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T HIS MORNING WE ARE GOING
to be searching for wellsprings of
hope—what the poet Emily

Dickenson calls “the thing with feathers that
perches in the soul.” 
Simply getting up each morning, finding

our way to the kitchen, stepping outside: all
these take hope. Planning for the future and
trying to make things better: these are based
in hope. We may not keep checking to see if
hope is there, but we certainly know when it
is not there. We have all experienced that
“What’s the use; why bother?” feeling. We
know how hopelessness feels, how bleak the
world, how drained our souls.
We need hope as our companion as we

try to navigate through these grim times. We
are in the midst of two wars, the worst eco-
nomic crisis since the Great Depression, and
a planet in peril. In my small county in
Oregon, we have more than four hundred
homeless children. Can we get control of vio-
lence before we destroy ourselves? Can we
take care of the planet before we destroy it?
Can we re-imagine human flourishing? Hope
is a virtue that, at least in my life lately, needs
shoring up.  Hope keeps the future open.
We have all had those moments, sacred

moments, when hope breaks through and
fear disappears. Those brief moments of si-
lence. Something happens when the sacred
erupts into our lives, when we encounter the
world through awe and wonder. The catch of
breath, the inner smile, the pause before
opening a book or placing the dinner plates
on the table, or in the few seconds between
when a child asks you a riddle and tells you
the answer. “Grandma, do you know the dif-
ference between ‘here’ and ‘there’? (pause)
The ‘t.’” Hope is revived, and fear is gone. 
Something happens. A message arrives. It

says that you can change, that together
everyone can change; we can solve our prob-

lems, and life can get better. 
In fact, when Harvard chaplain Peter

Gomes was asked for his definition of the
Good News, he stated without hesitation,
“You don’t have to be as you are.” We don’t
have to be as we are. We can change. That is
exceedingly good news. It cheers us on as we
try to keep our New Year’s resolution to exer-
cise more, as we look for ways to take better
care of our planet, as we work for peace and
justice.
We don’t have to be trapped in our fear,

we don’t have to let our histories define us.
We can chart a new course for ourselves and
our communities. That is the Good News.
And if you think about it, not surprising. The
foundation of Christianity is change and per-
sonal transformation. Repentance is about
change. Forgiveness is about change. 
Bishop John Shelby Spong finds hope in

what he calls the seventeen most boring
verses in the Bible. A few of them read,
“Abraham begat Isaac; and Isaac begat Jacob;
and Jacob begat Judas and his brethren; and
Judas begat Phares and Zara of Thamar; and
Pharas begat Esrom; and Esrom begat Aram;
and Aram begat Aminadab; and Aminadab
begat Naasson; and Naasson begat Salmon,”
and on and on for another thirteen verses
(Matthew 1:2-4). This is the genealogy of
Jesus at the beginning of the Gospel of
Matthew—all the “begats.” All the verses we
skip when reading the birth story. 
The line that produced Jesus runs

through the incest of Tamar, the prostitution
of Rahab, the seduction of Ruth, and the
adultery of Bathsheba. This is the genealogy
of Jesus, an inglorious litany—the jarring
way Matthew chose to introduce Jesus to us.
What is he trying to tell us? That God can
bring holiness out of any human distortion.
God can work through any human weak-
ness. Jesus came into being through human

frailties, through a dysfunctional family his-
tory. 
Christ’s birth shows us that the world

does not have to be as it is; that we can set
ourselves and our communities on a new
course. We do not have to be trapped by our
histories or our fears. We can change.

WE ALL KNOW that the universe
is not made of atoms; it is made
of stories. Stories surround us

and shape us. Stories are the building blocks
of our lives. So, I want to tell a story about
hope—a true story; a Gene England story.
I was attending the London Theatre Study

Abroad Program led by Gene England and
Tim Slover in the spring of 1998 when I
heard about a fireside in the London Hyde
Park Ward. At 6:30 p.m. on 7 June, I was in
my seat waiting. The subject of the fireside
was blacks and the Church. It was chosen
because of distress among many of the black
converts in that ward. They had listened to
the missionary lessons, been converted and
baptized only to find out months (and for
some of them years) later about the history of
the Church’s ban on blacks in the priesthood,
often accompanied by those dismaying and
painful theological rationales for the ban.
One black member described his torments
after a seldom-seen relative said to him upon
hearing that he had become a Mormon, “You
did what? How could you have joined that
racist church?”
Because of this twitchiness in the ward,

Gene was asked to give a fireside. I wouldn’t
know how to cope with such an assignment,
but Gene coped. He more than coped. 
Gene talked candidly about racism in so-

ciety, in the Church, and in himself. He
spoke of his own joy when the ban on blacks
in the priesthood was lifted. He spoke mov-
ingly of the need to both own and absorb our
whole church history if we are to learn from
it. We can’t disown whatever is embarrassing
or whatever we don’t approve of in that his-
tory. The memory of the past is required for
learning, for moral instruction. 
That evening, Gene took ownership of

not just the glories of the Church, but its
shadows. He didn’t speak from a distance,
but from the center of the story. He spoke
with grace and dignity. He listened carefully
as several black members told stories of
being blindsided by a history they didn’t
know before joining 
My memory is that when he was asked

about some of the theological underpinnings
of the ban on the priesthood (e.g., blacks
were less valiant in the war in heaven, or de-
scendents of Cain), he gave them short shrift.
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Where can we find hope? In the very
essence of the gospel, the Good News that we
don’t have to be as we are. In the checkered
genealogy of Jesus—the future can break
from the past. In the story Gene England tells
of his own and the Church’s transformation
from past racism. From that story, I find hope
that we can move to equal rights and equal
caring for gays. 
I will end with a final and perhaps un-

likely source of hope. Poetry. It can touch
souls, but can it save the earth? That ques-
tion, “Can Poetry Save the Earth?” is the title
of a book by Stanford professor John
Felstiner, who asks, “if poems touch our full
humanness, can they quicken awareness and
bolster respect for this ravaged, resilient earth
we live on?” He presents poetry from dozens
of English and American writers who have
spoken passionately to—and for—the nat-
ural world. 
During an interview on NPR, Felstiner

was issued a challenge to pick just one poem
that, if everyone were to read it, could save
the world.  He accepted the challenge and
chose “The Well Rising” by William Stafford.
Listen.

The well rising without sound,
the spring on a hillside,
the plowshare brimming

through the deep ground
everywhere in the field—

The sharp swallows in their
swerve
flaring and hesitating
hunting for the final curve
coming closer and closer—

The swallow heart from wing
beat to wing beat
counseling decision, decision:
thunderous examples. I place

my feet
with care in such a world.

“I place my feet with care in such a
world.” Wow!  
Once there was a very wise man. Upon

hearing that the end of the world was near,
he went to his garden and planted a tree.
Gracious God: We ask you to bless us with

hope. Hope to keep the future open in our
rapidly changing and often unstable world.
Hope, and enough courage and resolve to ac-
cept our moral responsibility to make a differ-
ence. Help us to plant our feet with care in
this world which you pronounced good. Help
us to run and not be weary. In the name of
Jesus Christ, amen.

edge the problem and work diligently on
transformation. This, he said, is a sacred task.
I believe we all left the Hyde Park Ward

that evening with more courage and strength
than we came with. For me, Gene had exem-
plified the epitome of a fully engaged human
spirit. What he offered to all of us that
evening was hope that we could change.
Hope that we could be make things better.
Hope that some things had already gotten
better. What Gene offered was the gospel, the
Good News, the hope of transformation.

These theological rationales, he said, are
themselves part of the racism. 
Gene spoke of his love for the Church, the

pain of racism, the need to exorcise this
racism from ourselves, our church, and our
society. He asked all of us to acknowledge the
problem and then work diligently on trans-
formation, on change. He told the black
members that they were a gift and a blessing
to the Church. He thanked them for the
moral seriousness that led them to seek out
this dialogue. He asked all of us to acknowl-
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