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“It’s All About Hope”

“Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an account of the hope that is in
you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence.”

The elevators at University Hospital in London are usually very full, but one day I was one of only two
passengers making their way to one of the upper floors.  I didn’t pay much attention to my fellow passenger
until he spoke up and asked me, “Are you a Catholic?” (as usually, I was wearing my black clerical shirt).  At
first, I was a bit startled, but I recovered quickly and responded, “No, I’m a Lutheran.”  After a slight pause, he
asked a second question, “So what’s that all about?”

Before I could reply, the door opened, and he went on his way; but I was left with that question: “What’s that
all about?”  What do we mean when we say we’re Lutherans?  What is at the heart of our faith, at the centre
of our church’s life and ministry?  Without going into a full sermon, how can be summarize our Lutheran
identity in a way that communicates the very essence, the heart of the faith that binds us together in this
church?  

What is Lutheranism all about?

I would later learn that I was engaging in a literal version of an “elevator speech,” a quick synopsis of a topic
lasting from 30 to 60 seconds – the time it normally takes to ride an elevator.  While such speeches are short,
they are not easy to create, because you are challenged to share the maximum amount of information in the
minimum amount of time.  It requires careful editing and decisions as to what is most critical about your topic. 
An elevator speech needs to be both informative and persuasive: “even though it’s a short pitch, your elevator
speech should be persuasive enough to spark the listener’s interest in your idea, organization, or background.”
(Alison Doyle).

As I drove home from London that day, I continuing to think about how I might have replied to my fellow
passenger if we had a few more seconds together in that elevator.  There are a lot of thinks I could have said
about being a Lutheran: our Reformation history, the ministry of the Lutheran Church here in Canada and
around the world, the teaches of Martin Luther (especially the Small Catechism), and the many ways in which
Lutherans have been involved in social ministry and outreach through organizations such as Canadian Lutheran
World Relief.  But at its core, the Lutheran Church is a Christian Church, one that shares faith in Jesus Christ as
Lord with Christians in many churches around the world.  So perhaps the question that needed to be addressed
is: What is Christianity all about?

This is the challenge about which Peter speaks in today’s Second Lesson.  The First Letter of Peter was written
for a community that was suffering slander, if not persecution, from an unbelieving world.  The Apostle writes
this letter to encourage these believers whose challenge was “how to hold fast to the promise of God’s blessing
and at the same time act appropriately toward those who are hostile to the faith.” (David Bartlett).  To a people
who very identity had been taken away because of their confession of faith in Jesus Christ, Peter reminds them
that now they have been given an exalted identity as a people “who have been chosen and destined by God the
Father and sanctified by the Spirit to be obedient to Jesus Christ and to be sprinkled with his blood.” (1:2).  In
response to the question of their identity – Who are you? – Peter reminds them of both their identity and their
purpose as people who have been chosen, destined, and sanctified:



· “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may
proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.  Once you
were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now you had
received mercy.” – 2:9-10.

The purpose of the Church is proclamation, to proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ that our Lord first
entrusted to his disciples: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be
my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8).  Proclamation
remains central to our purpose as the Lutheran Church; our Augsburg Confession defines the church as “the
assembly of all believers among whom the gospel is purely preached and the sacraments are administered in
accordance with the gospel.” (Article VII).  Martin Luther once defined the Church as a “mouth house,” a place
for preaching and teaching the Word of God which is “a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path.” (Psalm
119:105).

The purpose of the Church is, therefore, to proclaim God’s Word.  But what is the content of that Word?  What
is the central message of the Christian Gospel?  If you had to share the good news of Jesus Christ in an elevator
speech, how would you adequately answer the question “what’s the Christian faith all about?”  For Peter, the
answer was in one word: HOPE.  It is this “hope” that is at the heart of the new birth that has been bestowed
upon God’s people through their baptism into Christ, and it is this hope that is the reason for their rejoicing as
well as their ability to endure challenges and difficulties that come with being the people of God:

· “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!  By his great mercy he has given us a new
birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance
that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, who are being protected by the
power of God for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time.” – 1:3-5.

In the Bible, “hope” (elpis) is not the same as human hopes, what one wishes that may or may not come to
fruition (i.e. “I hope the weather is nice tomorrow,” “I hope I get a good grade on my test”).  Because it is fixed
on God, hope embraces expectation, trust, and patient waiting.  Hope is linked to faith, which stresses the
certainty of what is divinely given: “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not
seen.” (Hebrews 11:1).  Christian hope rests on faith in God’s act of salvation in Jesus Christ:

· “For in hope we were saved.  Now hope that is seen is not hope.  For who hopes for what is seen?  But
if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.” – Romans 8:24-25.

Hope is an integral part of the Christian life; “its focus is not on what is to be given but on the God who gives it
and will maintain it when it is given.” (Geoffrey Bromiley).  It is the God of hope who will “fill you with all joy
and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.” (Romans 15:13).  The
hope that is ours in Jesus Christ “is not set on possessions or an inheritance here on earth but on an inheritance
that is incorruptible, undefiled, and does not fade away… This is all ours through the mercy of Christ, if we
believe it, and it is given to us freely.” (Martin Luther, 1523).

Our Christian “elevator speech,” then, would be centered in hope, the sure and certain hope that is ours in our
baptism into the death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ.  This is the “living hope” that is at the heart of
our faith and is the basis for our confidence even in the most challenging moments of our lives.  This is Peter’s
message to the persecuted community to whom he addresses this letter, that the living hope that is at the
heart of their faith is the basis for their rejoicing “even if now for a little while you have to suffer various trials”
(1:6).  Even if they suffer for the sake of their proclamation of the gospel (about which Jesus had warned his
disciples in Luke’s gospel, to the point where “you will be hated by all because of my name” – Luke 21:17) they
are “blessed” in the same way Jesus defined “blessedness” in the Beatitudes:



· “Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you
falsely on my account.  Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way
they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” – Matthew 5:11-12.

The living hope in which Christians live also serves as an antidote to fear: “do not fear what they fear, and do
not be intimidated.” (3:14).  This antidote to fear is ours not in our own strength or courage, but when “in your
hearts [you] sanctify Christ as Lord” (3:15), in the manner in which we sanctify our Lord whenever we pray
“hallowed by thy name” in the Lord’s Prayer, believing that this comes about “whenever the word of God is
taught clearly and purely and we, as God’s children, also live holy lives according to it.” (Small Catechism).  

· “A positive religious faith does not offer an illusion that we shall be exempt from pain and suffering,
nor does it imbue us with the idea that life is a drama of unalloyed comfort and untroubled ease. 
Rather, it instills us with the inner equilibrium needed to face strains, burdens, and fears that inevitably
come, and assures us that the universe is trustworthy and that God is concerned.” – Martin Luther
King, Jr., “Antidotes to Fear,” Strength to Love.

It is through the empowerment of the living hope that is the Christian’s antidote to fear that they are able to
“sanctify Christ as Lord” by being prepared to share this message of hope even when they suffer evil for doing
good: “Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands of you an account of the hope that is in
you” (3:15).  That such a defense is to be made “always” and “to everyone” indicates that Christian witness is
to be offered eagerly in all circumstances, both favorable and unfavorable.  The “gentleness and reverence”
that Christians show to outsiders in defending their hope mirrors the sympathy and humility they show to one
another in their communal life (“have unity of spirit, sympathy, love for one another, a tender heart, and a
humble mind.” – 3:8).  As Jesus had taught his disciples, when the time comes when “they will arrest you and
persecute you … [and] hand you over to synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and
governors because of my name – this will give you an opportunity to testify.” (Luke 21:12).

The underlying grounding for the blessedness of Christian suffering is the suffering of Christ: “For Christ also
suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you to God.” (3:18).  By such
suffering, Christians imitate the redemptive suffering of Christ himself.  Christ’s suffering, death, and
resurrection are not only the example and motivation for Christian hope in suffering, but also are the
grounding for Christian baptism “which makes possible the good conscience in which fidelity – even faithful
suffering – is exercised.” (Bartlett).

The saving act of Christ’s suffering, death, resurrection, and ascension is laid hold of by believers in their
baptism; for baptism “now saves you – not as a removal of dirt from the body, but as an appeal to God for a
good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (3:21).  For Christians, our hope is rooted in our
assurance that in Holy Baptism we have been born anew by water and the Word, claimed by God as God’s
beloved children, and sealed by the promise of the Holy Spirit which assures us that “neither life nor death shall
ever from the Lord his children sever.” (ELW Hymn 781).  

· “God, who is rich in mercy and love, gives us a new birth into a living hope through the sacrament of
baptism.  By water and the Word God delivers us from sin and death and raises us to new life in Jesus
Christ.  We are united with all the baptized in the one body of Christ, anointed with the gift of the Holy
Spirit, and joined in God’s mission for the life of the world.” – ELW Holy Baptism.

It is in baptism that “Christians with good conscience and full assurance lay hold of that victory that Christ
achieved over his sufferings and that he promises over their sufferings as well.” (Bartlett).  Our hope is a living
hope because it is rooted in the living God who claims us as God’s beloved children through the gift of Holy
Baptism which “brings about forgiveness of sins, redeems from death and the devil, and gives eternal salvation



to all who believe it” (Small Catechism).  Baptism is a living relationship that is rooted in a living hope with the
one who is for us the living Lord Jesus Christ:

· “Christians direct their faith not to the historical figure of Jesus but to the living Lord Jesus Christ.  Yes,
they assert continuity between that Jesus and this.  But their faith is confirmed, not by the
establishment of facts about the past, but by the reality of Christ’s power in the present.  Christian
faith is not directed to a human construction about the past; that would be a form of idolatry. 
Authentic Christian faith is a response to the living God, whom Christians declare is powerfully at work
among them through the resurrected Jesus.” – Luke Timothy Johnson, The Real Jesus.

While the persecution of Christians is sadly still a reality in many parts of the world where the Gospel is not
considered “good news” but as the threat that such a powerful Word possesses, most of us will probably not
experience the suffering and persecution that Peter’s original audience endured.  But that does not mean that
occasions will not arise in which we will need to “be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from
you an account of the hope that is in you.”  It may be on a hospital elevator, when we may have only a precious
few seconds to explain what is at the heart of the Christian faith.  It may be from a neighbor who may wonder
why you are going out so early on a Sunday morning when everyone else is sleeping in and enjoying the Sunday
newspaper.  It may be from a member of your family who thinks that Christianity is foolishness, and who
points to the hypocrisy of infamous persons in the news as proof of its falsehood.  It may be from a co-worker
of another faith who wonders why you confess Jesus Christ as Lord, rather than as merely a wise teacher or
sage prophet.  Our witness may not involve physical suffering, but we are still called to witness to the living
hope that is ours in our Lord Jesus Christ; we are still called to be Christ’s witnesses “to the ends of the earth.” 
Long before the phrase “elevator speech” was coined, Karl Barth gave what may be the best brief but powerful
witness to the gospel.  When this great Swiss theologian was asked to sum up the key message of his
voluminous writings, he answered clearly and without hesitation: 

“Jesus loves me, this I know; for the Bible tells me so.”

What is Christianity all about?  It’s about the love of God that is ours in Jesus Christ, the manner in which “God
proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.” (Romans 5:8).  It’s about the good
news that is proclaimed to us through the Word of God, through which God still speaks to us a message of
living hope.  It is about a hope that even in life’s darkest moments trusts that “the steadfast love of the LORD
never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.”
(Lamentations 3:22-23).  It is about living in confidence that in God’s faithfulness there is “strength for today
and bright hope for tomorrow,” knowing that the day is surely coming when God will fulfill all that has been
promised to God’s people who live in the blessed assurance that as surely as “goodness and mercy shall follow
me all the days of my life … I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” (Psalm 23).

“What is Christianity all about?”

It’s all about hope! Amen.


