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Hope

Why am I always in pain?
Why is my wound incurable,
so far beyond healing? 
                       Jeremiah 15:18

A groaning planet tosses, turns, and 
strains against its limits. Like a sick 
and desperate child, it thrashes, arching 
and contracting over a great festering 
wound.  Turmoil travels up and down 
the land. Disaster haunts ruined lives. 
The child in the dirty shirt in the camp 
leans against his mother with her 
hollowed, hopeless eyes. Native people 
struggle to preserve and protect holy 
ground. Prophets lie.  Truth, veiled by 
smoke and mirrors, coughs, wheezes, 
and toils to be heard.  Justice weeps in 
back alleys and funeral parlors.

Arctic ice thaws, seeps under the door.  
The man in the kitchen leans on his 
elbows over his coffee.  Will there be 
work for him today? The despised ones 
watch their backs. Rage and resentment 
scrawl epithets on walls. Propaganda 

machines smother consciousness 
with sweet smelling words soaked in 
chloroform. Fear merchants peddle 
cures for the incurable wound. Opinions 
proliferate in steep piles like falling 
leaves. 

In a time of radical change, 
disintegration, disorientation, conflict 
and division, where does one turn for 
hope? How does the realm of God enter 
the consciousness of all beings? Just 
what does the advent of Christ look 
like? What is being asked of us who live 
in this tiny piece of history? 

Are there ways your whole life has 
prepared you for this time? What unique 
gifts of faith, perseverance, hope, and 
love have been deepened in you for such 
a time as this tumultuous century? Take 
a moment to consider your strengths.

And also – are there ways your life 
experience hinders your availability to 
the in-breaking God of possibility and 
miracle in each new moment? Again – 
reflect on your weaknesses.
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What does it take for us to grow into 
the promise of lives and communities 
formed and shaped by Christ? How do 
we cooperate with Grace in the call to 
follow Christ in a yet to be determined 
future?

I think we can find some clues in Jesus’ 
words to his disciples in Mark, where 
he predicts a scene similar to the one 
I described above. Jesus’s words of 
warning about the nature of change 
coming for those he addressed may 
sound familiar to what you may be 
seeing and feeling today. 
 
This is an excerpt from a drama I wrote 
long ago based in part on Chapter 13 of 
Mark’s gospel:

Once a young student asked a rabbi how 
it was that no one ever saw God any 
more.  The rabbi responded:  “Because 
nowadays no one is willing to stoop so 
low.”

Think of the person you have most 
despised, whom you have found utterly 
repulsive, revolting.  See that person in 
your mind.  Recall your disgust.  Now 
answer this question:  Who did you think 
it was that needed to be loved, anyway?

Once I dreamed I was in an earthquake.  
The floor shook and heaved and the walls 
crumbled and fell.  Next I rode in the back 
of a truck along the street of a bombed 

out city.  Enemy soldiers rode behind 
the truck.  Buildings lay in ruins, all was 
destroyed.  It was end-time, apocalypse, 
and I mourned for my unborn children.

For nation will rise up against nation, 
and kingdom against kingdom; 
there will be earthquakes in various 
places...and brother will deliver up 
brother to death; and a father his 
child; and children will rise against 
parents and have them put to death...
and alas for those who are with child 
in those days and for those who give 
suck in those days.  Pray that it will 
not happen in winter.  (Mark 13)

What does it take for us to see the 
messiah when the messiah comes? No 
less than the total annihilation of all the 
familiar structures, and the comfortable 
and comforting ways of perceiving and 
describing reality that we have erected.

Christ rents in two the shabby curtain of 
illusion we have draped over our lives 
on which we hang our naïve hopes and 
justification.

Our souls must become a desolate war 
zone where all we have worshiped, 
idolized, knelt before and coveted is laid 
waste; where the enemy looms before 
us and we clearly see our own capacity 
for death, for evil, and for sin. ~ 
Adventually – Waiting for the Messiah, 
Loretta F. Ross
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When institutions, long held beliefs, 
and assumptions are called into 
question, the Spirit may be summoning 
us to deepening growth and awareness.  
In the spiritual life the experiences of 
disorientation and impasse crack us 
open and allow for new understanding 
and vision. When we do not know how 
to bridge a yawning chasm, or repair 
a broken relationship, or resolve our 
conflicts – there, where we end – is 
where God begins, as Meister Eckhart 
reminds us. It is our utter failure to heal 
the incurable wound of humanity that 
brings us to our knees. In the surrender 
of our will, our stubborn selves, to 
God “every valley shall be filled in, 
every mountain and hill made low. The 
crooked roads shall become straight, the 
rough ways smooth.” Humbled hearts, 
self- denial, repentance, and obedience to 
God prepare a passage for God to bring 
the healing balm for our wound into our 
hearts, lives, community, and planet. 
  
The kind of security and personal well-
being we attempted to extract from our 
own efforts and assumed preeminence 
among species has crumbled. I believe 
that in the darkness and distress of 
our time we have an opportunity to 
allow the Spirit to guide us in a leap 
in our self-understanding and in our 
relationships with one another and the 
entire cosmos.  Our times are crying 
out for us to become more than we 

have been.  

Look over your own life. Can you see 
how through loss and suffering you 
gained wisdom, greater compassion, 
and freedom to be more yourself? Did 
new opportunities open up? Growth in 
Christ almost always calls for a death 
of one kind or another. What are you 
hanging onto for dear life that may not 
be the life God is calling forth from 
you?

The great doctor of souls, St. John 
of the Cross, wrote that one of our 
greatest barriers to God’s future with 
hope is our memory.  He described 
a process of spiritual growth which 
occurs in the dark night of the soul 
in which God purifies the memory. Is 
your low self-esteem, your fear and 
worry, or some stubborn attitude or 
image about yourself clogging up the 
path of the Spirit into your life? Do 
you have an old wound that never was 
exposed to the light long enough for 
it to heal? Does some trauma in your 
past feed your need to be in control? 
Do painful losses in the past fill your 
present with envy and resentment? 

Constance Fitzgerald, Carmelite 
scholar and author writes:  Before 
memory is purified, we can thwart our 
encounter with the future, without even 
realizing it, by relying on the images 
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of our past, joyful or sad, pleasant or 
unpleasant, fulfilling or detrimental. We 
project these images onto our visions 
of the future. We block the limitless 
possibilities of God by living according 
to an expectation shaped, not by hope, 
but by our own desires, needs, and past 
experiences. “Impasse to Prophetic 
Hope: Crisis of Memory,” CTSA 
Proceedings 64 (2009): 21-42, p. 32
 
What John means by memory 
according to Ian Matthews, is “a 
person’s capacity to retrieve, anticipate, 
possess the otherwise fleeting moment 
as her own; the faculty, then, of 
possession, of self-possession, roughly 
corresponding to what we mean as 
‘consciousness.’ . . . It is what lets me 
be myself in time.” The Impact of God 
– Soundings from St. John of the Cross, 
p 106. 
 
In the dark night experience memory 
is healed and purified by detaching 
our sense of personal identity from 
the painful emotions of the past 
and worries about tomorrow. “One 
lets go of both the past and future, 
one is emptied of personal wishes, 
desires, fears, suffering …… Hope 
pulls memory off the suction pads of 
yesterday and tomorrow and cups it 
upwards in the present. The sacrament 
of the present moment, it has been 
called. Eternity is bearing down, like 

an inverted triangle, upon one point in 
time only: now.” Ian Matthews, p 107.

My false self, which is constrained 
and held captive by past experiences, 
is being called to release its grip on its 
desired outcomes, hopes, and limited 
view of possibility and give itself over 
to the power of God moving into each 
new moment. 

This purification process occurs in the 
events and circumstances of our lives. 
Here is where the in-breaking God is 
meeting us, right in the places where 
we hurt the most and feel the most 
broken and lost.

In this deep experience of inner 
conversion naïve hope is dying and 
being replaced with theological hope. 
Naïve hope is unpurified hope. It is 
hope founded on myself and other 
humans to create my future. Naïve 
hope consists of wishes, magic, spells 
and potions – dependent on my ability 
to know the secret words, the right 
prayer, the right people, the right 
power. Naïve hope seeks to preserve 
myself at all costs.

Theological hope is beyond us and our 
manipulation. It is beyond our owning, 
our possession. 

Hope empties and withdraws the 
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memory from all creature possessions, 
for as St Paul says, hope is for what 
is not possessed. It withdraws the 
memory from what can be possessed 
and fixes it on what it hopes for. Hence 
only hope in God prepares the memory 
perfectly for union with God.  John of 
the Cross, Dark Night 2.21. 11  

We were saved in hope. If we 
see what we hope for, that isn’t 
hope. Who hopes for what they 
already see?  But if we hope for 
what we don’t see, we wait for it 
with patience. 
  Romans 8:24-25

Fitzgerald describes a shift in us 
toward God in love-filled hope, which 
is no longer grounded in the need to 
possess, to enjoy, or to dominate by 
words or memory or understanding. 
This is what she calls the prayer of no 
experience, the ultimate self-emptying.  
In prayer my sense of who I am is 
changing from what I possess and 
claim as my own to union with the One 
far greater than I.
 
Throughout my ministry I have 
watched this prayer of silence and no 
experience steadying developing in 

many people through the centering 
prayer movement, mindfulness 
practices, contemplative prayer, 
spiritual formation practices, and the 
growth of spiritual directors, coaches, 
and training centers. I have seen it 
emerge and deepen in the people in my 
spiritual direction practice.

Even more, the prayer of no experience 
has stepped beyond its roots in religion 
and into the secular world, where it 
has been welcomed and embraced. In 
contrast many churches have largely 
ignored the transformative power of 
contemplation.  Today meditation is 
studied and taught in education, health 
clinics, and corporate board rooms. It 
is the subject of on-going research in 
neuropsychology. Last summer I met a 
neurologist who had spent a number of 
years engaged in research on the brain.  
She had become so convinced of the 
positive effects of meditation and stress 
reduction techniques on the brain that 
she now teaches yoga full time. 

Prayer of this kind gradually weans us 
from finding our satisfaction and our 
identity through our senses, thoughts, 
imagination, and our emotions of 
pleasure and pain. Over time we find 
ourselves stilled, calmed, listening 
to the silence in sheer awareness or 
simple being.
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The practice of contemplative prayer is 
the long process of continually quieting 
ourselves while the Spirit cleanses 
our consciousness of unresolved 
issues, wounds, memories, patterns of 
thinking, and attitudes. 

One might say that the young girl, 
Mary, was able to conceive the Christ 
child, to mentally apprehend the 
message of the angel, Gabriel, because 
her memory was uncluttered with the 
debris of a life time of accumulated 
hurts and sorrows. Her mind, heart, and 
body were free to hear and receive the 
truth of Gabriel’s promise.

To walk in darkness with fear, 
suffering, or anger and not act from 
these emotions, but rather from a 
grounded place of peace and faith in 
God’s power is the challenge of our 
time.  May we carry the promise of a 
better day, a better world close to our 
hearts, as Mary carried the promised 
Son of God growing within her, with 
serenity and quiet confidence in the 
words spoken by the messengers of 
God.  

All I know is that we are all stumbling 
toward the light as best we can. And at 
the same time that we are all fiercely 
resisting the light and what it might 
reveal about us and God’s challenge to 
us in our time.

Hidden in the depths of our being is 
the Child of Holiness. Sometimes the 
child is mocked, falsely accused, beaten 
and crucified.  Protect the child. Love 
the child. Hidden also is the ongoing 
deepening of our love for God, our 
freedom in Christ, and the sure and 
certain that Hope all things work 
together for good for those who love 
God. 

So I say:

Be humble. Persevere in the dark of the 
days we are given.

Be gentle and tender with all you meet.
 
Speak the truth you have.

Make space for the yet to be conceived 
promise of love and redemption in the 
pure, virgin space of the Eternally-
Coming-into-Being-God.

Keep watch. Wait. 

I am yours in the Love that will not let 
us go, 

  Loretta F. Ross  
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The river of the water of life…flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb…On
either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit… and the leaves
of the tree are for the healing of the nations. Revelation 22: 2-3
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I hope, Lord. 
My whole being hopes, 
    and I wait for God’s promise. 
My whole being waits for my 
Lord— 
    more than the night watch 
waits for morning; 
    yes, more than the night 
watch waits for morning!
Israel, wait for the Lord! 
    Because faithful love is with 
the Lord; 
    because great redemption is 
with our God! 
He is the one who will redeem 
Israel    
    from all its sin.  

  ~Psalm 130: 5-8
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I t is my strong suspicion that the prayer of no experience, effecting an essential change 
in self-hood, may be emerging with such frequency as a response to a world driven 
by selfishness and self-concern. Any hope for new consciousness and a self-forfeiture 

driven by love stands opposed by a harsh reality: we humans serve our own interests, we 
hoard resources, we ravage the earth and other species, we scapegoat, we make war, we 
kill, we torture, we turn a blind eye to the desperation and needs of others, and we allow 
others to die. We simply are not evolved enough to move into a different future from which 
God comes to us. . . .  We continue to privilege personal autonomy, and are unable to make 
the transition from radical individualism to a genuine synergistic community even though 
we intellectually know we are inseparably and physically connected to every living being in 
the universe.       ~ Constance Fitzgerald   
 


