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   16 June 2019 
 

1 Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord 
Jesus Christ, 2 through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand; 
and we boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God. 3 And not only that, but we also 
boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, 4 and endurance 
produces character, and character produces hope, 5 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.  (Rm. 5:1-5 NRSV) 
 
21 But now, apart from law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested 
by the law and the prophets, 22 the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for 
all who believe. For there is no distinction, 23 since all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God; 24 they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that 
is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, 
effective through faith. He did this to show his righteousness, because in his divine 
forbearance he had passed over the sins previously committed; 26 it was to prove at the 
present time that he himself is righteous and that he justifies the one who has faith in 
Jesus.  (Rm. 3:21-26 NRSV) 
 

1 
 Ten days ago as people from across the western world paused to commemorate the 
75th anniversary of the D-Day invasion it was obvious there are fewer and fewer soldiers 
left who directly and personally participated in the events of that day.  It is hard for me to 
process the fact that on D-Day alone 4,414 Allied troops were confirmed dead, and more 
than 9,000 were wounded or missing.  The exact numbers of German casualties on the day 
are not known, but they are estimated to have been between 4,000 and 9,000.  Around 
7,000 Allied ships took part in the invasion, including 1,213 warships and 4,127 landing 
craft.1   

When Deb and I were in Alexandria mid-May, one of those landing craft was on 
display in the yard of the US Patent Office.  We were able to go onboard the craft which 
was surprisingly small.  The craft was officially known as Landing Craft Vehicle Personnel 
(LCVP) or “Higgins Boat.”  They were used to land Allied troops not only at Normandy, 
but on the beaches of North Africa, Italy, and countless islands across the Pacific, as well 
as the German banks of the Rhine River in March 1945.  These LCVPs could be configured 
for various payloads—36 combat-equipped infantrymen, or a jeep and 12 troops, or 8,100 
pounds of cargo—while maintaining the ability to float in three feet of water.2 

I know this is a lot of information…but being able to go aboard one of the Higgins 
Boats in May and then thinking about the 75th anniversary of D-Day ten days ago got me 
to thinking all over again about WWII.  And I was reminded of the Ken Burns series on the 
war.   
 I am not old enough to have lived through WWII…but I thought I had a fairly 
decent grasp of the war.  Burns helped me learn a ton more. 
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 For example, I always knew the war put everyone to work at home.  Airplanes, 
tanks, ships, jeeps, and on and on rolled off assembly lines with lightning speed.  What I 
didn’t realize was that the automakers essentially quit making cars and poured their 
energies into the war effort…and the same was true for businesses across the spectrum. 
 This and example after example of absolute solidarity seem so exceptional today in 
this country that it is good to know there was such a day in our history.  There was a brief 
moment when the American ideals of citizenship and civility and real democracy were 
held in common.  This is not to say the WWII era was free of dehumanizing racism or 
glaring examples of greed.  To think so would be naïve.  But…compared to today’s 
economy, where a huge percentage of the wealth created in America over the past 75 years 
is controlled by a small fraction of households…the ideal of people making sacrifices for 
the common good seems a fairy tale. 
 It has been a while since I watched the WWII series by Ken Burns, but I remember 
there were any number of times I wanted to avert my eyes.  Some of the pictures were 
horrific.  What I saw of the WWII series confirmed the old adage that “war is hell.”  When 
all is said and done, when Armistice Day arrived, when the troops came home and there 
were glad reunions…the evils of war did not suddenly go away.  The tear in the social 
fabric and in the human soul heals slowly…if at all.  The miserable realities associated 
with war are not left on the battlefield.  Grief, shame, fear, hatred, revenge are all powerful 
emotions that plague the waking and sleeping of those closest to the conflict… and those 
far away left holding a folded flag, memories, and thoughts of what might have been. 
 A man I respected enormously was a retired Marine who fought hand-to-hand on 
Guadalcanal.  He once said to me, “There was nothing remotely glamorous about the war. 
Those who say it was glamorous never saw death close up.  War is an unspeakable evil.”  
After a pause he said, “In the midst of that evil, there were some truly incredible displays 
of goodness.” 

2 
 That Marine was a committed churchman up to the day he died.  His hard-earned 
wisdom typified a central commitment I think is at the heart of who we are as Christians.  
That commitment is that our faith is to be realistic and hopeful.   
 The faith tradition to which you and I belong will not accept the proposition that 
life is something it is not.  We believe bearing false witness on social media, cheating in 
business, and exploitation of the poor are not “business as usual”…not normal, typical 
ingredients of social dynamics…that, instead, they are a disastrous affront to God and 
God’s intention.3  When we are at our best we refuse to explain away cruelty, deceit, 
idolatry, and violence…as it seems so many pundits and politicians manage to do with 
surprising ease.  As people of faith we may not do enough to challenge bigotry and racism 
but we will not excuse or justify them.  We refuse to call evil goodness…or to suggest 
shattered dreams are not a kind of painful death.  We will not turn our heads to avoid 
inconvenient realities…or stick our heads in the sand when hardship or evil befall.   
 As people of faith we look real life in the eye.  We may dislike what we see…but we 
don’t pretend what is there really isn’t there.  Nor do we sit quietly by as the 
powerbrokers of this world try to say the corruption of judges and shadier affairs of the 
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market place are trivialities.4  On the other hand, neither do we shrink from uncomfortable 
self-criticism. 
 Uriel Simon, a professor emeritus of biblical studies at Bar-Ilan University, is not a 
Christian, much less a Presbyterian one.  He is Jewish…but his following observation 
certainly reflects a realism we share.   
 Simon spoke to a group of Israeli combat soldiers and reservists who had gathered 
to tell their stories and bear witness to their own conduct related to the mistreatment of 
Palestinians.5  He said to these Israeli soldiers who were convinced the Palestinians were 
the personification of evil and so deserved the brutal treatment they received:     
 

Everyone is afraid of mirrors.  We hate a mirror.  We don't want to look at ourselves.  We 
don't like photographs of us.  We say, "Oh, that's not a very good likeness."  We want to 
avoid mirrors…but we must look at ourselves honestly, without fear.6 

 
 If our faith is authentic then we are not afraid of mirrors.  We do not pretend we 
have all the answers or that our perspective is pure or objective.  We acknowledge the 
complex and illusive nature of life.  When certain people want to suggest “the other” is 
pure evil…we are honest enough to know goodness and evil run through the heart of each 
of us.7   

3 
 Our faith is realistic.  But it is also hopeful.  And when I say “hopeful” I don’t mean 
optimism.  Optimism is a kind of wishful thinking…a determination to think positively as 
if by sheer will-power we can make everything turn out all right.  Optimism can be a good 
thing…and is certainly a brighter orientation to life than is pessimism.  But optimism is not 
the same thing as hope…the two words are not synonymous.  
 Christian hope is not blind hope either.  What I have in mind is the kind of hope 
that comes from staring pain and suffering right in the eye and refusing to believe this is 
all there is.  How can we know this?  Not because of our determination, but because of 
God's promises.8 
 Day in and day out we work hard to place our hope not in ourselves, but in God… 
the God who we really do believe can change darkness into light…the God who can make 
a way when there is no apparent way.  In a world that seems bent upon worshiping that 
which is imposing, illustrious, and ostentatious…our hope is in the God who sent and 
sends prophets to hold a mirror before us in one hand and with the other hand to point us 
toward a different way.  Our hope is in the God who became one of us in the person of 
Jesus in order to declare the depth of God’s love for us and to show us the way, the truth, 
and the life. 
 We occasionally sing a hymn that makes the following claim: “On Christ, the solid 
rock I stand; all other ground is sinking sand.”9  From our perspective, “sinking sand” 
includes any hope that is not tenaciously realistic.  I would say we are in sinking sand if 
and when we place inordinate trust in political power or the accumulation of wealth or 
academic pedigree or lineage or celebrity status or the latest technological gadgetry.   
 You may be wondering how I can say these things are “sinking sand” when plenty 
of evidence suggests we are most successful when we place our trust in political power, 
the accumulation of wealth, academic pedigree, lineage, celebrity status, or the latest 
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technological gadgetry.  Some charlatans will even say wealth and power and success are 
signs of God's blessing.  It is not sour grapes that makes us say the charlatans are 
mistaken.  It is our faith and conviction that “sinking sand” includes any hope that is 
grounded in our thoughts and behavior rather than in the grace of God. 
 Authentic hope does not make things easy.  What it does is provide strength to live 
faithfully even when the evidence suggests we may well be perfect fools.   

4 
 The faith tradition to which you and I belong is resolutely realistic and hopeful.  In 
fact, one of the great gifts we can give to our contemporary culture and our descendants is 
a vigorous faith that continues to be realistic and hopeful. 
 We give witness to that faith by living into the hope God has set before us.10  And, 
as the Apostle Paul affirmed, as we live into this hope we will “find ourselves standing 
where we always hoped we might stand – out in the wide open spaces of God's grace and 
glory, standing tall and shouting our praise.”  Even when we are “hemmed in with 
troubles,” we will “continue to shout our praise…ever on the alert for what our loving 
God will do next.”11  Amen. 
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