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Free minds, open hearts. 

Hope and Despair:  A Reflection 
 

Hope seems like such an upbeat, happy topic.   
But I sense that to do it justice, you canôt talk about 
hope without talking about despair.  It is in those 
moments when all hope seems lost, and we feel 
overcome by a sense of futility, that we come to 
realize what a truly life-saving quality Hope is. 
I use Hope with a capital H, because Hope is 

more than an attitude of having confidence and 
trust that the things we desire will come to pass.  
Hope is one of those archetypal qualities that is in-
trinsic to our experience of being human.  It emerg-
es in the most difficult of circumstances, as a shin-
ing beacon, saying ñAll is not lost. Donôt give up.  
You will find a way.ò It is a force of evolution that 
moves us toward a more complex and comprehen-
sive vision of wholeness.  It is a fine-tuning of per-
ception that enables us to see the long arc of history 
and know that progress often takes two steps for-
ward and one step back. Progress and backlash 
against progress are intrinsic to the process of hu-
man evolution.  As Reinhold Niebuhr so astutely 
observed:  ñNothing worth doing is completed in 
our lifetime; Therefore we are saved by hope.ò 
Hope is often life-saving.  It has been for me.  

Like many humans, I have had periods of darkness 
in my life when I have felt deep despair and self-
doubt.   Despair has emerged in those times when 
everything I knew to be true about my life is called 
into question, and I am turned upside down and 
emptied of all my former ways of knowing and be-
ing.  As I sit in that place of emptiness, what brings 
me through to the other side is a whisper of Hope 
that says: ñthis is part of being humané this is how 
we growé by letting everything that is too small 
for us die. It is painful.  You canôt avoid the pain.  
You will come out a larger personé trust this pro-
cess.ò 
In our collective lives, we are bombarded by 

realities that would bring any sane person to a state 
of despair.  When we look at the world around us, 
with its suffering, misery and outrageous injustice; 

it would be only natural to feel hopeless.  The prob-
lems we face as a human race are huge.   Perhaps 
many of us have wondered if the Earth might just 
decide to sweep humans off the planet as a failed 
experiment.  I know the thought has crossed my 
mind ï though it hurts to admit it.  What brings me 
back to my senses when I feel that level of despair?   
The sight of my grandchildrenôs beautiful faces.  
Then I realize what a cowardly thing it is to suc-
cumb to despair.  I canôt give up ï for their sakes, I 
have to hold onto Hope like a life-jacket, and pull 
myself out of my downward spiral and get back to 
work. 
I remember so vividly, the months preceding 

the 2008 election.   I was at my daughterôs home, 
and she was doing her part to keep us all informed 
on the issues in the election and the progress that 
was being made.  We had gathered to watch 
Obamaôs campaign speech.  My granddaughters 
were in their bedroom when the speech started.  
But soon the room was filled with the sound of the 
crowd chanting:  ñYes, we can.  Yes, we can.ò   
The chant drew the children out of their room like a 
pied piper ï and they had this glow of wonder in 
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From our Minister  
 

Hope is being able to see that there is light de-
spite all of the darkness. ðDesmond Tutu 

 

What gives you hope in the face of despair? 
 

Today, as much as at any time, there seem to be 
so many reasons to despair. In our UU World, we 
are in the midst of a staggering disarray: with the 
resignations of three of our leaders, the death of 
another, and continuing revelations of the ways that 
our faith (even liberal UUs) are marked by deep 
patterns of patriarchy, white supremacy, and crony-
ism. In our national politics, we are faced with a 
callousness that would strip health insurance and 
other needed benefits from our most vulnerable. 
Over and over again, we witness the extra-judicial 
slaying of Black people, with no real justice for 
their lives, their families, and their communities. 
And in the wider world, as our planet cries out from 
the effects of climate change, we debate the legiti-
macy of science and divest resources from the ex-
perts charged with working with other global lead-
ers toward solutions. In our own personal lives 
there is the loss and uncertainty that comes with 
death, illness, and agingðof ourselves and of our 
loved ones.  
How do we find hope in the face of so much 

heartbreak? It is useful to remember that hope is a 
response to suffering and uncertainty. In a world 
without despair, there is no need for hope. But, how 
do we find hope in the face of despair? How do we 
cultivate the resilience necessary to push past trage-
dy? Lately, my hope springs from the twin proposi-
tions that I am not in charge and I am not alone. 
Hope springs from the recognition that I am not 

in charge. So much of the universe is outside of 
our individual power and control. This recognition 

 

relieves me of the pressure to ómake everything 
right.ô It also gives me some perspective. Whether 
you believe in a greater power that is God, or gravi-
ty, or history, or the great human familyðthere is a 
force (or many forces), outside of the individual 
moving us forward in time. To some extent, this 
perspective allows me the grace to name lifeôs trau-
mas and tragedies as part of a much larger unfold-
ing narrative. We are but specks in the grandness of 
the universe.  
Like a drop of water, I am inconsequential. At 

the same time, many drops of water together can 
erode mountains. I am not alone. We are not pow-
erless to the forces of history. All around us, we see 
the evidence that the care and concern of others has 
created our world for us todayðboth its comforts 
and its hardships. In turn, where we place our care 
and concern is shaping the world for others. Hope 
springs from my own commitment to act in ways 
that create more love and justice in the worldð
knowing that there are others who are doing the 
same.  
Hope is not some rosy optimism that predicts a 

positive future and positive outcomes. Instead, 
hope is our desire for the future based on our expe-
rience of the past. Hope accepts that life abounds 
with the bitter and the sweet. Hope reminds us that 
this has always been so, and still, we have persist-
ed. Hope dares us to work toward an unknowable 
futureðcertain only that our efforts will join those 
of others. 
The scientist Jonas Salk wrote, ñHope lies in 

dreams, in imagination, and in the courage of those 
who dare to make dreams into reality.ò  In the face 
of tragedy and despair, hope is the very thing that 
can turn the world around. 

 

Reverend Kimberly Johnson Quinn 

Dan Koontz and group in the last Song Writerôs 
Share concert of the season. 
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their eyes, as they came and sat with us, and then 
we all joined in the chant together:  ñYes, we can.  
Yes, we can.ò  They stayed with us through the 
speech, mesmerized by the message of Hope. 
I think often of that night, and of all that we, as 

a nation, accomplished during eight years of leader-
ship that inspired Hope.  And I know that the back-
lash against that progress was bound to happen.  
And that backlash is fueled by psychological ma-
nipulation that is geared at destroying Hope.  So 
how do we hang on?   Iôve found it crucial to limit 
exposure to manipulative media, and to seek out 
community that affirms the core values that need to 
be protected.  A community that is anchored in 
Hope and Justice. 
So I brought myself into the fold of this Unitari-

an Universalist Congregation, and last Sunday be-
came a member.  Thank you for your welcome.  I 
look forward to working with you to bring a mes-
sage of Hope back into our world.   

 

Jeanne Marie Merkel    

We are a spiritual community.. 

ñHopeò 
 

In An Essay On Man, Alexander Pope (1733-
34) wrote, ñHope springs eternal in the human 
breast.ò  There is no if, when, or but to a hope that 
springs eternal; it is forever and everlasting, sort of 
like a beacon of light no matter how deep the des-
pair.  In The Roots of English, by Robert Claiborne 
(1989), ñhopeò and ñdespairò come from the same 
Latin root ñspe-,ò which means ñto thrive, to pros-
per,ò and ñsperes,ò which means ñhopes of future 
prosperity.ò  ñDe-ñ before the word means 
ñwithout.ò In Spanish, ñesperarò (Latin sperare) 
means ñto hopeò while ñdesperarò (Latin desperare) 
means ñto be without hope.ò  This common root 
seems to indicate that hope and despair are ñtwo 
sides of the same coin,ò says a thoughtful Robert 
Hilliker from the Institute for Clinical Social Work, 
where he published his paper in 1989 that says, 
ñDespair exists on a continuum with hope, and em-
bracing this notion might lead to freedom, creativi-
ty, and healing where you least expect it.ò  Refer-
encing a passage from Nietzcheôs Thus Spoke Zar-
athustra, Hilliker quotes, ñIt is out of the deepest 
depth that the highest must come to its height.ò  
ñHope cannot exist without despair,ò write 

many philosophers, psychologists, songs, and po-
ems as they struggle to embrace this dual existence.  
As a child of the 1960s and raised on classic 
RockónRoll, I carry hope around with me every-
where I go and have long grasped that despair, its 
edgy flipside, comes along too.  I am well-versed in 
songs and stories of the greatest of loves that have 
slipped away.  I am all too aware that the more I 
hold on to hope, the more I allow despair in equal 
measure.  My personal history has a few unforget-
table tales of crash landings or of pulling myself up 

out of the holes where I have fallen.  
As Iôve grown, both ñhopeò and ñdespairò have 

taught me more of their nature and true meaning.  I 
would not have had the capacity to deepen this un-
derstanding without coming to our congregation 
most Sundays and listening to the wise words of 
our ministers and speakers.   
Hope does not promise that everything will be 

as I want it to be; but with hope there is a way for 
that hard reality to be all right, and to come to better 
terms with it.  It is no small feat in this day and age 
to have the faith that hope will still be there when 
despair happens. It is from the depths of despair 
that I have experienced hope springing up in unex-
pected ways.  

 

Pamela Wittenberg 

A reflection...continued from page 1. 
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We honor every individualôs search for truth and meaning. 

The Blind Eye 
 

I am reading Galileoôs Daughter by Dava So-
bel. She describes a period during the Protestant 
upheaval in the 1600s when the Catholic Church 
suppressed heretical ideas through its ñSupreme 
Sacred Congregation of the Roman and Universal 
Inquisition.ò When Galileoôs newly refined tele-
scope confirmed through visual evidence the ab-
surd notion that the earth revolved around the sun, 
the inquisitors called him to Rome. After a lengthy 
trial they added his writings to their list of heretical 
works and placed the 70-year-old Galileo under 
house arrest for the remainder of his life. 
Galileo had many powerful friends, counts and 

princes, political leaders in Pisa, Florence, Siena 
and Rome: some, former students; others, he had 
assisted in the practical aspects of statecraft, im-
proving artillery fire, draining swamps, solving en-
gineering and architectural problems. These men 
and women helped save him from execution or tor-
ture, but they dared not raise their voices to spare 
his humiliation.  
To them it was more important to demonstrate 

their loyalty to Roman Catholic beliefs than to 
speak or even to see the truth. Acting on the fear 
that officers or spies of the Inquisition might pay a 
visit to them, some burned correspondence they 
had received from Galileo and hid the telescopes 
Galileo had manufactured for them. 
Meanwhile an Austrian protestant translated 

Galileoôs works into Latin for all the educated 
world to read. 
This was a time when your political or religious 

affiliation directed your view of what is real. Read-
ing this book, I tried to imagine myself a farmer 
tilling my vineyard in the hills above Florence. If 
the earth is spinning, why canôt I feel it? When I 
drop my hoe, wouldnôt it fly off into the air if we 
were spinning? Galileo may be a perfectly good 
mathematician and a useful artillerist, but when it 
comes to his abstract theories, this farmer would 
likely stand by the Church.  
Unfortunately, today we are too familiar with 

this phenomenon. An entire political party laughs at 
the scientific evidence of global warming. Our 
president thinks vaccines may cause autism. And 
on the other side, some who consider themselves 
progressive share the same suspicion of vaccines, 
while others only trust scientists who confirm be-
liefs they already hold dear. 

We turn a blind eye to our opponents. Truth is 
less important to us than where we learned it, or 
who else believes it.  
I am lucky to be married to a history teacher 

and know that this is not an unusual state of affairs. 
Most news sources in the 1800s had a political 
point of view; some were owned outright by politi-
cal parties happy to publish scandal true and false 
about political opponents. Although fake news has 
taken on a new dimension with the advent of the 
internet, it has been part of American elections 
since Jefferson ran against Adams. 
Perhaps this condition of intransigent beliefs is 

almost normal. Perhaps the relative unanimity we 
experienced in the 1950s was a legacy of the two 
World Wars when we were locked in a desperate 
crisis.  That was a time when government censors 
controlled the press and even personal letters, a 
time when a British ship with 5,000 men was sunk 
without a word of it in the newspapers.  
Was it a better time? Not something we would 

wish for.  
Yet it was a time when political leaders with 

different viewpoints were able to accomplish things 
far beyond us now. Can you imagine an Eisenhow-
er, a Republican West Point graduate, passing the 
interstate highway system through a Democrat con-
trolled congress? Today he would not have been 
able to push it through a Republican congress. 
If bitter partisan disagreement is the normal 

condition of governance, how do moral people on 
both sides prevail?  
Hereôs a laundry list of advice I attempt to re-

member: Donôt let anger befuddle you. Donôt tilt 
against windmills. Keep your ego out of the fight. 
Accept your own complicity. Attempt to see the 
real human needs behind your opponentsô words.  
But when none of this calms me, I remind my-

self that the men who created our institutions of 
government had seen it all: mad kings, childish 
kings, populist uprisings, incompetent judges and 
corrupt legislators. Having no delusions regarding 
the perfectibility of human behavior they created a 
system of checks and balances that curbs the fre-
quently imperfect men and women we have elect-
ed. For not always do we the people, in fair and 
open elections, make perfect decisions. 

 
Mark Potter  
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We strive for peace in our hearts and in the world around us. 

We open our doors to all faithsé. 

On April 15 the  
Meetinghouse  
celebrated a  
Seder. From left our organ-

izers: Martha Potter, 
Allie Holstein, Carol 
Holstein and David 
Holstein. 

On June 14 our Muslim friends joined 
us in an Iftar to break their Ramadan 
fast. 
 
Over 100 friends and religious leaders 
from throughout the community joined 
us in this festive potluck. 

Prayer blankets for 
private prayer in 
the downstairs 
classroom. 

Ken Dorph receives a birthday thank you from 
a friend. Kenôs dream brought us all together. 


