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Courage: A Journey of Hope and Heroism

Introduction:
In our world we see many examples of heroism and hope, which inspire and allow us to touch the “otherness” within us. At the time of writing, Kim Phuc, the South Vietnamese “Napalm” girl is visiting Australia. She is quite inspirational in that she humbly tells about her forgiveness of the American airman who dropped the napalm bombs on her village in 1971.  In Australia, in the past number of years, we have seen three examples of heroism and hope, played out for all its news value in the media. It is hard to forget the young Brisbane doctor James Scott’s amazing survival for 42 days in the Himalayas, or Stuart Diver’s escape from the Thredbo landslide tragedy: the stirring efforts of the rescuers will remain in our memories. Recently this year Ben Moloney’s emergence from the Tasmanian wilderness after being lost for fourteen days and given up for dead was yet another story of survival and hope... 

In Brisbane “Courage” I believe that there is this same determination, heroism and hope in the men who make a conscientious effort to come to terms with the Catholic Church’s teaching on loving chaste relationships. One of our members had an experience of the Scripture Jeremias 29:11 which has become a watershed in his ongoing formation and journeying with chastity. Let us explore this Scripture and its implications for us in “Courage”.

Jeremias 29:11

“I know the plans I have in mind for you – it is Yahweh who speaks – plans for peace, not disaster, reserving a future full of hope for you.”  Without hope we do not have the energy for the effort ahead. It seems to me that those men who come to “Courage” realise that Jesus Christ is the only answer and that they are assisted in their walk of chastity by the Church’s consistent ethic and fidelity to Biblical Morality.

The Commonsense / Popular Understanding Of Hope
Most of us have gambled in some way or another for the hope of gain.  Many of us have identified with a sporting team, probably because our child or sibling is in the team or we have become accustomed to following a team from our earliest days. We hope for success and we are joyful when the team wins the premiership and despondent when it fails. We have expectations about our life, our health and wealth, our spirituality, our partner, our work, study, recreation, and various large purchases.  We hope that the desires of our hearts and maybe the wants of our life are fulfilled. We therefore experience hopes that are realised and hopes that are dashed, and in this experience of the ups and downs we learn to have some appreciation of what hope is.

Some Literary Examples of Hope and Heroism
Leo Tolstoy in his last novel “The Resurrection” writes about the pain of human suffering and man’s egotism. The novel is inspirational about the role that the virtue of hope plays in healing the relationship between Katusha and Prince Nekhludov.
Marcus Clarke’s novel “The Term of His Natural Life” is set within the harsh realities of Botany Bay during the transportation era. The work is an Australian classic. While it may idealise the hero it is still an enduring testimony to the desperate hope Rufus Dawes held onto despite the unbearable cruelties and betrayals he experienced.  Both works speak to the human heart and for that reason are worth reading for the valuable insights they provide about not giving up hope. Without hope we can despair. As Christians we need to experience the Hope of the Resurrected Lord. Many other books and novels have hope as their theme which in a way reflects the world’s fascination about the triumph of Hope over Despair.  Other inspirational books worth reading are: - “Man Alive” – Piers Paul Read; “Mans Search for Meaning” – Viktor Frankl; “Light over the Scaffold” – Augustin-Michel Lemonnier;   “Audacity to Believe” – Sheila Cassidy.

What Are The Signs of Hope In Our Age?
There are mixed signs in our world about hope. On the one hand we are thrilled and edified by the extraordinary energy and missionary zeal of Pope John Paul II. We are constantly reminded of the humble service and work of the Missionaries of Charity (Mother Teresa). Nelson Mandala’s frequent calls for reconciliation in his own home land and in his many speeches around the world reveal a man imbued with the evangelical virtues. Armando Valladares, the Cuban patriot, poet and political captive of Castro, endured brutal treatment for nearly twenty years, but was able to write a best seller “Against all Hope” – one of the most inspiring stories of hope I have ever read. Terry Waite, the envoy of the Archbishop of Canterbury for imprisoned hostages, suffered solitary confinement for one year and was captive for 1763 days. Apart from these individual examples there are signs of hope in a wider sphere eg the Revitalization of the Church in Eastern Europe, the exponential growth of the Church in Africa and the gradual implementation of the significant reforms of Vatican Council II. 

This hope contrasts markedly with the stories we are told about daily, mainly through a sensationalist media which purports to have no appreciation of the holiness or transcendence of God. There is a mass departure from the mainline Christian Churches as the secularisation of the world grows apace, the culture of death, the growth of the occult, and a more bizarre and aggressive sexual revolution. To add to this is the almost universal experience of added stress in our society where functionality and process have largely superseded relationships and personhood.

Various Examples of Hope and Exhortations to Hope Within The Catholic Church
Soon after Easter Archbishop Bathersby was quoted in the ‘Courier Mail’ as saying “ “The Church has to reach out to young people who have lost hope.”  He has tried to implement this hope by conducting a series of monthly meetings whereby youth are invited to meet and dialogue with him. His inspiration and conviction have lead to positive action. The Spirit of God will do with it what He will.

Archbishop Hickey has started a “House of Hope” in Perth with Linda Watson. The Archbishop was moved by the Holy Spirit to respond to the concerns expressed in the West Australian community about prostitution. Linda a former prostitute herself, has ministered to over one hundred prostitutes.  So successful is she that madams recommend their girls to visit her. Linda has had a conversion experience and is motivated by grace to work for the gospel.  God works all things to His good according to His purpose.

The Pope’s Journey of Hope in “Anno Millenio Ineunte”
Pope John Paul in his apostolic message for the new millennium provides us with pastoral wisdom, know how and insight into his own thinking about the plan and ways of God. He takes us particularly into his confidence on page 13 when detailing his thoughts about those he saw in St. Peter’s Square in the Jubilee Year: “ I have often stopped to look at the long queues of pilgrims waiting patiently to go through the Holy Door. In each of them I tried to imagine the story of someone whom Christ had met and whom in dialogue with him was setting out on a journey of hope.”  I think that this is a metaphor for those who bravely come through the doors of “Courage”. They set out on a journey of hope.  Each has a story about meeting Jesus both in their heart and within the group, not unlike the two disciples on the road to Emmaus. Their hearts were burning within them as Jesus gave them fresh hope.  How do we reconcile this sense of hope with the “Culture of Death” recently highlighted by the Dutch Parliament’s legalisation of Euthanasia?

So the Church throughout the World speaks about Hope and endeavours to generate hope in many spheres and by numerous activities. Some prominent theologians have provided further insights into what hope is and how we may live it and achieve a responsible hope as opposed to the despair of the Culture of Death.

Theological Considerations and Reflections on Hope
Bernard Haring the renowned Moral Theologian in “Free and Faithful in Christ” Volume 2 provides an excellent description and meaning of the virtue of hope.  I quote verbatim “The Christian knows the source of his hopes: a gracious God. Through humble recognition, joyous praise, unceasing prayer, he helps himself on the road of Christian hope. He has the courage to acknowledge and accept his frailties and failures as long as he looks to and draws energy from the fountain of his hope, a gracious Creator and Redeemer. Reflection, meditation and dialogue about the great questions of life serve to undergird hope and life itself.  For where there is hope there is life.” (p. 392). Sentiments very close to Courage’s approach of support and spiritual plan and way of life.

Karl Rahner supports this notion when he writes that “Through hope the believer finds the strength to hold out even in the profoundest darkness, without despairing or giving up. Hope reminds the believer of the never-failing promise which was given in Christ.” (Rahner, Encyclopedia of Theology, p 654, 1981). 

Haring again: “Hope is always the revelation of God’s fidelity, Christ alone and no one else, is our hope; He is the faithful one,”(Vol. 2 p.383). Haring adds the insight about prayer when he writes that “prayer is hope in action, because it is hope at the very source of all creative and redemptive history.” Furthermore “Prayer is a sign of hope, if it allows the Spirit freedom to renew our hearts and through us, the face of the Earth.” (p 395) 

Cardinal Hume writes in “To be a Pilgrim” - “Hope is the confidence that we shall find what we are looking for, and will reach the point we are aiming at. That confidence comes from God. It is He who makes our dreams come true, who satisfies our deepest aspirations, who gives us total fulfilment.”(p.121).

Charles Ringma, a Queenslander, and founder of Teen Challenge Australia has written about hope in his meditations on Henri Nouwen’s writings: “A person without hope in the future cannot live creatively in the present.  Hope helps us to see the present with new eyes, with eyes that see how things can be different.” (“Dare to Journey” p.75)  
Questions and Possible Answers About Hope
What do we mean by hope? How do we reconcile the common sense idea of hope with the despair, dissatisfaction, and joylessness experienced by many in our society? Is it responsible on our part to proclaim a hope that appears so unattainable?  What is the difference between ‘a wish list’ and responsible hope?  How do we make our own the senses of hope expressed in the comments above by the Bishops? What is the hope within the Church for groups like Courage?  How do we reconcile this with the scriptural sense of hope? What are our senses of hope in the 21st century?  Ultimately what has this got to do with “Courage” and the hope it promotes in practising chastity for the kingdom sake? Many of these questions will take a virtual lifetime to answer, but the challenge of wrestling with them is a necessary part of our growth. Courage members, prior to coming to the group, have often despaired of gaining a way, a path, integrity of action. However the honest wrestling with these issues “that cling so closely” & exposing them to the light provides what I call a crucified hope, a hope that ultimately leads to Resurrection in Christ.  Through this abandonment to God’s grace and life we can begin a humble journey of responsible hope. The hope can be a yes to creative detachment from all individual and collective egotism. The self-centredness of the gay culture is spurned and a courageous reliance of God begins as the Courage member begins the wholesomeness of “self doubt and mistrust of the world, insofar as we place unconditional trust and confidence in God.” Haring p.393.

The Foundational Nature of Hope as Found in the Bible
Within Courage we attempt in our group prayer time to allow the Word of God to touch us and heal us as we ponder various passages from Sacred Scripture. Romans 15:4 “Everything that was written long ago in the Scriptures was meant to teach us something about hope from the examples sacred Scripture gives of how people who did not give up were helped by God”.  1 Peter 3.15 is a key Scripture for Courage: “Simply reverence the Lord Christ in your hearts, and always have your answer ready for people who ask you the reason for the hope that you all have.” Romans 5:4  “Hope is not deceptive, because the love of God has been poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit which has been given us.”  Psalm 70:5  “It is you, O Lord, who are my hope” v.14, “But as for me, I will always hope and praise you more and more.”   

Courage Members Experience of Hope
1) My overall hope is that the Lord has a personal plan for me, a plan that will bring me closer to Him and help me to understand myself through the circumstances of my life. My sense of a mission sustains my hope.  A hope which believes that God is with me often in spite of myself. I hope that through the circumstances of my life that I will become more Christ-like in every sense.   My daily hope is that the Lord will give me strength and courage especially when I let Him, myself, and others down.  It is His love, mercy, forgiveness and grace that is my hope.

2) After having an experience of God’s love, I was convinced that the path of most fulfilment and freedom would be the one that God and I could walk together.  This was difficult to do on my own, and I was drawn to Courage.  In my group of fellow “Courageans” there is genuine acceptance, real friendship, and a pervasive sense of hope that lifts my heart. 

3) My hope is to be able to put my trust in the Lord whenever I am tempted. I know only through prayers and fellowships with faithful Christians will I gain such power to trust the Lord. “Courage” I believe is the instrument that God has given me to safeguard my heart and the torch to lead me to Him in a journey not unlike the return of the prodigal son. I hope to share the love of the Father has for me with all those who seek Him.

These three testimonies to the virtue of hope have occurred within the goals and framework of the Spiritual Program of Courage.  Let us now make our own the prayer of the psalmist, for us, for our families, for our ministries and for our communities of faith and love.

Psalm 38    
I count on you O Lord

                   It is you Lord God who will answer

                   O Lord do not forsake me 

                   My God do not stay afar off.

                   Make haste and come to my help

                   O Lord my God my saviour.”  
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