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A Homily by        “Purveyors of Hope”
The Rev’d Jo Popham   Fifth Sunday after Pentecost

July 17, 2011
Romans 8:12-25

My grandson Dylan ran across the apartment and tackled Matthew his father at the

knees. He was looking up and calling out “Abba, Abba, Abba.” Neither of his parents

know where he learned to call his father Abba, and they are not so sure that they are

comfortable with Dylan speaking in Aramaic. But I really like it. In the secular world of

the first century children called their father’s “Abba.” It is like my calling my father

Daddy or the children calling Jim “Papa.” But I would like to propose that calling our

fathers by these intimate names – whether the Aramaic Abba, or Daddy, or Papa – is an

expression of a closer relationship with our fathers that we actually have learned from

scripture, that we have learned from Paul’s Letter to the Romans among other readings.

The early church arranged the letters or epistles based on length rather than

chronology. Scholars agree that Paul’s letter to the Romans was his last. That said,

Romans is likely the most influential of Paul’s letters and is the best summary of Paul’s

faith. Paul wrote to the churches in Rome in 56 CE to prepare them for his visit. While

Paul did plant a number of churches in his three missionary journeys, the Christian

church existed in Rome for years prior to his planned visit. Paul wrote to them from

Corinth. And he did eventually make it to Rome, but as a prisoner. The major theme

throughout Romans is the sinfulness of humanity that is met by God’s acts of grace

through Jesus Christ. The message for us is that Christ’s ability to save is greater than our

ability to corrupt our own humanity.

Before sailing westward on his planned trip to Rome and beyond to Spain, Paul went

to Jerusalem to deliver money collected from his Gentile churches even though he had

doubts whether the Jewish Christians would receive him. There was conflict between

Gentile and Jewish believers in church in Rome after the return of exiled Jews to the
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church that had welcomed Greeks in their absence. The tension in the church among

diverse followers of Jesus was not new to Paul, for the churches at Corinth and Galatia

were arguing over the place for Jews and non-Jews in the church. So with these old

divisions on his mind he wrote that Jesus called his father Abba Father. God the father is

Jesus’s Abba. But then Paul tells the Romans – and we too hear –  that they – and we –

by the spirit of adoption are children of God. We too can cry “Abba, Father!” for we are

children of God, heirs of God, joint heirs with Christ.

When I practice contemplative prayer I use my sacred word. I say “Abba” – often just

the single word “Abba.” When distracting thoughts enter my head, I repeat “Abba” to

refocus my attention to God, the father of Jesus Christ, my father, the father of us all.

Turning my time and intention back to God does not mean that I am doing it wrong, that I

am praying in the wrong manner, but it is an admission that I am human and need to

return my thoughts to God, to empty myself in this time of silent prayer – to give this

time to God–  to allow God to speak to me – but more often just to be with God.

Sometimes, I have to expand my sacred word to a mantra of sorts: “Abba, I belong to

you.” And I do. I do belong to God, as do we all.

Paul told the Romans – and we too can claim the same – that the children of God are

debtors in the sense that we are under obligation to God to live in the Spirit – to look

forward to eternal life.  That is why Paul felt compelled to reach out to the Romans. And

since we belong to God, as children, as heirs, we share in Christ’s “self-giving love in the

service of others” as well.1 All of creation, humankind included – perhaps especially

humankind – “will be set free from the bondage” of death – will be freed – by us – the

children of God.2 We have been promised this hope – no, we have received this hope –

from Abba Father.3 And what do we do with this newfound relationship with God, Abba

Father? God’s love is boundless; it is unconditional. What do we do with such love? I

have been having difficulty with one theologian I read who speaks to our being received
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in the spirit of adoption. He says that we enter into an intimate relationship that we have

never known before. In his mind the adoptive parent/child bond is closer that a natural

one, because adoption is intentional, adoption showing will and intention in welcoming

someone into a family for the sheer joy and pleasure of loving that new member of the

family.4 While I agree that we were created out of God’s overflowing abundant love and

that God further wants to continue to express that love for the world by enlarging his

family, I cannot go along with the notion that adoptive parents love better and experience

more joy in their relationship with their adoptive children. Now, I am not God, but I see

and experience the love between natural children and their parents, and I see no

difference in the love lavished on adopted and natural children. It does not have to be

either/or, but rather both/and.

In another commentary, however, the theologian has dared to say that “if God sent

Jesus to rescue the human race, so God will send Jesus’s younger siblings, in the power

of the Spirit, to rescue the whole created order, to bring justice and peace for which the

whole creation yearns.”5 I agree with this bold statement. We are empowered to be

Christ’s hands and feet and voice in the world. We are called to bring hope to a broken

world. We are sent to be a non-anxious presence in our anxious world. I trust that we all

have been adopted by God, and as such we must live into our callings to live as such, as

children of God, as sisters and brothers to our brother Jesus the Christ. I see many who

already are living into their responsibilities as children of God. I would like to point out

some of those who embody Christ’s self-giving love, who are dedicated to the service of

others. They are many. I call them purveyors of hope.

Recall with me some of the many prayers by and for our adopted sisters and brothers:

For the repose of the soul of our loved ones.

For justice among all nations
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For the steady skilled hands of a surgeon.

For peace in Jerusalem.

For the healing of Diamond Marshall, who has Stage 4 Sarcoma. Yes, this is the little
six year old girl who greeted Kate Middleton, Duchess of Cambridge, at the Calgary
Airport. Our prayer chain has been praying for little Diamond throughout her illness.

The children of God, whose responsibility it is to hold us up in prayer are many. They

are the prayer leaders who pray during our worship services, who lead us in the prayers

of the people. But there are also those purveyors of hope who are members of the prayer

chain. And there are the members of the prayer shawl ministry who pray for yet unnamed

people who will be wrapped in God’s love through a knitted shawl, every stich of which

has been made with loving prayer and then prayed over by us all in corporate worship.

When we pray, Abba Father, we acknowledge that we are God’s children. We are also

Christ’s brothers and sisters. So we are then brothers and sisters of all of God’s children.

It is hard not to pray, then, for our own kindred. We are all related; we are all one family.

So when we pray corporately, or individually, as we knit, while we are in church or in our

quiet place at home, when we pray from a list or from our hearts, we all are purveyors of

hope. As Christ’s younger siblings, we are tasked with saving humanity, my friends. That

is a tall order. I think we should pray about that, for the strength and confidence as God’s

children to fulfill our duty as purveyors of hope.

                                                  
1  Boring and Craddock’s The People’s New Testament Commentary, p. 487.
2  “creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of

the glory of the children of God.” (Romans 8:21).
3   Romans 8:20, 8:24-25.
4  Brother Nick Norelli’s blog on Romans.
5 The New Interpreters’s Bible Commentary, Vol. X, p. 596.


