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Past Tense Hope 
 

How often have you heard the words “we had hoped” used 
in church circles? They are usually accompanied by a sigh 
and language such as “We had hoped that giving would be 
better this year.” “We had hoped to have some new 
members.” “We had hoped our youth program would take 
off.” “We had hoped to start a contemporary service.” 
 
Unfortunately, the verbiage “we had hoped” is most often 
accompanied by the coordinating conjunction “but” 
followed by an explanation, rationalization, or theory 
about why what was hoped for did not come to pass. “We 
had hoped that giving would be better this year, but with 
the economy, you know.” “We had hoped to have some 
new members, but nobody came back after the first visit.” 
“We had hoped our youth program would take off, but 
we’re just too small to have critical mass.” “We had hoped 
to start a contemporary worship service, but we don’t have 
the musicians to do it.” 
 
If similar sad tales emit from the mouths of the good 
church folk you know, rest assured that you are dealing 
with a case of “Past Tense Hope” Syndrome. You’ll find it 
manifests itself in symptoms such as hang dog looks, 
defeatist attitudes, and flagging interest. It is an all too 
common malady among mainline churches today. People 
with this syndrome also tend to experience a lack of vision 
and clear sight. Sometimes they can’t see the answer right 
in front of their noses. The good news is that while this 
syndrome is serious, it does not have to be fatal if treated 
quickly and properly. 
 
The gospel reading for this week contains a prime 
example of “Past Tense Hope” Syndrome. Cleopas and his 
friend entered Jerusalem full of dreams and high hopes; 
now they are headed to Emmaus with heavy hearts and 
muddied vision. In fact, their vision is so unclear and their 
focus so cloudy that they fail to recognize Jesus is right 
there with them. It is only when they see him in the most 
obvious of acts–breaking of bread–that they realize 
through past-tense hindsight what has just happened. The 
good news is that Jesus’ making himself known to them in 
this act enables them to find new hope and enthusiasm. 
Realizing their hearts have been afire all along, they head 
back to Jerusalem to share their good news. 
 
How should one treat a case of “Past Tense Hope” 
Syndrome today? Begin with the obvious: Word and 
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Sacrament. Encourage those manifesting signs and 
symptoms of this malady to come into frequent contact with 
God’s word and Christ’s meal. Then, like Jesus did with 
Cleopas and his pal, unpack scripture by retelling and 
explaining the great faith narrative. Once a person begins to 
see him or herself as woven into the fabric of God’s people, 
a sense of vision and a glimmer of hope should break 
through the darkness. Finally, provide the syndrome sufferer 
with an opportunity for “present tense action.” 
 
There is no better cure for “Past Tense Hope” Syndrome 
than opening one’s eyes to catch a glimpse of the holy in 
everyday life. Once that happens, it is much easier to get 
back to discipleship by transferring that “Past Tense Hope” 
into “Future Tense Vision” through “present-tense action.” 
You see, Jesus is still right there with us. We are not 
orphaned and left to despair. We always have hope–even 
when we fail to see it. 
 
Hey, was not your heart burning within you as you thought 
about how God just might be at work in your context 
turning those “past tense hopes” into reality? If so, I bet you 
are out of danger when it comes to “Past-Tense Hope” 
Syndrome. I pray you see the risen Christ in all you do and 
in everyone you see. 
 

                                    ~  Sharron R. Blezard, Stewardship of Life 

When the morning reached out its dawning hand to us 
when we had thought there could be nothing but night, 
when a fellow traveler walked with us in our sorrow, 
a stranger even, who was willing to listen, 
when someone helped us find wisdom in our losses, 
when something in us, unnoticed until it spoke, 
called out to another to come in, to share a life, 
when we ate together, embraced one another's 
hunger and gratitude, bore one another's craved blessing, 
when we stood in the definite, unnameable presence like 
rain 
that followed us as intimately as our breath, 
when a Word spoke to us from inside things, 
things as plain as bread, broken open for us as a gift, 
when the world was not alone of us, but one, and gath-
ered, 
when we walked along, and the road received us, 
and the real and ordinary was enough for us, blessed and 
given, 
didn't our hearts burn within us?  
 
                        ~ Steve Garnaas-Holmes, Unfolding Light 

https://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=41
https://www.stewardshipoflife.org/2011/05/addressing-%E2%80%9Cpast-tense-hope%E2%80%9D-syndrome/
https://www.unfoldinglight.net/reflections/2409


Reflecting on the Word 
 

____1st Reading:  Acts 2:14a, 36-41 
 

What a powerful feeling it is to stand up before a vast 
crowd of people and tell them exactly what you believe! 
That's what we hear Peter doing as he speaks. His voice 
rings out fearlessly as he insists that the crucified Jesus is 
the Messiah sent by God. How do you think we can 
follow Peter's example as ministers of the word? What 
will you do to grow more in your understanding of God's 
word? How will you make the word of God more a part 
of your life? Proclaiming Faith 

____Psalm Reading:  Psalm 116:1-4, 12-19  
 

Have you ever had the experience of walking with 
someone who was grieving? Has someone walked with 
you through your grief? What counsel would you share to 
someone who finds themselves in a position of 
comforting someone in grief?  Why did the writer state he 
was thanking God in prayer? Why is prayer such an 
important part of the grieving process?  What indication 
do we have from the final verses that the psalmist really 
sensed God’s embrace in the midst of grief? How did he 
plan to repay God for His compassion and deliverance? 
Can we ever repay God for His goodness to us? If yes, in 
what way? If no, what is the basis for worship?  Why is 
worship important even while we are experiencing grief?  
Life Way Christian 

____3rd Reading:  1 Peter 1:17-23  
 

Why is love such a cornerstone of the Christian faith? How 
is this distinct from other religions (or non-religions)?  
What do you think Peter means when he tells them to be 
“alert and fully sober” (NIV)? Is he implying that salvation 
and Christianity are always serious business?  Why is it 
important for us to remember that there is still more grace 
to be given and received?  The Old Testament idea of 
being “holy” is to be set apart to be different, for a 
different purpose. How does this meaning apply to what 
Peter is instructing here about putting away old practices?  
In what sense are we foreigners in the world? What does 
Peter reveal about Jesus and God the Father in verses 19-
21? Why do these facts matter to people who were born 
practicing other religions?  How else could we love?  Faith 
Element 
 

____4th Reading:  Luke 24:13-35 
 

How would you describe the spiritual and emotional 
temperature of Cleopas and his fellow disciple before Jesus 
teaches them?  Why don't they seem to believe the 
women's report of Jesus' resurrection?  Why does Jesus 
rebuke them? Is his rebuke fair or warranted? Why or why 
not? Why do some Christians seem to be proud of their 
unbelief? How should we deal with the doubts we have? 
Ignore them? In what sense is Jesus revealed to us today in 
"the breaking of bread"?  Jesus Walk 

 

Praying Toward Sunday 
 

Living Jesus,  
whose presence on our daily road  
we often fail to see;  
warm our hearts with fresh confidence in your Word,  
so that, in making room for the stranger beside us,  
we find your hospitality awaiting us,  
and the reassurance of your presence  
to inspire us to tread the road again  
and to share the good news of your resurrection life.  
Amen.  

~ Christian Aid Website 

It is useless to ask why they did not recognize their 
companion on the road to Emmaus before that flash 
of insight at the breaking of the bread. Suddenly they 
recognize him and just as suddenly he is gone. 

How often insight occurs indirectly, slipping in 
sideways from the unconscious, or, while your eyes, 
blurry in daydreaming, lose their focus. How often a 
problem solves itself in twilight sleep, in the shower 
or garden, while you’ve ceased to concentrate on the 
puzzle. Living in the post-resurrection world means 
cultivating some kind of extra sense - and being open 
to surprise. 

What is your Emmaus moment?  

~ Suzanne Guthrie, At the Edge of Enclosure 

https://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=41
https://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=41
https://s7d9.scene7.com/is/content/LifeWayChristianResources/GodsEmbrace_Psalm116.pdf
https://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=41
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/50206719e4b03f6f4d18a86b/t/536068f0e4b08cab3cb6ab64/1398827248064/mental050414_6-18.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/50206719e4b03f6f4d18a86b/t/536068f0e4b08cab3cb6ab64/1398827248064/mental050414_6-18.pdf
https://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=41
http://www.jesuswalk.com/lessons/24_13-35.htm
http://www.christianaid.org.uk/
http://www.edgeofenclosure.org/easter3a.html

