
This week enter the second week of Advent. Last week, I talked about faith. Faith that 
our destiny is ahead of us and that we must get beyond the past and look forward. As I 
thought about this during the week, I felt that there was some missing -- thoughts about 
faith itself.

Although we are referring to the liturgical season and Advent, when discussing faith, I 
think it is important to realize that faith does not require a belief system. Nor is it 
necessarily connected to a deity or God, though it doesn’t deny one. Likewise, faith is 
not something we either have or don’t -- it is an inner quality of our collective 
experience.

“Faith is the beginning of all good things,” said Buddha. It is faith that moves us 
through the hard times. Makes us try again. To trust again. To love again. So as we look 
toward the future, faith helps us to find our way, to trust our feelings and instincts, to 
trust Something that there is Something Else.

So, here we are at week two of Advent. What I’m discovering is that Advent is an 
endurance exercise, a training program for the long journey to a time and place where 
we have not yet been and all of our past experiences and the present moments are all 
part of the training or preparation.

Last week we touched on the first of the three Christian graces: faith; hope and love.

Now enter hope.

“And indeed everything that was written long ago in the scriptures was meant to teach 
us something about hope from the examples scriptures gives of how people who did 
not give up were helped by God.” Romans 15:4 (TJB)

Hope, especially at Advent, reminds us that it takes courage to hope in spite of 
circumstances. Hope to persevere beyond the obvious or convenient. Hope encourages 
us not to be satisfied with our circumstances and to not take for granted who we are, 
where we are or what we do -- that there is Something Beyond us. There is a future that 
we just don’t know all about, yet.

As a side observation, I started acupuncture treatments this last week. The gentleman 
that I’m seeing is a true Eastern renaissance medical practitioner having study Chinese 
medicine, Taoist and Buddhist philosophy as well as acupuncture in this native 
Vietnam. He felt that Taoist reverse-breathing meditation would be very helpful to 
relax and giving the body time to recovery. As he discussed the breathing process -- the 
few simple steps -- he then said, “to master this breathing, it may take 5, 6, 7 or more 
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years. Not many of patients have really mastered it.”

His comment took on a new perspective for me after thinking about last week’s Advent 
1 comments as well as contemplating this week’s focus on hope. We, us westerners, just 
don’t seem to really get this “long-term” thing. It seems that we think “long-term” is 
next month, when in reality it is years and perhaps the span of our lifetime. If this 
doesn’t take hope and faith -- I don’t know what does.

So what is this “hope?” St. Thomas Aquinas had some fundamental observations about 
hope:

As regards the object of hope, four conditions must be taken into account. First, that it seeks 
the good, for hope is always about something good, and so differs from fear which is a 
response to evil. Secondly, the good concerned is in the future; since no one hopes for 
something is the past or already possessed; and so is different from joy which follows on 
the present possession of the desired good. Thirdly, hope must be about a possible but 
difficult kind of good, since no one hopes for small thing which can be had at once. In this 
hope is different from unconditional desire or wishing for something in the future. 
Fourthly, hope is concerned with a difficult good that is possible to attain, for no one hopes 
for what is altogether impossible. On this point, hope differs from despair.

This seems to be a good primer of what hope really entails. We’ve all “hoped” for 
something easy and short-term missing that important aspect of long-term/future 
perspective.

The one thing that resounds with me is the very last line, “... hope differs from despair.” 
As a cancer patient, the word “hope” gets tossed around frequently and loses some of 
the meaning, but, I think that for many cancer patients there is a hope/despair binary 
function in how we view and respond our cancer experience.

Despair is the opposite of hope. To me, despair has four aspects: isolation, surrender, 
unreality and apathy. As a cancer patient -- you either have the qualities of hope or slip 
into those of despair -- there isn’t a middle position here.

What does hope mean to me -- as a cancer patient? Maybe it is easier to briefly discuss 
how I view my chronic cancer.

To me, my fear of cancer has been replaced with my desire to make every moment the 
most it can be. The future, all looks good from here - I see many good moments with 
family and friends. I see continued challenges, but with the talented doctors, nurses, 
family and caregivers, together we will work through each challenge with integrity and 
a view to always maintaining the best quality of life possible.  Hope isn’t easy to put 
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into words. For me, my “hope” increases with my cancer experience. 

Hope has disruptive quality. Humans all live and follow a series of systems. These are 
rules that we follow and to which we adapt ourselves to a greater or lesser extent. 
Hope, that genuine type of hope, disrupts this process.  Hope opens a door where all 
appeared to be closed. This door may not be where you would like to be.  It may not 
even be comforting or secure, but it maybe where you need it to be for that moment. Re-
enter faith. 

“Only faith can guarantee the blessings that we hope for, or prove the existence of the 
realities that at present remain unseen.” Hebrews 11:1 (TJB) 

It feels like I’ve wandered off the Advent message, so let me see if I can tie this all 
together. For this second week of Advent, hope is the message. Hope to persevere 
beyond the convenient; to not be satisfied with our circumstance (to not despair 
whatever the situation); to not take for granted who we are, where we are or what we 
do -- this is an endurance exercise to a time and place where we have not yet been 
where everything in the past and in this present moment are all part.

Reading that last paragraph again, I guess that is how I feel about my cancer!

May the Lord Almighty grant me and those I love a peaceful night and a perfect end. 
Amen. (November Compline, Saturday Night Office) 
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