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In this season a?er the Epiphany, as we embark upon this new year, we are learning about hope. How 
do we truly maintain our hopes for 2023 and beyond if we don’t really know what hope is or how hope 
leads us? 
 
We began last week by looking at what hope is not: hope is no opLmism or toxic posiLvity; hope is not 
cause and effect or future-proofing; hope is not a predicLon; and hope is not the opposite of despair. 
This morning, we’re looking at what hope is.  
 
Again, as we embark upon this worship series, I’m using the scholarship and wriLng of the Rev. 
MaryAnn McKibben Dana in her newly published book, Hope: A User’s Manual.i I invite you to pick up a 
copy (if you haven’t already) and read along. We will have our first hybrid conversaLon group this 
morning a?er worship, where you can join others in-person or on zoom to dive deeper into 
conversaLon around hope.  
 
As we look at what hope is today, I want to frame the topic using our scripture from Hebrews 6, which 
defines hope as “a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul.” To understand Hebrew’s definiLon, we need 
to zoom out to understand the author’s focus in the greater context before we zoom back in to look at 
more specifically at this sentence about hope. 
 
Beginning in verse 1 of chapter 6, the author lays out a thesis for the focus to follow, wriLng, “Let us go 
on toward perfecLon …” There is an invitaLon to perfecLon – of wholehearted commitment. But what 
follows is nothing less than a scathing criLcism of how we, as people of faith, having had a strong 
commitment to God ulLmately depart from our faith to turn away from God. The author writes in 
verses 4-6, “It is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have once been enlightened, and 
have tasted the heavenly gi?, and have shared in the Holy Spirit … and then have fallen away, since on 
their own they are crucifying again the Son of God and are holding him up in contempt.”  
 
The author lays out this criLcism of humanity to juxtapose the steadfastness of God. Yes, humanity – 
we, as members of the family of God – we are likely to turn from God, even a?er we have enjoyed the 
beauty of God’s love. But, the author offers as an important caveat, saying, “we are confident of beder 
things in your case, things that belong to salvaLon. For God is not unjust; [God] will not overlook your 
work and the love that you showed for his sake in serving the saints.” 
 
Our text in verse 13 today follows this setup. Humanity is known to fail. Even as we have tasted the 
beauty of God’s glory, we are sLll known to turn away from God for the love of the world offers an 
appealing invitaLon. And yet, God remains steadfast to us. 



 
Verses 13-15 then offer a mini-recap of Abraham’s relaLonship with God, and it assumes we have 
knowledge of the Old Testament, the Hebrew faith, and the life of those in the ancient Near-East. The 
author writes, “When God made a promise to Abraham, because he had no one greater by whom to 
swear, he swore by himself, saying, ‘I will surely bless you and mulLply you.’”  
 
To swear, or to declare an oath, is sLll a pracLce we use today. We offer swears or oaths in some less 
serious ways, like in the children’s mantra, “I cross my heart and hope to die,” or by saying, “I swear on 
my sister’s life that I didn’t eat your candy.” We use our own life or the life of a family member to hold 
us accountable, even if we have no intenLon of actually offering up our life, or that of a family member 
when it comes out that we did actually eat our friend’s candy. But we also see such oaths made in more 
serious ways, like the swearing in of a witness at trial, or the president during an inauguraLon. One 
hand goes on the Bible as the oath taker offers, “I do so solemnly swear …” We are swearing, taking an 
oath, while invoking the name or presence of our deity, our God.  
 
Scholar Thomas Long offers that in the Old Testament, oaths were made only in the name of God – the 
Lord, Yahweh. “To break an oath,” Long writes, “made in God’s name was … a serious offense, not only 
against the truth but also against the character of God.”ii In the greater near-east society, all oaths were 
made in the name of a greater enLty or a higher power. “In the ancient world, whenever people 
wanted to guarantee their promises or give solemn value to the trustworthiness of the words, they 
would swear by the divine name.”iii  
 
For God, there was no higher power; God is God. So when making a vow to Abraham, God had no other 
name by which to swear. So, in making the promise to bless and mulLply Abraham, God swore by 
God’s-self.  
 
It is this God-swearing-by-God-like promise that the author of Hebrews says leads us to hope. Hope is 
as certain as anything, for hope is like a promise made by God who swears by God’s-self.  
 
In this way, the author writes, “We have this hope, 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, 
having become a high priest forever.”  
 
This sentence about hope is a jumbled arLculaLon coming from three different metaphors. The first, 
hope is an anchor – a nauLcal reference to that which holds us in place or secures us. The second, hope 
enters the inner shrine behind the curtain – a reference to the holy of holies in the temple, the place 
where it was believed God resided. Only the high priest was allowed to go into the inner shrine, for it 
was believed to be the place of greatest spiritual connecLon, where God was physically located. And 
the third, Jesus, was a forerunner – a military reference to the advance units that lead the procession to 
make a path and ensure a way forward into badle.  
 
“The image, then,” as Scholar Luke Timothy Johnson summarizes, “is that the anchor (we must picture 
a rope adached) is entering the inner place of the temple (the holy of holies), as if it were a grappling 



hook to which the souls of believers were connected. Once it has secured a place, they can follow a?er. 
… [Our] hope is safe and secure because Jesus has entered for [us] into the presence of God.”iv  
 
With this vision in mind – of our soul being on to one end of the rope and the other end being securely 
fashioned into the presence of God, certain that the rope and anchor will never give way, and that we 
will ulLmately be able to enter into that place – into the presence of God – because Christ has gone 
before us, let’s dig deeper into what hope is.  
 
Rev. McKibben Dana offers that hope is the long view. The ulLmate goal of hope, with a borrowing 
from the Lord’s prayer, which invokes that presence of God not just in an eternal heaven but even in 
the present realm, (God’s will be done on earth as it is in heaven,) is that we may never see such a 
reality for ourselves. Hope is generaLonal, with every generaLon receiving the blessing of the 
generaLon before it. “Each small task we do,” McKibben Dana writes, “whether it’s familial or societal, 
does not remake the world. … But hope infuses those modest acts with meaning, not just to alleviate 
present suffering, but with the audacious goal to construct a new world.” Even as the end of the rope 
we hold on to has sway and can be pushed and pulled, the other end is ulLmately anchored in the 
unmovable force of God’s presence.  
 
Which leads to the second promise, hope holds things loosely. When something is wound too Lghtly, it 
doesn’t take much for a stressor to break it apart. For example, I’ve goden the boys into solving the 
rubiks cube. Both can successfully complete the cube at this point without needing any help, and can 
do so relaLvely quickly. Recently, one of them was trying to go too fast, and in trying to make two 
moves happen simultaneously, he popped one of edge pieces off the cube. The cube was a lidle too 
Lght for the amount of force caused by his torquing the two sides against each other.  
 
McKibben Dana writes, “There’s a cost to punng our lives together with too lidle tolerance, too lidle 
“give.”” “Hope,” she says, “expects things to be chaoLc and loosens the screws, ever so slightly, in the 
name of keeping the apparatus together.” Should the rope to the anchor be too Lght, it would not take 
much pressure for the rope to snap and for us to lose all hope. And so, hope gives enough flexibility 
that we might withstand the ebbs and flows of the world.  
 
And thus, a third reality, states that hope is outmatched. In the present world, the forces of destrucLon 
and evil will seem more powerful than the single thread which binds our souls to our anchored hope. 
McKibben Dana offers, “If hope outweighed suffering, we wouldn’t really need it – it would simply be 
the predictable order of things for good always to prevail.” But, as the past few years have made 
abundantly clear, there is a great deal of misery in the world that would try and convince us that hope 
is unrealisLc and insufficient. We bounce and sway, experience brokenness and misery, and we are 
tossed from side to side in the rough oceans of human existence. And certainly from the decks of any 
boat, the waves that cause us sea-sickness are easier to see than the anchor which, deep under the 
surface, provides us our ulLmate stability.  
 
But even amidst such challenges, McKibben Dana defines hope as being either on or off.  
 



As most of you know, I love to golf. Golf is not an easy sport, and I am in awe of those who play it really 
well. There’s a key to being a good golfer, and that key is consistent play. People like myself, what makes 
us not as good as we could be, is that we aren’t consistent in our play. I play golf just one day a week, 
because that’s when I have Lme to dedicate 4 hours to the golf course. And, admidedly, that’s beder 
than most golfers. But if I want to be a beder golfer, if I really want to kick my game up a notch and 
lower my score, I would be beder pracLcing 30 minutes a day than playing one 4-hour round per week. 
There’s something vitally important to consistency – whether it’s in schooling, or exercising, dieLng, or 
working. We hone our skills best when we engage in the pracLce – whatever the pracLce may be – with 
consistent adenLon.  
 
Hope follows the same principles. McKibben Dana writes, “As the old saying goes, nobody’s “a lidle bit 
pregnant.” Maybe hope works the same way.” You don’t have to have tons of hope, or perfect hope, 
you just have to have hope. Even the slightest hope, the weakest grip on that anchored rope, sLll leaves 
us connected to the assurance that God’s will and promise remain steadfast. Hope, even in low gear, in 
short supply, is strong enough to carry us through.  
 
And that leads me to the last truth: hope is enough.  
 
The world in which we live – and you could define that as the earth in 2023, or perhaps more 
specifically, the US in 2023, or maybe, for many of us, Northern Virginia in 2023 – our world expects 
immediate soluLons to really complicated problems. There is a skepLcism toward any soluLons that do 
not have immediate results. This is true from the most mundane scenarios, like the changing of 
markeLng strategies or the construcLon of a new lane on the interstate, to the most complex of 
challenges, like climate change, systemic racism, and transphobia. There’s this faulty belief that if things 
don’t happen quickly with measurable and lasLng results, than the adempt was fuLle.  
 
But hope, as McKibben Dana writes, is enough, because, though we don’t always know what the next 
acLon will be, that which carries us through is the promise that doing our part is enough.  
 
At last Sunday’s MarLn Luther King, Jr. Memorial Program, held at the Masonic Temple up King Street, 
they had a panel discussion with a few of our community leaders. One of the panelists was Pastor Ta? 
Heatley from Shiloh BapLst Church. Pastor Heatley was asked what the church can and should be doing 
around issues like social jusLce and civil rights. He offered two responses that I think summarize this 
final bullet point well. He said that first, we don’t have to create the soluLons ourselves. It is likely that 
there are others already engaged in the work in the community, and someLmes the best thing we can 
do is to throw our support behind those who have been doing this work for some Lme. And second, he 
offered, was that we have to do our part. No one person can handle the weight of the problem, but 
when everyone does their part, we can accomplish what no one could accomplish individually.  
 
That for me, is the foundaLonal promise of hope, and the thread that anchors my soul.  
 
The rope on to which I hold – the rope that anchors me into the presence of God according to the 
preacher in Hebrews – is not a rope that is mine and mine alone. The rope that anchors me is the same 
rope that anchors you. It is a rope that binds us as a community. It is the same rope that anchors all 



who hold our trust in the greater promise of God – the God who declares that new life, true life, full 
life, and abundant life shall be the gi? for all of God’s created. And that the world God envisions, a 
world of health and jusLce, peace and joy, shall one day be on earth as it is in heaven. 
 
In this way, our hope is the same. Our hope leads us to the same anchor, locked in to the presence of 
God, through the forerunner who is Christ, who has shown us the way to the presence of God, and who 
stands solidly, without fear of slipping, in the presence of God’s love. And so, you and I, we are linked 
together – held securely in place by this hope. And as such, we can claim that our hope is enough, and 
that every one of us is able to parLcipate in, and rely on, this singular hope to lead us, to sustain us, 
and to guide us.  
 
So may your soul take hold of the rope, and trust in the promise, for our hope, though at Lmes out 
matched, and at Lmes teetering between on and off, holds us loosely enough that we can  maintain the 
long view, that declares without hesitaLon: hope is enough. Thanks be to God. Amen.  
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