July 13, 2008, Signs of Hope

Is 55: 1-13; Matt 13:1-9, 18-23

Augustana Lutheran, Rev. Debra Ost

God of all hopefulness, Quiet our minds, open our eyes, stir our hearts that we might see and hear you working in our lives. Fill us with your spirit so that we place our hope and trust in you. In the name of the living Christ. Amen. 

It was summer of 1936. Times were tough, brutal, for the folks in Wall, SD, a small prairie town on the edge of the Badlands. Devastated first by the depression then unrelenting drought with blistering summers and merciless winters. Folks were barely surviving - farmers, business owners, pastors. People were “flat-broke busted.” They had begun thinking – and believing - they were God-forsaken people in a God-forsaken place. They were losing hope.

Then, when things seemed at an all time low, the road signs started to appear - every few miles. “Free Ice Water.” Signs offering relief for weary travelers. “Free ice water: Stop and rest at Wall Drug.” If you’ve been to SD - maybe you went on Augustana’s family trip to Lee Valley Ranch – then you’ve likely seen Wall Drug signs. 

The original signs were placed by Ted and Dorothy Hustead, owners of Wall Drug. Like everyone else, the Husteads were feeling desperate. During the five years they’d owned drug store, they’d been praying for a word from God – praying for a sign to guide them through this difficult time. Then one scorching evening, Dorothy blurted out, “I’ve got it! Let’s offer cups of Free Ice Water – a simple kindness to people passing through. We’ll plant signs of hope for folks like us, at the end of their rope.” And so the road signs went up. Signs promising cool, refreshing water.  As much as we may scoff at the Wall Drug signs today, in 1936 they were signs reminding people God had Not forsaken them.    They were Signs of Hope…

That’s also what the exiled Israelites desperately needed - signs of hope.  Step back in time with me, nearly 2500 years, where we find the Israelites in Babylon. (Think Iraq and blistering heat).   For 50 years they had been separated from their home country and families- ever since the Babylonians swept the Kingdom of Israel from power and destroyed their beloved city of Jerusalem. Many of Israel’s people were torn from their homes and loved ones, forced to live and work in Babylon- exiled. Year in and year out, the exiled Jews hoped and prayed they would be delivered and allowed to return to their homeland. But generations passed and they were still in Babylon. They had come to feel like God-forsaken people in a God-forsaken land. They were losing hope.

They needed a sign. And during their years in exile, God had given them signs - spoken through the Prophets. Signs to guide and correct. Signs of hope. Listen the words of Isaiah, I paraphrase, “Consider the rain and the snow – they come down from heaven and do not return there until they water the earth. The earth sprouts and grows, and at harvest time there is seed for the sower and grain to provide bread for the eater.”
Rain and snow: truly signs of hope for a people displaced to a desert land. Assurance of the Creator at work - feeding the hungry and continuing the cycle of life. Signs of God’s purpose for all of creation: life arising from barrenness and death. The prophet says, Just as water from the sky does what it is intended to do, God’s Word will accomplish what God intends. You, my people, shall be delivered. God will provide a way out from this place and into New life. God has not abandoned or forsaken you. So, Don’t give up hope.

A cup of free ice water. Rain and Snow watering the earth. Much needed signs of hope.
And you, my friends? What is it for you that’s calling out for a sign of hope in your life?
· Are you worn and weary, broken? 

· Overwhelmed - at the end of your rope?  

· Do you feel stuck in a vicious cycle, an unjust system?

· Are you weighed down by the events & troubles of the world?

· Do you feel separated or isolated, discarded or displaced?

· Are you feeling abandoned and forgotten, left wondering if anybody cares? wondering even if God cares? 

 “Oh, if God would just give me a sign!” Ever thought it? Said it? I have. Usually my line of thinking goes like this, “God you’ve given your people signs throughout history, how about one for me now?  God could you maybe part the seas and deliver me from my troubles?  Or Maybe send me a big pillar of fire to guide me through this dark and scary time?  How about some manna on the ground in the morning to show me you still care?”   

Great suggestions for God. But, God’s ways are not our ways. God’s signs of hope are not by our design…they’re often far different than we’d expect. A simple rainbow marking the end of a devastating flood; a sky filled with stars displaying God’s promise to Abraham. Significant signs of hope.

Through Christ, hope has been re-designed. In the first pastoral letter from Peter, 1st chapter we read, “By God’s great mercy God has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. 

God’s signs of a living hope point us toward Christ Jesus. A single star shining brightly over Bethlehem; a baby in a manger, a cross on a hill; an empty tomb at daybreak.

Yes, you and I will likely be surprised by God’s signs, but we can trust God to give us the sign we need at the time:
· pointing us toward Christ’s love, forgiveness and abiding presence.

· pointing us toward God’s promise of deliverance, a way out, a way through, a way to go on. 

Christ has provided  you and I two lasting signs of Living Hope we can count on: 

1. Come to Me for Free, life-giving water.

The water of baptism –as we have today - poured over twin babies initiating them into life with Christ, drawing us together to live confidently in faith with them.

2.  Come eat and drink. God’s bountiful provision: grapes ripened on the vine, golden harvest grain. Bread and wine at the Lord’s table; Christ’s body and blood, sustaining and strengthening us, blessing and sending us to live as people of hope.

So together we watch for God’s signs of hope. We offer and receive a cup of water, and perhaps a loaf of bread, as we travel along life’s way.

Going back to Dorothy Hustead in Wall SD, she may have created a sign that went something like this:  See a sign, be a sign - a sign of Living Hope…    
Amen.
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