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Psalm 23, John 10:1–10 

 

Last Saturday I asked if anybody could use a laugh. Today I ask, 
“Anybody feeling in need of a word of hope these days?”  

We need a word of hope these days. Amen?  

There’s a lot going on. But let’s recognize that our sense of anxiety 
about the world is obviously fueled by the 24-hour news cycle. Even 30 
years ago we were not bombarded by news of tragedies. And think about 
what 1850 was like. There were certainly innumerable horrible things 
going on across the globe. But folks didn’t know about them. When they 
did learn of a tragedy, it was in their own neighborhood. They could do 
something about it: cook a meal, raise a barn, work the crops, care for 
children. We know how much that helps our psyche, when we can do 
something about a bad situation. Today we are overwhelmed by the 
firehose of bad news. More about this at the end of the sermon. 

Now let me share with you how, in many ways, things are objectively 
much better than they were just a few decades ago. Following that, I will 
suggest some ways we individually and collectively can deal with the 
challenges of today. 

Yes, climate change is the cloud that hangs over everything. And we—
“we” being the entire human race—need to be diligent, creative, 
courageous and fierce in making the policy and lifestyle changes 
necessary to save the planet. I am not pollyannish about that. But there 
are reasons for hope even there. I could easily list 30.  



2 

Here are three: 

1. A friend of mine just returned from a trip to China. He exclaimed, 
“I could breathe! Last time I was there the air pollution was 
intolerable.” China and India, the two most populous countries are 
taking climate change seriously. That’s great news. 

2. In the U.S. last month, March of 2026, for the first time in history, 
more energy came from renewables than from natural gas. Can I 
get an Amen? 

3. Al Frechette, one of my two climate authorities, is convinced that 
nuclear energy is the key to our energy future. Small modular 
reactors, the “new kids on the block” in 2026 are smaller, safer and 
can be factory-built, making them faster to deploy than the massive 
reactors of the past. And while most nuclear power today uses 
“fission” (splitting atoms), scientists are making big progress in 
“fusion” (joining atoms together). This is the same process that 
powers the sun. Fusion would create almost limitless energy with 
no long-term radioactive waste and no risk of a meltdown. 
Scientists believe that by combining these new technologies, we 
can create a world with plenty of electricity for everyone without 
hurting the environment.  

Others think that solar will develop so quickly and cheaply that we 
won’t need the nuclear power. In the meantime, it continues to be 
critical that we do everything we can, individually and politically, to 
protect our beautiful Creation.  

Now, listen to this carefully. In every category I am going to mention, 
there still is work to be done, a lot of work. But this morning I am going 
to remind us how far we have come. 



3 

I am old. One of the very best things about being older is perspective, 
the ability to take the long view of things. 

When I was young… “Okay, Boomer”…hear me out: When I was 
young, Oak Grove had one female elder.  

When I was young, how many women were in the U.S. Senate? One. 
When I was young, there were no female news anchors; no female talk 
show hosts. Today the St. Paul City Council is 100% female and under 
the age of 40, six of the seven people of color, with a female Asian-
American mayor. Way to go, Kluehs! (They live in St. Paul.) 

When I was young there was no “Me too” movement and women were 
treated much more horribly than today. Again, we need to do better in all 
of these categories, and we are experiencing a blip of backward 
movement under this administration, but it is a temporary setback. 

Next. When I was ten years old, 1963, my father took my little brother 
and me to Florida for a ten-day winter vacation. In the restaurant the first 
night we were there I noticed on each table a little place card reading, 
“We reserve the right to refuse service to anyone.” “What does that 
mean?” I asked my dad. He quietly replied, “It means they don’t serve 
Negroes.” That is seared into my psyche. At the waterfront the next day, 
I noticed there were two drinking fountains, one labeled “White” and 
one labeled “Colored.” Same with restrooms. 

And of course, there were NO people of color in the Senate, no people 
of color as talk show hosts, as news anchors. I remember the first TV 
commercial featuring a Black person. “Well, that’s different.” There was 
no Martin Luther King, Jr. federal holiday. There was no Juneteenth 
federal holiday. A Black President was simply unimaginable. President 
Biden appointed the most diverse set of judges ever. In November of 
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2024 75,000,000 people in the US did what? Voted for a Black woman 
for President. Unimaginable a generation ago.  

When I was young, NOTHING was handicapped accessible. No parking 
spaces, ramps, special doors… nothing. 

When I was young, boys in Bloomington Junior High gym class had to 
swim naked. No, I do not know why. And yes, I still have PTSD. 

When I was young, the only sport for girls in my high school was 
gymnastics. Obviously, I graduated before Title IX.  

When I was young, bullying in school went unchecked, and was 
occasionally perpetrated by the teachers. It was open season on anyone 
who was “different.” Thus, I knew no one who was openly gay. They 
didn’t dare come out. In all these categories there is much room for 
improvement, but we have come a long way. When I was young, the 
thought of legalized same-sex marriage seemed no more likely than time 
travel. Actually, less likely: I at least had heard of time travel. 

Clergy misconduct. Until very recently, clergy misconduct in every 
denomination was dealt with by shuffling the pastor off to another 
congregation. 

Violent crime. The violent crime rate in the US is half of what it was 
thirty years ago.  

Here’s a very recent reason for hope. The Hungarian people 
resoundingly defeated strongman Victor Orban, voting instead for 
democracy.  
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Three global statistics:  

1. Literacy: Global literacy rates have climbed from 50% in 1950 to 
86% today. And what is extremely encouraging is the rate at which 
girls are being educated. We all know that when a girl is educated, 
the family does better, the village does better, the country does 
better, the world does better. Female literacy is higher than it’s 
ever been. 

2. War. Wars and terrorism continue to rage all around the world. 
There are a host of conflicts and thousands of people being killed, 
and these are not just statistics on a chart. Every single death is a 
tragedy. But the rate of death from war and/or terrorism is the 
lowest in history. Let me repeat that: again, we are in a blip at the 
moment, but if you look at the past 25 years, the rate of death from 
war and/or terrorism is the lowest in history. By far. I consulted 
literally dozens of sources, and they all agree: “A human alive 
today has less probability of being killed in a violent conflict than 
at any point in the past.” In fact, the death rate from war today 
compared to 75 years ago is 25 times less than in the 1950s! 
(https://towardsdatascience.com/has-global-violence-declined-a-look-at-the-data-
5af708f47fba#:~:text=While%20the%20number%20of%20battle-
related%20deaths%20%28in%20the,violent%20conflicts%20are%20resulting%20in%2
0fewer%20battle%20deaths.). And https://ourworldindata.org/war-and-peace  

3. Perhaps most significant of all: Rates of extreme poverty have 
drastically fallen in recent decades. When I was born, half of the 
world’s people lived in extreme poverty. NOT poverty as the US 
defines it, but extreme poverty, edge-of-starvation poverty. Half of 
the people in the world. Today that figure is 11%. 
(ourworldindata.org/extreme-poverty-in-brief) It could and should 
be zero percent, but we have proven that poverty is not inevitable. 

https://towardsdatascience.com/has-global-violence-declined-a-look-at-the-data-5af708f47fba#:%7E:text=While%20the%20number%20of%20battle-related%20deaths%20%28in%20the,violent%20conflicts%20are%20resulting%20in%20fewer%20battle%20deaths
https://towardsdatascience.com/has-global-violence-declined-a-look-at-the-data-5af708f47fba#:%7E:text=While%20the%20number%20of%20battle-related%20deaths%20%28in%20the,violent%20conflicts%20are%20resulting%20in%20fewer%20battle%20deaths
https://towardsdatascience.com/has-global-violence-declined-a-look-at-the-data-5af708f47fba#:%7E:text=While%20the%20number%20of%20battle-related%20deaths%20%28in%20the,violent%20conflicts%20are%20resulting%20in%20fewer%20battle%20deaths
https://towardsdatascience.com/has-global-violence-declined-a-look-at-the-data-5af708f47fba#:%7E:text=While%20the%20number%20of%20battle-related%20deaths%20%28in%20the,violent%20conflicts%20are%20resulting%20in%20fewer%20battle%20deaths
https://ourworldindata.org/war-and-peace
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How do we combat despair? 

“This, too, will pass.” Our dad used to try to encourage us kids with that 
saying when we were in difficult situations. I hated it! He clearly did not 
understand how horrible this is. What does he know? Good question: 
What did he know? He lived through two world wars, the Great 
Depression, the death of a child,… I am of an age now where I know 
that this, too, will pass. 

Second. The Apostle Paul is not my favorite Biblical author, but he’s got 
some good stuff. Here’s a guy who also knew challenges in life; beaten, 
shipwrecked, bitten by a poisonous snake, jailed, whipped, eventually 
martyred. Here’s a guy with a lot to worry about. Yet he wrote this—
from jail—in his love letter to the church at Philippi: 8“Finally, brothers 
and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, 
whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if 
there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think 
about these things.” Focus on the positive. I start my morning devotions 
with a list of 17 things for which I am grateful.  

Third way to combat despair. A couple years ago I vowed to myself to 
try something new. I decided to stop speaking ill of people with whom I 
disagree politically. Jesus said, “Love your enemies and pray for them.” 
So far, I have been somewhat successful in not speaking ill of them. And 
I am redoubling my prayer for God’s blessing upon them. I really 
recommend it, the double scoop of not speaking ill, and praying for 
them. I don’t know if it has helped them, but it has helped me. 

Fourth. The promise of heaven. As many of you well know, I am not one 
of those preachers who says we should ignore injustice on earth to focus 
on the joys of the afterlife. That is not who I am. Yet, that ultimate 
promise gives me great peace. I know how this journey ends. 
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Finally, these words of Jesus. Late in Matthew’s gospel, as the forces of 
darkness closed in upon Jesus, he gave this word of encouragement to 
his followers. “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have 
peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have 
overcome the world”… 

“In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the 
world.’ 

Friends, it is Eastertide: the celebration of Light, Life and Love. The 
Light is stronger than Darkness. Life is stronger than death. Love is 
stronger than hatred.  

I still believe…Love Wins. 

And if somehow Love doesn’t win… I still choose to love.  

Amen? AMEN! 


