pollyanna-ish optimism that disregards the inconvenient truths of 
global warming, illness, despair, and death or irrationally believes that somehow everything will 
miraculously turn out well. Nor is it a well-thought-out prognostication or prediction based on a 
careful weighing of the evidence calculating the chances of a “good” outcome. 

“Hope looks at the evidence [square in the eye] and says, ‘It doesn’t look good ….  
Doesn’t look good at all. But I’m gonna go beyond the evidence. [Gonna create a new possibility 
and live “as if” that possibility is real, no matter what the odds and without any guarantee 
whatsoever that it will come to be.]’ 

Hope looks at things as they are and as they could be.  

Hope looks beyond the probable to the possible.  

Hope acts as if the possible is, in fact, possible, and in doing so, may make the possible 
more possible. Because I believe that the future is genuinely and radically “open,” that the 



universe is continually evolving, that life is continually unfolding, that nothing is absolutely 
certain or fixed or finally determined. All things are possible. Anything is possible. There is more 
than enough room for hope.  

VI 

Hope looks toward the future. But, to me, hope is more about the present—the here 
and now and what is—than the future or what may be.  

Hope arises not from the conviction that things will turn out well but from the 
conviction that life is good and has meaning regardless of whether things turn out well.  

And so, to me, hope is not so much the promise of the dawn of a new day but the love 
and faith and courage that sits next to us and holds our hands during the long, dark, cold, and 
lonely hours before the dawn. 

Hope is fully embracing the present moment and finding within it all of the joy and love 
and peace that it may hold regardless of what the future may or may not bring.  

Hope is playing a melody on the one remaining string of a broken harp. Hope is lighting 
the lamp even though the oil is almost gone. Hope is whispering “yes” when life screams “no.” 

VII 

When I was young, I remember my mother’s telling my brothers, sisters, and me: “Be 
careful what you wish for.”  

And the same could be said of hope. Be careful what you hope for. Because hoping for 
the wrong thing or hoping in the wrong way leads to disappointment and, perhaps, bitterness, 
not peace. 

Sitting beside the hospital bed of a critically ill parent, spouse, or friend, we may hope 
that she will not die. And yet, we know that, sooner or later, not only she, but we, too, will die.  

We cannot hope against death. We cannot hope that our lives, the lives of those we 
love, and the lives of all the world’s people will be free from sorrow, suffering, pain, 
discrimination, and injustice.  

We can only hope that in the midst of and despite sorrow, suffering, war, brokenness, 
illness, death and dying there will be some glimmer of hope—the hope that comes from love 
given and received, the hope of reconciliation, the hope of memory, the hope of growth and 
learning, the hope of healing even when there is no cure, the hope that is a sense of deep 
peace within.  

VIII 

Hope is a dimension of the soul. But it is also something that we create in our 
relationships with each other.  

Hope is something that we find within ourselves and something that we give to each 
other. 



We make love. We make hope. We create hope, in the absence of hope, for ourselves 
and each other.  

A parable credited to Rabbi Haim of Romshishok tells the story of a man who asked God 
to show him heaven and hell. An angel takes him to a house with two rooms on either side of a 
long hallway. Looking into each room, the man sees people sitting across from each other at a 
long table. In front of each person is a bowl of soup. A long wooden spoon is tied tightly to each 
person’s arms so she cannot put the spoon in the bowl in front of her or lift the spoon to her 
mouth.  

In one room, the people are starving because they can’t feed themselves. In the other 
room, each person is feeding the person across from her, dipping her spoon in the other 
person’s bowl and bringing her spoon to the lips of the person on the other side of the table.  

Hope is feeding each other.  

Hope is what we give to and receive from others when all seems hopeless, when we’re 
hungry, alone, and afraid.   

Hope is what we bring to each other when hope is hard to find. A smile. A word. A 
touch. A meal. A song. A rose in the wintertime. 

Hope is standing together, keeping each other warm when the cold winds blow, and 
raising a candle against the darkness.  

Hope is the embodiment of love. Hope is love incarnate.  

IX 

I don’t know whether Bill Schulz would be proud of me or not. I don’t know whether he 
would say that my words are simply more pap, blather, or drivel.  

I don’t know whether anything I’ve said will help bring you hope when hope is hard to 
find. (Pause.) But I hope so.  

And I hope the same will be true for me—that what I believe and say about hope will be 
prove to be true when the oil in my lamp is almost gone and that by living as a prisoner of hope, 
my hope will be made real. 

May it be so. 


