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When I first started hospice work, I asked a nurse how she dealt with so many people 

dying. She said: “Well, I get close to every fourth one.” We both laughed a bit. Freud 

wrote that we should pay attention to what makes us laugh. 

The nurse’s remark revealed what I soon learned. Hospice workers filter pain and 

sorrow in order to keep their hearts open, not wide open, but open enough to stay the 

course. 

Don’t we all. We selectively experience the pain and sorrow that bombard our daily 

lives. Today, information is immediate and up close. We steward the onslaught so we 

will not be overwhelmed.  

When Victoria went through surgery, radiation, and chemotherapy for breast cancer, 

a year after her husband, Bob, died, she stayed informed. Yet, she did not read, listen or 

watch the news. She had a son to raise. 

When I researched the Rwandan genocide at Bates, I interviewed survivors. I 

witnessed horrifying accounts. I compartmentalized the terror as “over there.” Closer to 

home, I did not look directly at the dismal poverty amid the three street blocks between 

Bates and downtown Lewiston. That neighborhood, the poorest in Maine, was too 

nearby. I wore blinders.  

Now and again, the sentinels of our hearts can’t hold back the rush of the world’s 

pain and suffering. The knees of our spirits turn to mashed potatoes.  

The sentinels guarding my heart lost their post last Wednesday morning, about 3 

o’clock. Per usual, I was reading the New York Times online. Three stories undid me. 

Well, not just the stories, but the buildup of a big backlog of suffering. I was close to 

being undone prior to hitting the New York Times icon on my phone.  

Let’s see, first the war in Ukraine. The war might spill over the edges of Ukraine. 

The war probably will not end anytime soon. Putin continues to threaten nukes. 

Commentary suggests the situation is more serious than the Cuban missile crisis.  

Second, the release of the report on the Minneapolis police department. George 

Floyd is rule more than exception. Horrific, nauseating, terrifying is not the half of it. 700 

hours of body cameras so disgusting that it is hard for jurors to watch.  

Third, in Grand Rapids, a black man, Patrick Lyoya, unarmed, is shot in the back of 

the head. A New York Times investigation last fall examined how minor traffic stops 

escalate, showing that in the previous five years police officers had killed more than 400 

motorists who were neither welding a gun or knife nor under pursuit for a violent crime.  

Why did I not put down the iPhone? An exposed heart, on an adrenalin high, doesn’t 

close that easily. Anxiety begets anxiety. 

Anxiety’s 3 am mantra is I had hoped, I had hoped, I had hoped. I had hoped that 

Putin would come to his senses. I had hoped that George Floyd’s public lynching would 

have made a bigger difference for the good. I had hoped that the accumulation of 

horrifying body cams would have moved police departments to get their act together. 
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Second Testament scholar, Richard Swanson, cherry picked one phrase from the post 

resurrection appearances of the executed Jesus to characterize all the post resurrection 

appearances.  

The phrase was lifted from last week’s gospel, the Emmaus Road story. Two 

travelers, followers of Jesus, are leaving Jerusalem.  Along the way, they reflect on what 

happened to their teacher. A stranger approaches them and joins the dialogue. After 

briefing the stranger, they say: We had hoped.   

They hoped that their rabbi would not have been brutally executed by a collusion of 

religion and Rome’s expansionist agenda. They had hoped that the one to whom they had 

turned over their lives would be Messiah.  

We had hoped. The imperfect tense suggests that their utterance was more than 

disappointment in having cast their lot with the wrong revolutionary.  

Their words are more like parents, who, while packing their daughter’s suitcase in 

the ICU unit, before leaving, mutter, spew, wail We had hoped. I remember the spirit of 

we had hoped uttered by parents at the bedside of a teenage girl, who lost her life in a 

skiing accident on Sugarloaf. 

We had hoped.  Words Victoria and I have voiced in one way or another in regard to 

our soon to be born grandson. We had hoped that his heart problem would have 

stabilized. We had hoped that surgery soon after his birth would not be needed.   

The executed Jesus appears to folks who sigh, cry, pray, We had hoped. 

In today’s gospel, the forlorn disciples return to fishing. We had hoped... Jesus fills 

their empty nets with fish. More moving, for me, Jesus cooks breakfast on the beach and 

calls them ashore. To Peter, who had recently betrayed Jesus three times, the executed 

Jesus asks, three times, “Do you love me?” Love transcends betrayal. The bind of the 

imperfect tense is broken. 

When our histories, our family and friend’s histories, our town, state, nation, and 

world’s histories, are turned inside out to the degree that we are trapped in the imperfect 

tense, we may trust resurrection is near. The Risen Christ hears We had hoped. 

We had hoped are the first few words for the next step of going on together step by 

step. This plaintive phrase, shared in community, as a mantra, again and again, matures 

into a solidarity that animates. 

Shared sorry, suffering, and trauma enlivens our faintly breathing spirits and vivifies 

us to stare down evil. The key is to loosen the binds of the first person singular. I stands 

for isolation. When we are broken and bent by life-the-way-it-really-is, we often remove 

ourselves from community. Resist I had hoped. Reach out. Grab hold. Take a hand. Give 

a hand.  

Life here and there bends and breaks our wherewithal. We are set on our feet, we set 

one another on our feet, and on our way again, through what Martin Luther called “the 

mutual conversation and consolation of the brothers [and sisters].” Luther gives to such 

profound relation the status of a third sacrament, right behind Eucharist and Baptism. 

When and where Luther’s third sacrament is shared, the executed Jesus is alive. The 

spirit of the Risen Christ moves in, under, around, and through us. We come to 

experience what I think Frederick Beuchner means when he said: "Here is the world. 

Beautiful and terrible things will happen. Don't be afraid." 

 Amen. 

 


