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Sermons 
from Northwood United Church 

 

“Change: Living between Memory and Hope 

Part 5- Embracing it.”  

John 20:19-23, Romans 5:1-5 

Will Sparks               November 24, 2013 

 May the words of my mouth, the meditations of our hearts, and then actions of our lives 

be acceptable in your sight O God, our strength and our redeemer. Amen 

 In the introduction to his book,"The impossible will take a little while: a citizen's guide to 

hope in a time of fear," Paul Loeb recounts a benefit event that took place in Los Angeles some 

years ago where Arch Bishop Desmond Tutu, the animated, soulful leader of forgiveness and 

transformation in South Africa was speaking. He had been battling prostate cancer and needed a 

nap before he spoke. However, when he got up to speak, he began to display his signature lively, 

punchy, powerful style of speaking that revealed once again the character within the man. Not 

only words of hope, but hope on display.  

 Afterwards, a band took the stage and started in on an irresistible rhythm.  People started 

to dance. Somewhere along the line, Loeb looked out across the crowd and right in the middle of 

things, there was the elderly archbishop, just giving it all he had, dancing up a storm, arms and 

legs flailing all over the place, that world renown smile beaming on this face. How is it that this 

man, who had faced massive suffering, huge foundation shaking change in his lifetime, who had 

been in the middle of major conflict, who had grappled with some of the most difficult changes 

in the ending of apartheid and the process of healing that followed, and who was in the midst of 

his own fight with cancer- how could he move with such "in-the-moment" joy and abandon? 

Clearly, not only does Tutu know how to party, but clearly he has figured out how to not just 

cope, not just get through, not just survive, but how to embrace the moment, embrace whatever 

time he is in, and embrace the change that is afoot in that time. 

 This is our fifth and final week of an exploration in change, the inevitable and good 

processes God has built into us to move us through life. Nothing is permanent, but we have faith 

and imagination that can help us deal with the inevitable denial that comes, the losses associated 

with all change- good bad or indifferent, and to help us move past debilitating anxiety in the 

midst of change. These are some of the stumbling blocks we encounter in the midst of change. 

 But today I want to take a moment and look at what someone like Desmond Tutu does as 

he metabolizes the changes in his life and time. It seems to me he and others we may know, have 

mastered the martial arts of making and embracing change, rejoicing in the goodness of life that 

never stays the same, trusting in the giver of life to not abandon us to the changing landscape of 

our living. It is that divine alchemy that turns suffering into hope and that makes it possible to 

embrace change that I want to look at today. 

 Because abandoned is exactly how it can feel and certainly felt to the disciples gathered 

after that harrowing few days in Jerusalem. Their beloved mentor and friend was brutally killed, 

their hopes brutalized along with him. And what is more, some people were talking about his 

body having been stolen. Others were saying they had seen him alive. It was devastating and 

bewildering. And into that room, he appears among them and says "peace be with you." Peace. 

The furthest thing from their experience. Peace- the hardest thing to achieve at that moment. 

Peace. And then he breathed on them and said, receive the Holy Spirit. This is John's version of 

the Pentecost experience- that mystical experience of knowing you are accompanied by God 

even though you can't put your finger on it. It is mystical, like a breath on the shoulder, like a 

knowing in the soul, like that sense that all will be well when the evidence is just simply not 



 

2 

there. There is a gift to embracing change that is not up to us but is in the hands of God that 

moves us from devastation to hope. John says it was given in a moment, in a breath. Paul, who 

came a little later, explains that same great transformation in more detail as it happens to us over 

time. 

 Paul is writing to the church in Rome, a church, by the way, that gathered in the 

catacombs, that was under constant threat from Roman authorities, that was illegal. This is a 

church that was more like an underground cell, that had weathered many a storm, lost many a 

member violently, but had survived and even thrived through adversity and suffering. And Paul 

lays out for them how that works, why it is that suffering can be so hard, but that God is deeply 

and creatively at work in the midst of it. And we know this because we have seen it at work. 

 Paul writes, "Suffering produces endurance. We've seen this. You have probably lived 

this. You can't imagine how you are going to make it through a round of treatments, after the 

first one, but somehow you do, and you learn how to cope. And then the second one comes, and 

the third and the fourth, and by the end you marvel that you made it through them all, and 

somehow you are stronger, maybe not in body but in heart and soul strength. Endurance. The 

quality that runners know about when they keep at it for a while. The body adapts to regular 

stress in such a way that it can handle more. The soul is the same. We adapt to suffering in a way 

that makes it possible to endure a greater level of suffering.  That is the endurance Paul is talking 

about. 

 Endurance produces character. And what is character but the thing that we notice in 

people we admire. People who have seen a lot of life. People who have been through a lot, 

suffered a few slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. It is the quality of maturity, perspective, 

humour, strength, humility that grows as we exercise our endurance. Character. That's where 

emergency room humour comes from. It's a little edgy but it is filled with the character of having 

gone through and shared enough impossible situations that you see life differently. 

 Character produces hope. And what is hope but the thing that sustains us when nothing 

else does. Hope is not the same as optimism, a positive attitude based on the expectation that 

things are likely to work out well. No hope is different. Hope is the ability to live with grace and 

courage even if the evidence does not support it. Hope is the thing that allows people to soldier 

on down the path with no great likelihood of winning but is the path of victory because of the 

rightness, the goodness, the justness of the path. Hope is that choice we make to move forward 

against the odds because something tells us the future is bigger than the evidence, life is greater 

than what we can see. Hope is that quality of humanity that makes it possible for someone like 

Desmond Tutu, bearing the scars of Apartheid South Africa, carrying the fatigue of cancer 

treatment, to get out on the floor and dance with joy and abandon because he is alive.  

 "...and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts 

through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us." You see. That is the Pentecost experience. 

That is the resurrection of the disciples after the crucifixion of Jesus. Paul is describing the long 

version of the giving of the Holy Spirit, and the amazing alchemy of God which is able to create 

hope out of suffering. It is not just a story about what God did to them back then but it is a story 

about what God does to, in and through us now, in the midst of suffering and struggle and 

change.   

 Friends, nothing stays the same. Nothing- not in our body, not in our soul, not in our 

family, not in our church, not in our building, not in our neighbourhood, not in our politics, 

nothing. Life is change. To embrace change is to embrace life. And God longs for us to embrace 

life- to get out on to the dance floor and let fly, trusting in a life that is bigger than we see, in a 

future beyond our imagining. So, in the words of the great 20th century Catholic social activist 

Daniel Berigan, "We stand on the brink of the unknown, which is to say that things are normal, 

and good, and permissive of joy." Amen. 


