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Over the past few weeks, since the new year has begun, we’ve been talking about hope at Washington 
Street. What is hope? What is hope not? How do we pracLce hope? How does hope lead us?  
 
In general, we throw the word hope around a lot at the beginning of the year, naming our hopes for 
what might take place in the coming months. We do this at almost every new beginning. Whether it’s 
the beginning of a year, or the beginning of a new life, the start of someone’s college career, or the 
marriage of any two loving adults. We have hopes for what might become.  
 
As Pastor JD and I were talking over the past couple weeks about our worship focus for today, it felt 
appropriate to center this morning’s message around hope, for our gathering this morning and the 
shared connecLons we’ve made in recent years are perhaps only possible because of hope.  
 
Let me say a bit more about that before we dig into the scripture for today.  
 
We held our first joint worship service, which took place on Holy Thursday in 2018, in partnership with 
Roberts, Washington Street, and Old Town Community Church. The following year, we did the same 
thing again, and added in Beulah BapLst Church. It was the official beginning of the Church of South 
Washington.  
 
Separate from our work with the other two churches, Roberts Memorial and Washington Street have 
also worshipped together, with just the two of us. We held our first joint Sunday service on June 23, 
2019, when I was first graced with an invitaLon to stand in this pulpit. 
 
Before any of those services took place, I remember siXng down to dinner with Pastor JD and Kimberly 
Young, and asking whether or not there was any way our two churches – even beyond the Church of 
South Washington (which wasn’t a thing yet) – our two churches could really share in ministry together. 
Was it possible that, given what we know about the history of Roberts and the history of Washington 
Street, that we could engage with one another in faithful, frui^ul, or familial ways. Could we, given 
160+ years of division and separaLon, move beyond our past to claim a different future.  
 
As we talked about that possibility, we shared the honest reasons why that would be terribly difficult. 
The list was long, and included many complicaLons. One of which is that, in truth, we weren’t even 
sure where to begin. See, even beyond our own histories, we are not unique as two churches – one 
historic African American congregaLon, and one congregaLon with its origins in the Methodist 
Episcopal Church, South. There are many other places in the Southeast where two churches with 
similar backgrounds exist in the same community. And friends, I’ve looked … I’ve researched … I’ve even 
contacted clergy colleagues in other conferences who are working on racial reconciliaLon … and, while 



there are other churches who have tried to bridge such a historic divide, there are no examples that are 
worth lifing up as models.  
 
What I’m trying to say is, when your pastor and I first talked about the possibility of sharing in some 
form of relaLonship with each other, we were not op1mis1c that it was possible. The general 
consensus was that we would be walking a path that had not previously been walked. There were not 
bumpers on the side of the alley to keep us in the lane, nor where the markings on the trail to lead us 
in the right direcLon. There were no neon signs with arrows telling us which direcLon to go, nor cones 
in the road to keep us from hiXng potholes. There was no one signaling with lit wands where to steer 
the ship, nor were there painted lines between which we had to drive. … I can keep going with the 
metaphors if I need to, but I need you to hear me when I say, in 2018 we decided to get into a GPS-less 
bus to embark on a journey in which we knew not the final desLnaLon.  
 
If someone tells you they know what needs to happen next … if someone offers to you that they have 
the keys to success for our shared work … if you hear a voice that does not come directly from the Lord 
telling you which way we need to go to “achieve” some greater connecLon … well, they are filled with a 
sense of self-confidence that I could only aspire to receive – and I say that as a mediocre white man 
who lives in America.  
 
And yet, with such lijle opLmism … and perhaps too lijle confidence … that any form of shared 
ministry was really possible, you may ask, why … why, Pastor Thomas … did you get on that bus? Why 
are we trying, what may be defined by our American societal standards, to do the impossible … the 
improbable … the incompressible: to have two churches long divided share in a faithful witness of 
God’s reconciling love? 
 
The only answer I can offer is hope.  
 
HOPE. 
 
Hebrews defines hope, something my folks at Washington Street will hopefully recall from last week, as 
“a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope that enters the inner shrine behind the curtain, where 
Jesus, a forerunner on our behalf, has entered.” In simpler terms, hope is the anchor that connects our 
souls in the presence of God, which assures us that the way and will of God is finite and guaranteed. 
Hope is what leads us when all other life experiences indicate the work and path in front of us are 
impassable, or thought to be impossible.  
 
And yes, it hold true that with hope we don’t really know our final desLnaLon, but we know the path is 
worth the journey, for ulLmately, wherever we end up, it will be in the unwavering presence of the 
Lord.  
 
So, as I reflect and think about our shared work, our ajempt to do the impossible, the improbable, and 
the incomprehensible, I’d like to spend a lijle Lme this morning talking about how hope leads us in this 
work, using a focus that claims, “Hope Lives in the Body.”  
 
Our scripture this morning, coming from Romans 5, begins by claiming that in the midst of the promise 
of God through Jesus Christ, we have a hope in which we can boast because of our sharing in the glory 



of God. “Since we are jusLfied by faith,” Paul writes, “we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 
Christ, through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand.” … This is a reiteraLon 
of the Hebrews text I offered a moment ago: Christ is the forerunner who has gone before us to anchor 
us in the presence of God. It is this truth which has given us a hope. In this way, hope is a celebratory 
response that proclaims our joy in knowing that our future is secure. Even though we don’t really know 
what the future holds, what we do know is that, because we’ll be in God’s presence, it is worth 
celebraLng (worth boasLng about).  
 
The full arc of our Holy Scripture points to this promise, that God’s glory is worth the celebraLon and is 
thus hope-giving. We know that jusLce shall roll down like waters; we know that God is doing a new 
thing; we know that all naLons shall gather as one people and praise the name of the Lord 
forevermore. We know these things, we believe these things, and they give us hope for the fullness of 
God’s will to be the law of the land, the life-giving experience for all peoples. 
 
But, unlike Hebrews, Paul goes a step further in his definiLon of hope here in Romans. Paul doesn’t just 
talk about hope as a proclamaLon of the glory we are assured of in the future, Paul talks about hope as 
the real real … that which leads us even in the midst of our current struggles.  
 
Paul writes, “We also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and 
endurance produces character, and character produces hope, 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.”  
 
I can only imagine that at some point, we would like to ask of God (if we haven’t already), “have we not 
suffered enough?” Do we really need more videos? More affirmaLons? More folx dying to get the point 
across? Do we really need more suffering, which, through endurance and character, produces hope? 
 
And this leads me back to the hope I have for our joint work – for our shared ministry – for our 
connecLonal idenLty.  
 
In this work, we must acknowledge that hope is both individual and corporate.  
 
In this work, we must acknowledge that hope is both individual and corporate. 
 
We can have hope for ourselves as a corporate enLty – and by corporate, I don’t mean business related 
as in a corporaLon, I mean community related: we can have congregaLonal hopes, we can have 
collecLve hopes, we can have connecLonal hopes. But at Lmes, I think we focus too much on the 
corporate, as if our hope for the future is dependent on the summaLon of the whole. 
 
Consider how we talk naLon about the division of whole groups in our naLon – groups which, through 
social sLgmas and ajempts to maintain privilege and power, have been defined by wealth, race, 
ethnicity, gender-idenLty, geographic locaLon, the color of our collar, or any number of other 
sociological differences. By saying that our hope resides at the large, macro, or full-group level, we 
actually make it harder for hope to lead us.  
 
For example, if we have a hope for reconciliaLon, something I believe the scriptures proclaim as being 
in the nature and will of God, we can hinder such hope by insisLng it take place at the macro level. The 



temptaLon, as one scholar puts it, is to get whole groups to “just unite.”i As if we can sit around a 
campfire together and sing kum-by-ya, and in a moment’s noLce it will somehow just be ok because, as 
two groups, we are gathered together. Consider me a skepLc, but I don’t think that’s how it works.  
 
Nor does Paul. As we dig into Paul’s understanding of human experience, it’s clear he believes, “enmity 
and hatred lives in individual hearts and is seen in the acts of individuals.”ii  
 
As such, our hope as the Church, more specifically as two churches, resides in our ability to connect at 
the individual level. We can have all the joint worship services, cook-ins and cook-outs, recreaLonal 
acLviLes, and prayer groups we want; we can put together a million thanksgiving food baskets 
together, and we can schedule and organize as many connecLonal Lmes as you can handle in your 
personal calendars … but if we aren’t connecLng, if we aren’t sharing together in life as individuals, if 
we aren’t finding kindred spirits in the other, then do we really have hope for something greater?  
 
See, hope lives in the body. Yes, it lives it our corporate body – it lives in our joint witness of God’s 
reconciling love which says we will not let the racism that conLnues to plague our naLon plague our 
churches. But, and perhaps more importantly, hope lives in our individual bodies.  
 
ReflecLng on Paul’s wriLng, hope comes to us in joy. In her book on hope, Rev. MaryAnn McKibben 
Dana says hope is built through laughter and play.iii We need to celebrate with one another, to share in 
each other’s joys – recognizing births and marriages, embracing new members and bapLsms, and 
telling jokes and stories of remembrance. Through joy comes hope, through shared joy comes shared 
hope.  
 
So too, again reflecLng on Paul’s wriLng, hope comes to us in our suffering. In her wriLng, Rev. 
McKibben Dana uses the word “anger.” Anger is a powerful insLgator of change, and can help us refine 
our hope. But admijedly, we don’t all suffer the same. We experience this world differently. And yet, 
that doesn’t mean we can’t all carry the same anger. Through sharing in life together, your anger 
becomes my anger; your insistence on change becomes my insistence on change; and together, as 
connected individuals, our anger produces hope that allows us to move forward even while carrying 
the sLng of suffering. And we work together, arm in arm, side by side, to do the work of God in the 
world, because we have a shared hope for God’s will and God’s way to be on earth as it is in heaven.  
 
For Paul, this is a restatement of what he offers in 1 Corinthians 12, when he says that as a body, we 
must share in each other’s highs and lows, success and failures.  
 
And while such a proclamaLon, such a vision by Paul sounds grand, I want us to be honest and to name 
that even a shared hope, the hopes that are formed by our connecLonal joys and sufferings, don’t 
necessarily make this work or this life any easier. In fact, I would dare say, that such shared hopes may 
only make our life and work more difficult.  
 
See, the hope I have, the hope that led me to get on this GPS-less bus some 5 years ago, is not a hope 
that everyone in the world shares. The hope I have, a hope that is centered around the promise that in 
God’s love we cannot be divided by our race or our past, is a hope that many in this world are acLvely 
trying to breakdown. It’s a hope that ulLmately removes the privilege that Washington Street’s 
founders established for themselves. It’s a hope that warrants a completely new way of sharing, if there 



is to be a shared ministry together. It’s a hope that doesn’t look to the tradiLonal way of doing church, 
because, at least for the church in America, such a way of doing church has always benefited the ones 
who came into it with wealth and power. And even as the United Methodist Church is in the midst of a 
tumultuous Lme, it seems we’re sLll building the future of the church on the same principles we’ve 
used in the past, even if those who hold the votes and the power have changed.  
 
UlLmately, if we are to be arrive at whatever desLnaLon God is leading this bus, I believe it is because 
our future will model the image of the Church at Pentecost – at the Church’s foundaLon.  
 
Let me return one last Lme to Paul’s wriLngs as I close.  
 
In verse 5, Paul writes, “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.” 
 
We have the confidence of hope because of what God poured into us through the Holy Spirit. This is, if 
there ever was, a reference to Pentecost – the Lme when the Holy Spirit was poured out over the 
people of Christ, insLlling in the church (present and future) the presence of God. In this way, hope is, 
just as God’s presence and love is, gifed to us as members of Christ universal. Each of us, one to 
another, has been gifed with the hope that it takes to be a part of this work. We are unique in our 
individual ways, but sLll, each one has been gifed by God the hope that it takes to be present in a body 
that claims there is sLll a more faithful way to come.  
 
Hope is thus at the core of our idenLty as the Church. We have had such a hope since the day the 
Church was founded – when those disciples spilled out into the street to proclaim the glory of God in 
Christ. Hope is as central to our idenLty as a people of God as is the love of God, as is the redeeming 
presence of God, as is the correcLng and sustaining Spirit of God.  
 
Hope lives in the body, and it declares that there is sLll a more faithful witness of God’s love to be 
known. So, while I don’t know where the bus is going, what I know is that for us to reach our final 
desLnaLon – for the bus not to break down on the side of the road, for us to avoid the bus driver 
pulling over because of the fighLng in the back, we’ve got to sit by one another, listen to each other’s 
stories, share in each other’s joys, wallow in each other’s sufferings, and let our hope feed off of one 
another – hope for a bejer tomorrow; hope for a more faithful presence; hope for more life, more 
love, and a greater witness of God’s kingdom here on earth, for we know it shall be in heaven.  
 
My friends, have hope, share your hope, and may the hope that the Spirit has poured out upon us lead 
us. Amen.  
 
Amen.  
 
 

 
i Richard Davis. “The Poli3cs of God’s Reconcilia3on – Romans 5:1-11.” March 13, 2017. Poli3caltheology.com. Retrieved January 24, 2023. 
ii Davis.  
iii All quotes from Rev. MaryAnn McKibben Dana come from Hope: A User’s Manual. Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2022. 
 


