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Washington, D.C.    The Crossroads of Hope and Despair 
 
The Washington Post published an article this week about the generation of 
younger American’s who are allegedly losing hope – losing hope in the country, in 
the economy, in relationships, in their futures and they are turning to a 
surprising place for comfort. What are your guesses?  Drugs?  Gambling?  
Promiscuity?  All wrong.  The answer: witchcraft.  The article says, “The growing 
interest in witches and witchcraft speaks to a uniquely unsettled moment in U.S. 
history — and an unprecedented loss of hope felt by an entire generation. Absent 
anything else to hold on to, they are reaching into the dark…there is a sense that 
today’s problems are so entrenched that it will take something otherworldly to fix 
them.  Enter the witch.”  Absent anything else to hold onto.  Really?  Witches?  If 
anyone out there is clutching at straws and feels like the only place to turn is to 
witchcraft would you please call me?   
 
I am not sure if I find it more troubling that people are turning to witchcraft or 
that it claims an entire generation is losing hope.  Faith, hope, and love are the 
three legs of the stool for the Christian life.  Our faith gives us hope and our hope 
helps us to love, and love gives us faith…and so spins the rings of the years of our 
lives.  It is difficult to find lasting hope if you do not have a strong foundation of 
faith in the divine or as the article labeled it the ‘other worldly’.  For some without 
faith, hope is about as meaningful as tossing pennies into a wishing fountain.   
 
“Hope,” the fantasy writer Margaret Weis wrote, “is the denial of reality.”  This is 
not a Christian statement, for hope is the foundation of our faith.  And Christian 
hope is grounded in reality, the reality of our own lives and the realities found 
throughout the witness of Scripture. Now our hope might not be grounded in 
today’s circumstances, today’s headlines, today’s issues but rather it is grounded 
in the larger narrative of our lives and God’s witness in the world.   
 
Joan Chittister, an author and Benedictine nun writes, “Hope is not some kind of 
delusional optimism to be restored to because we simply cannot face the hard 
facts that threaten to swamp our hearts.  People do die.  Friends do leave us.  
Businesses do crumble.  Loves do dry up.  Desires do come to dust.  Careers do 
come to ruin.  Disease does debilitate us.  Evil does exist.  But through it all, hope 
remains, nevertheless, a choice.” 
 
The biblical stories of those overcoming hardship, loss, and tragedy with 
faithfulness, integrity, and recovery bear witness that hope is a dependable 
choice.  Think of Joseph sold into slavery by his brothers then rising to reign in 
the Egyptian court.  Or baby Moses sent drifting in a basket in the precarious 
waters of the River Nile then growing into the great prophet and leader of the 
people.  Or Job losing everything in his life then coming full circle back to a place 
of blessing and abundance.  Or Ruth and Naomi left penniless and isolated then 
experiencing new family and security.  These stories bear witness to God’s 
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faithfulness to God’s people.  They bear witness to God’s provision after seasons 
of wandering.  They bear witness to resurrection of new life.  Absent anything else 
to hold onto – these stories are good news and the bible is filled with these texts 
in which to ground our hope.    
 
Today’s story from 1 Samuel is another witness of someone standing at the 
crossroads of hope and despair.  Hannah is the wife of Elkanah; she is the first 
wife and the beloved wife of Elkanah.  Hannah and Elkanah have been married 
for ten years.  Hannah has been unable to have children and it is heartbreaking 
for her. After a decade Elkanah takes a second wife, as prescribed in the Midrash 
so as to fulfill his duty to be fruitful and multiply.  His second wife Penninah and 
Elkanah have many children.  Penninah is a constant reminder for Hannah of her 
sadness and her unfilled dreams.  And to make matters worse, Penninah 
provokes and ridicules Hannah’s childlessness.  Elkanah’s love for Hannah does 
not waver but he misunderstands her grief.  “Why do you weep?  Why do you not 
eat?  Why is your heart sad?  Am I not more to you than ten sons?”  You have to 
give it to him for his apparent cluelessness – Elkanah needs a course in 
sensitivity training – this is no way to comfort your distressed wife.   
 
Hannah weeps with sorrow unable to face one more family pilgrimage to parade 
Elkanah’s other children and his other wife around the temple.  She does not feel 
like the first and beloved wife, she feels like the barren, the useless, and the 
failure.  The Psalmist writes, “How long, O Lord?  Wilt thou forget me forever?  
How long wilt thou hide thy face from me?  How long must I bear pain in my 
soul, and have sorrow in my heart all the day?”  These could have been Hannah’s 
own laments.  It is hard for us to fully appreciate Hannah’s plight and sorrow.  
But we can understand what it means to be in the valley, as she was.  When 
Hannah was at her lowest point, she had a choice to make – hope or despair.   
 
We see her decision to remain hopeful displayed in her actions; Hannah gets up 
and goes to visits the priest Eli.  She makes her request known to God and then 
she makes a vow.  If she is able to have a son then she will commit her son to the 
Lord’s service and bring him to the temple for training.  Hannah’s faith is being 
tested but she still clings to it as the holy thread that tethers her to God’s presence 
and God’s future. 
 
Hope and despair are choices we face.  Despair colors the way we look at things; 
it makes us suspicious of the future, and negative about the present.  Despair 
makes us ignore the goodness and the possibilities that are in front of us.  Hope, 
on the other hand, takes life on its own terms.  Hope proclaims an assurance that 
God is in the midst of this life, whatever the days hold.  While despair wishes to 
trap us in the past and the present.  Hope insists on a new future.  Despair says 
there is nowhere to go.  Hope finds a way out.  Despair cannot see God.  Hope 
strains until the Divine is found.   
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Hannah’s plea to God and her vow to the priest are proclamations of her hope 
and her faith – the faith that God will be faithful.  Mary Oliver has a poem titled 
Evidence in it there is line that reads: Keep some room in your heart for the 
unimaginable.  Hannah kept room in her heart, despite all odds, that she might 
become a mother.  And eventually the dream came true; she had a son named 
Samuel.  Samuel when he was old enough was sent, as promised, to the temple to 
train with Eli the priest.  It was there that God called Samuel into service as a 
judge and a prophet.  After Samuel, Hannah had many other children.  Verse 19 
in this passage says, “The Lord remembered Hannah.”  She hoped God would 
remember her – and God proved faithful.  Her hope was not a denial of reality 
but a decree of faith.   
 
The prophet Joel says, “God shall restore the years the locusts had eaten.”  When 
you travel through valleys your faith is tested – and you must make choices.  
Despair or hope.  Submission or persistence.  Agnosticism or faith.  Our lives of 
faith are molded in the refiners fire and shaped in the living of our days.  If you 
have lived a carefree blissful life and know not what I speak of…give it a minute.    
For life provides the raw materials on which to practice the insistence of hope 
over despair.  Hope is one of the Christian disciplines to which we have been 
called.  
 
Hannah’s story has a triumphant ending – her song in chapter two sings, “I 
rejoice in my victory.”  Her victory was won in her dreams being fulfilled with the 
arrival of long wished for children but furthermore – it was a victory over her 
adversaries who mocked and doubted her – it was a victory over her own self-
doubts and fears – and it was a victory for the Lord who ultimately received the 
glory and praise.  Helen Keller wrote, “The hilltop hour would not be half so 
wonderful if there were no dark valleys to traverse.”   
 
Hope was Jesus’ insistence in the face of trial, in the face of evil, and in the face of 
death.  Jesus’ life proclaimed hope, hope in this life and hope the other side of the 
cross.  Our hope is rooted in that reality.  The reality of Jesus Christ.  Look no 
further for where to place your hope and trust than in God’s Son, God’s Word, 
and God’s love.   
 
At life’s intersections, may hope always be your choice.  Amen. 


