
 
  
  
 Hope is the thing with feathers –  
 That perches in the soul –  
 And sings the tune without the words –  
 And never stops – at all –  
 
 These first lines from the wonderful Emily Dickinson poem were a gift from 
Emeline Lasseter a few days ago. Emeline, one of our church’s sixth graders, reminded 
us of the profound importance of hope. In the church blog related to our experiences with 
the Coronavirus, she wrote “During this difficult time, it has been hard to have hope. Not 
being able to go outside, visit friends and family, or even go somewhere as normal as a 
grocery store without having a mask on can make this situation seem hopeless. But we 
must have hope. Hope is the thing that drives us to live, through the good and the bad.” 
 
 I am grateful for Emeline’s wisdom and the reminder that our children and youth 
are being the church right now, not just in the future. But mostly, I am grateful that she 
lifted up this remarkable poem that sees hope as persistent and resilient, a thing that will 
never go quiet, perched in the soul, singing its song that never stops at all. 
 
 Her blog post put me in mind of Jeremiah, a prophet of hope, who reminded the 
people in exile that God knows the plans God has for them, plans for your welfare and 
not for harm, to give you a future of hope. 
 

Jeremiah was a truth-teller as well. He did not spout superficial hope. Much of his 
poetry is couched in the language of lament in fact. The Book of Lamentations is 
attributed to him, a language of longing. We lament because things are not as they should 
be. Jeremiah is not telling the people to look for the silver lining or impressing upon them 
the power of positive thinking. No, he is a truth-teller. At one point he says, “Cursed are 
they who cry out ‘Peace, peace,’ when there is no peace.”  
 

Sometimes the truth is that there is no peace, that exile is at hand, that racism 
persists at the root of things, that the pandemic is still with us, that almost 120,000 
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persons have died, that there is economic, healthcare, and racial inequalities that have 
been exposed by the virus, that we are very much clay jars.  

 
We are clay jars. Which is to say we are mortal, we are broken, we are prone to 

getting it wrong. Flannery O’Connor once said that original sin was the one church 
doctrine for which there was incontrovertible physical evidence. Those of us who are the 
heirs of John Calvin and the Reformed tradition recognize that one of the hallmarks of 
the tradition is a clear-eyed and unsentimental view of the power of sin. We know we 
participate in it; we know that it can affect systems and structures, and we know that we 
are often unaware of how it is warping our world. And so we stand before God with 
humility, knowing that we are clay jars, and that there is no one righteous, no not one. 

 
But that’s only part of what Paul says to the church at Corinth. Yes, we are clay 

jars, but we have this treasure residing within the clay jars. The clay jar, the broken vessel 
is a reminder to us that the treasure comes not from us, but from God. For Paul, the 
treasure was the gospel of Jesus Christ, which is nothing less than a participation in 
Christ’s death that we might show forth Christ’s life.  

 
The gospel of Christ is cross-shaped. The cross is an acknowledgement of the 

brokenness of us all, it is God joining with us in the most profound way, uniting with our 
clay bodies. Those of us who worship surrounded by the shadow of the cross cannot and 
must not say “Peace, peace,” when there is no peace. The cross frees us to tell the truth 
about ourselves and the world in which we live, because God already knows the truth and 
God has already come to us in a way that proclaims the truth to all. 

 
Yet even as we tell the truth, even as we raise our voices in lament, we do not lose 

heart. There is yet another truth that surrounds the truth of sin, which is the reality of 
God’s cross-shaped love, a treasure, an extraordinary treasure, contained in the clay jar 
that is the church gathered beneath the cross.  

 
And so we are afflicted – let’s not deny it – we are afflicted by this virus that has 

caused so much death and loss. But we are not crushed by it. We do not lose heart. 
 
We are perplexed – let’s not cover it up – we are perplexed that our nation is so 

bitterly divided, when even the question of wearing a mask becomes a political cudgel, 
when everything it seems devolves to the binaries of our blue/red system. We are 
perplexed, but we are not in despair. We walk on, bearing our cross, even in perplexity. 
We do not lose heart. 

 



And we are sometimes persecuted, and sometimes we persecute others – let’s not 
deny it. It is easy for us to see the ways we are wronged, much harder to see the ways we 
have wronged others. But whenever we feel wronged or we wrong others, we are not 
forsaken. The radical grace of God redeems us still. We do not lose heart. 

 
And we are struck down by all of this – let’s not pretend otherwise. The year   been 

filled now with much that has brought us low. And yet, we are not destroyed. We know 
that sin and death get the next to the last word. The last word belongs to the One who 
meets us at the cross where our humanity, our mortality, our brokenness, meets the grace 
of God. We do not lose heart. 
 
 What Jeremiah and Paul and Emily Dickinson proclaim is that humming beneath 
all that we can see is an unseen realm. Jeremiah will call it God’s plan, Paul calls it the 
life of Jesus, Emily calls it hope, a thing with feathers perched in the soul that never stops 
singing. It is a grounding for us, it is a solid ground upon which we can stand, upon 
which we can march, and love, and give, and protest, and embrace, and forgive, and 
change. We can respond to this grace, this grounding, with cross-shaped lives, for the 
sake of the world, and to the glory of God. May it be so. Amen. 


