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To dive into the topic of hope we’re going to turn to
Psalm 126. Psalm 126 is one of 15 psalms called the
“Psalms of Ascent.” These were songs that religious
pilgrims would sing as they walked up to the temple in
Jerusalem for religious festivals. This particular psalm
seems to have been written shortly after God had set the
Israelites free from their 70-years of captivity in Babylon.
The psalm celebrates that God had set the captives free,
but it also gives voice to the pain and hopelessness they
felt. Their city had been destroyed. The temple had been
leveled. Even the land surrounding the city had been
devastated by the Babylonian invasion. And so, within
this short psalm you’re going to hear seemingly
conflicting emotions. You’re going to hear celebration of
what God did in the past, and grief over how hard life was
in the present.
And so, as I read this psalm, listen for both of those
emotions:
When the LORD brought back his exiles to Jerusalem,
it was like a dream!
We were filled with laughter,
and we sang for joy.
And the other nations said,
“What amazing things the LORD has done for them.”
Yes, the LORD has done amazing things for us!
What joy!
Restore our fortunes, LORD,
as streams renew the desert.
Those who plant in tears
will harvest with shouts of joy.
They weep as they go to plant their seed,
but they sing as they return with the harvest.
This is the word of God for the people of God. Thanks be
to God.
I want to suggest to you that hope is both a gift and a
practice. Or, to put it another way, while hope is rooted
in God’s grace, hope blooms in our lives as we practice
living hopefully. And Psalm 126 is a brilliant tutorial in
hopeful living. Let’s take a look.
Notice how the psalm starts with remembering. Those
who sang this psalm remembered how God took them
from the hopelessness of captivity in Babylon to the
freedom of being home again in Jerusalem. What had
seemed utterly impossible, God made a reality. And so,
the psalm rehearses the exuberant joy of this mighty act
of God. And why is this act of remembering important?

Because when we find ourselves in a seemingly hopeless
situation we have a tendency to become myopic. All we
can see is the trouble in front of us. It’s like being lost in
the latest disaster on the morning news while right
outside your window is a magnificent sunrise that
whispers the promise that God’s grace is made new every
day.
That’s how life can be when we’re faced with a seemingly
hopeless situation. We lose all sense of the larger story of
what God has done in the past. And that is exactly what’s
happening for these religious pilgrims as they make the
ascent toward Jerusalem. The city is in ruins. The temple
is a disaster. The land is unproductive. All that the people
can see is the mess of their current circumstances. They
have no hope for a better tomorrow. And so, the psalm
widens their vision by inviting them to remember God’s
power, God’s faithfulness in the past. They had felt
hopeless in Babylon but look what God did! When the
people remembered God’s past faithfulness, it became a
springboard for hope. And then, they prayed. They
prayed, “Restore our fortunes Lord, as streams renew the
desert.”
Prayer is faith’s response to life’s impossible situations.
Let me say that again. Prayer is faith’s response to life’s
impossible situations. I wonder, what feels impossible to
you right now? When our challenges are bigger than our
capacity, we turn prayerfully to the one who, as St.
Paul so beautifully says, ”… is able to do immeasurably
more than we could ask or imagine.” Does that mean that
we’ll get whatever we ask for? Of course not. Instead,
prayer invites the possibilities of God into our seemingly
impossible situations. Prayer breathes the oxygen
of God’s love and grace into the sometimes-suffocating
challenges we face.
So, when the Israelites were feeling hopeless, first they
remembered God’s faithfulness in the past, and then they
prayed. But they didn’t stop there. They planted. I think
this is the coolest part of the psalm. Listen again to what
it says,
Those who plant in tears
will harvest with shouts of joy.
They weep as they go to plant their seed,
but they sing as they return with the harvest.
When the Israelites returned to Jerusalem from their
captivity in Babylon they found that the land around the
city, which had been so productive before the Babylonian
invasion, was unfruitful. Listen to the way that the
prophet, Jeremiah, put it, “I looked at the earth, and it
was empty and formless….I looked, and the fertile fields
had become a wilderness.” In other words, all the
Israelites could see was devastation that made them
weep. So, what did they do?

They planted. They didn’t wait for God to do something.
They didn’t throw up their hands and give up. They
planted.

Bring to mind a seemingly hopeless situation in your life.
A barren field where you’ve given up hope that anything
could change.

Planting is one of the most hopeful activities in life
because we don’t immediately see the results. We put in
all the effort and energy. We bury the valuable resource
of seed. And we wait. That’s hope in action. That’s why
Martin Luther famously said, “Even if I know that
tomorrow the world would go to pieces, I would plant my
apple tree.”

Now take a moment and remember. Remember what
God has done in your past. How has God rescued you,
restored you or healed you in ways you never thought
possible?

But the real power of this planting imagery is when we
think about it metaphorically. In what barren,
unproductive places in your life or in our world have you
given up hope? Maybe it’s a relationship that you’ve
given up trying to reconcile. Or a bad habit you’ve given
up trying to break. Or a financial situation that you’ve
told yourself could never change. Hope says plant a
seed. Take a step. And then trust that something good
will grow by God’s grace. “Those who
plant in tears will harvest with shouts of joy.”
I have some friends who, after years of struggling in
marriage and seemingly endless counseling sessions,
called it quits and divorced. They lost hope that they
could be happy together. The woman in that relationship
did some individual therapy after the divorce and realized
that deep down she really wanted the marriage to work.
As a woman of deep faith, she reflected on the many
ways in which God had worked in her life over the years.
And so, she prayed. She prayed that God would restore
her marriage. And even though she could see no way for
her and her ex-husband to reconcile, she began to plant
in the barren field that relationship. First a letter. Then a
phone call. Eventually a cup of coffee. And slowly, by
God’s grace, love began to sprout in that barren field.
Today, they’re married again and happy together.
Now please hear me. This is not some formula for getting
God to give us what we want. Not everything we hope for
comes to pass. Not every story has a happy ending. But
here is what I am saying. When you and I encounter what
seems like a hopeless situation we’ve arrived at a fork in
the road. We’ve come to a critical juncture. We can throw
up our hands in hopelessness and do nothing, in which
case nothing will surely change. Or we can do what we
can. We can remember that God has done some pretty
amazing things in our past, and God isn’t done yet. We
can pray, which is faith’s response to impossible
situations. And we can plant. And while we may plant in
tears by God’s grace, be it today, tomorrow or some day
beyond this life, we will harvest with shouts of joy. We
will sing as we return with the harvest. That is how we
live in hope.
So, let me lead us in a time of prayer as we practice living
hope.

Now pray. Ask God to do what you cannot.
Now invite the Holy Spirit to nudge you to plant a seed.
To take a step.
God, fan the flames of our hope when the challenges of
life threaten to plunge us into the depth of hopelessness.
Help us to remember your past faithfulness and to lean
into the power of prayer. And then strengthen us to plant
seeds into the wilderness fields of our lives and our
world, trusting that in you there is hope for everyone.
And together all God’s people said…Amen.

