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Where is God when we hope? Out of
personal suffering experiences and deep
reading into the writings of the apostle
Paul, a professor challenges our reflection.

habbat Shalom': Dr.

Blazen, in the last

few years we have

noted a number of
books and discussions on hope.
How do you explain the recent
interest in this subject?

Blazen: There may be a num-
ber of reasons for this but, in my
opinion, a major point would be
this: it is certainly not because
human beings have, by virtue of
a kind of demonstrable indi-
vidual and corporate goodness,
shown that there is a reason to
hope. As we look to history in
the 20th century, there are many
reasons not to hope. Hope, as
something connected with hu-
man goodness, has been shattered
by World Wars I and II, the Ho-
locaust, the Korean War, the
Vietnam War, the violence in




Cambodia, Palestine, Ireland,
Bosnia, Rwanda, Chechnya, and
countless other places. These
events give a feeling of hopeless-
ness, rather than hopefulness.
But then, I think it is at just such
a time, when we have such hope-
lessness, that hope arises.

I would illustrate this by refer-
ring to the apocalyptic literature
we find in the Bible and in
Intertestamental and First Cen-
tury C.E. Jewish writings. The
apocalyptic books of Daniel and
Revelation, and others like them,
have been described as “tracts for
bad times.” So, when the world
powers are threatening the people
of God, when violence and tyr-

It is at just such a
time, when we have
such hopelessness, that
hope arises.

anny are prevalent, it’s precisely
then that apocalyptic writings
emerge to give God’s people the
hope that the Lord of history will
indeed intervene, and redeem His
people. When times get bad we
are forced to look again to the
source of our hope, Scripture, and
to the object of our hope, the God
revealed in Scripture, who has
worked redemptively in history
for His people. For Israel, He
brought deliverance at the Exo-
dus; in terms of Christianity, He
worked through the life, death,
and resurrection of Jesus. Based
upon what He has done, we may
hope for what He will yet do.

As with apocalyptic, the great
American “Negro Spirituals,”
which sounded the note of hope
in God, arose at those very times
when the oppression was great.
So I think when civilization be-
comes dark—and we are living,
I believe, in an apocalyptic age
when the powers of darkness

abound—then hope once again
arises, because we, in our hope-
lessness, begin to cast ourselves

upon God.

Shabbat Shalom: So with the
rise in the possibility of nuclear
annihilation, people’s fears be-
cause of crime, AIDS, and all
kinds of things that surround us
and seem to point to death and
destruction, there would be an
accompanying rise of interest in
hope. Am I understanding you
correctly?

Blazen: Yes, I think so. I
mean, how are we to survive? We
can give up in despair, or we can
once again turn to God, and this
is exactly what I see taking place
today. People are once more
looking to God. Where else can

we go?

Shabbat Shalom: Let me ask
you this, then. In your view,
what is the composition of hope?

What is hope made up of?

Blazen: An important ques-
tion. I think we can define hope
in two senses. First of all we can
think of hope in terms of what
we hope for, the object of our
hope. And if Scripture is fram-
ing our thought, we are talking
about the arrival of the Kingdom
of God in all its fullness on earth,
transforming human life, bring-
ing justice, universal peace, and
so on. That’s the object of hope.
The second aspect of hope is the
attitude of hopefulness. Hope is
not just what we look forward to,
but is a present feeling of confi-
dence in God and His purposes,
with which we move into the fu-
ture. And we in the present look
hopefully toward the future be-
cause we are related to the God
of the furure.

I’ll cite a New Testament pas-
sage which may be helpful in de-
fining the components of hope.
In the fourth chapter of Paul’s
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letter to the Romans, Paul has a
discussion about Abraham,
whom Paul sees as the father of
us all, both Jews and Gentiles. A
great promise had been made to
Abraham that, in spite of his age,
God would bless him with innu-
merable descendants. Well, in-
terestingly, in Romans 4:18, Paul
says this about Abraham: “Hop-
ing against hope, he believed that
he would become ‘the father of
many nations.””* Hope is what
you do when there doesn’t seem
to be any hope at all! And you
can only do that if you are in
touch with God and relying upon
His word. Nothing else would
give you hope at such a time.

Another important passage is
the latter half of Romans 8. Here
Paul is talking about suffering,
and he describes our present
world as one in which there is in-
credible groaning. The creation
is groaning and we are groaning.
We groan because we are pain-
fully waiting for the final re-
demption which isn’t yet here,
but we are hoping for it. Then
Paul says, in verses 24 and 25,
“For in hope we were saved. Now
hope that is seen is not hope. For
who hopes for what is seen? But
if we hope for what we do not
see, we wait for it with patience.”
So, hope is a kind of patient con-
fidence in God and patient wait-
ing for that which we do not see.
We're pinning our lives upon
something which is not available
to sight, but is present in the
word of God and the experience

of God that we have.

Shabbat Shalom: How then
would you differentiate between
faith and hope? In 1 Cor-
inthians 13 Paul seems to draw
some kind of distinction be-
tween the two. As you were talk-
ing about hope, the images that
flashed into my mind were very
similar to the word faith, so I'm
curious about the connections
between the two.
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Blazen: Yes, I think there is a
real connection between them.
Let me put it like this: Hope is
faith turned toward the future.
In other words, I don’t see hope
as being different from faith; it
is faith’s future orientation. Faith
looks upward; it has a vertical
stance. It looks up to God. And

Hope is faith turned
toward the future.

hope looks forward. It hasa hori-
zontal or linear element to it. It
looks forward to what this God
in whom we have faith will do in
history. In 1 Corinthians 13,
which you referred to, we have
one of Paul’s great statements. It
closes with the affirmation that
what really counts in this world
is faith, hope, and love. These
are interrelated realities and, ac-
cording to Paul, the greatest is
love. So, in this light, it is insuf-
ficient to talk only about faith
and hope; we must also talk
about love. We have faith in the
one whom we love. We have
hope for that which is the object
of our affection. I think, then,
that hope is the affirmation of the
ultimate victory of God’s love in
the world. That’s the way, at
least, I would express it.

Shabbat Shalom: O.K. We
have talked about the definition
of hope. Now let’s talk about the
importance of hope. Why is
hope important for Christians?
Why is it such an integral ele-
ment in the Christian’s life?

Blazen: What characterized
Christianity at the very begin-
ning? Hope was part and parcel
from the very start. There was a
sense of fulfillment, that the re-
demption which had been hoped
for had been powerfully inaugu-
rated in Jesus, whom Christians
identified as the Messiah. There
was the sense that the Hebrew
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Scriptures had found their deep-
est meaning in the proclamation
and deeds of Jesus, who died and
rose again. His resurrection was
a vindication, showing that his
life and death had great signifi-
cance. But was that the end of
the matter? The early Christians
said, “No.” The one who died
and rose again would, and indeed
must, come back again to com-
plete the work of redemption. It
was as if there was an unfinished
symphony. His death had mean-
ing, his resurrection had mean-
ing, but there was more yet to
take place. That is why they
looked forward to the return of
Christ, the Second Coming of
Christ, as Christians speak of it.
The whole New Testament is
filled with hope in that coming.

Remember the two Emmaus
travelers, mentioned at the end of
the Gospel of Luke, who were
making their way to Emmaus af-
ter the crucifixion of Jesus? In an
unrecognized form the risen Jesus
appeared to them. Their words
to him were words of hopeless-
ness. “We had hoped that he was
the one to redeem Israel” (Luke
24:21), which meant, of course,
that their hopes were now in vain.
But when they recognized that
this was Jesus, who had risen, their
hope was revived and they could
look forward to the future in hope
again. 1 Peter 1:3 speaks of us as
being born again to “a living hope
through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ from the dead.” And I
might just say this: I think the

Jewish hope is hope
for deliverance in this
world. .. Christian
hope, on the other
hand, is to a large
degree deliverance

from this world.

question of hope is really the ques-
tion of God. If there is no hope,
then God’s promises to Israel and
the Church have failed. So, when
you are talking about hope, you
are really talking about God.
That’s why hope was so important
for the early Christians.

Shabbat Shalom: Then what
about the difference between
Jewish hope and Christian hope?
You've talked a little bit about
the importance of hope in the
Christian life, and that seems
obvious. What would be the
difference between Jewish hope
and Christian hope?

Blazen: I want to be careful
here, because there are many
points of contact between Jewish
hope and Christian hope. I sup-
pose, as a generality, I could say
that Jewish hope is hope for de-
liverance 77 this world. Jews have
always looked for the fulfillment
of hope in terms of what was go-
ing to happen here on earth. And
what was going to happen? A
major point was the restoration
of Israel. Israel has found itself,
all through its history, under
domination by foreign powers.
Thus, this restoration was very
important. There was also the ex-
pectation of universal peace and
justice as realities in this world.
Christian hope, on the other
hand, is to a large degree deliver-
ance from this world. So you
might say that for Jews there is a
more worldly hope, and for
Christians a more transcendent
hope. Yet I don’t want to over-
play this, because the note of
transcendence is itself derived
from Jewish apocalyptic, and be-
cause there are obvious similari-
ties and overlapping between
Jewish hope and Christian hope.
But in terms of difference, Juda-
ism emphasizes human involve-
ment in the realization of hope
more than Christianity does.
Christians, especially conserva-
tive ones, seem to be waiting




more for God to do that which
needs to be done, and Jews, gen-
erally, though not exclusively,
have tended to see human beings
as involved in the actualization

of this hope.

Shabbat Shalom: Now, al-
though the differences seem

while Christians are hoping for
the Second Coming of the Mes-
siah, but we both look to the
coming of the Messiah. We
could mention other things, such
as the concept of the Kingdom
of God, the notion of the resur-
rection from the dead, the idea

of the judgment of God in which

“The church of Jesus Christ has kept no picture
of its Savior and Lord, but it might well be
that he who comes at the end of time, he who
has been alike the expectation of the synagogue
and the church, will bear one and the same
countenance.” —Hans Joachim Shoeps.

somewhat clear, there is, you say,
certainly a relatedness, an over-
lapping between Jewish hope
and Christian hope. Could you
speak about that?

Blazen: I think there are a
number of things in common,
and Christians have taken these,
in large measure, from Jewish
understandings and from the
Hebrew Scriptures. First among
these is that the basis of hope is
the God who acts in history.
Both Jews and Christians empha-
size this point. Jews look back
to the Exodus as the major event
in which God acted in history
and which is the basis of their
belief that He will act again.
They also see Him acting in
bringing Israel back from the
Exile. Christians believe that, in
Jesus, God has acted again for the
salvation of the world. What He
did in Jesus is the basis of hope.
So, we both look to history and
what God is doing in history.

Other things that are similar
involve Messianic expectation it-
self, the idea that a Messiah
would come. True, there is a dif-
ference. Jews are hoping for the
First Coming of the Messiah;

justice will be manifested, and
the idea of the renewal of the
earth. Jesus says in one place,
“Blessed are the meek, for they
will inherit the earth” (Matthew
5:5). That’s a very Jewish idea.

We share these ideas in common.

And I would like to share a
thought that I found in a Jewish
book. Allow me to just read one
little section from the book, Paul,
by Hans Joachim Shoeps. What
Shoeps says has really moved me.
It bears upon the difference, but
also the similarity between Juda-
ism and Christianity. Here is his
statement:

Thus difference as well as
affinity becomes clear. The
Messianism of Israel is di-
rected toward that which is
to come, while the
eschatology of the univer-
sal Christian church looks
for a return of him who has
come. Both are united in
the common expectation
that the decisive event is
still to come, that event
which will disclose the con-
summation of God’s ways
with men, already partially
and differently manifested

in his dealings with Israel
and the church. The
church of Jesus Christ has
kept no picture of its Sav-
ior and Lord, but it might
well be that he who comes
at the end of time, he who
has been alike the expecta-
tion of the synagogue and
the church, will bear one
and the same countenance

(page 258).
Shabbat Shalom: Wow!

Blazen: I seldom am moved so
much by a statement as I am
moved by this one, and it tells me
I want to keep very close to my
Jewish brothers and sisters, for we
are all looking for the coming of
the Christ. We are looking for
one who will indeed bring uni-
versal peace and universal justice.
We are very much alike in this.

Shabbat Shalom: It seems very
clear that there are similarities
and much overlap when it comes
to Jewish hope and Christian
hope. We have talked at some
length about this. Now, what
about other issues? Is it possible
to hope without the religious
dimension, without God?

Blazen: I don’t think so. No.
If we were to hope without God,
what would be the basis of our
hope? Would it be the self, our
self? Would it be man? Would
it be human society and human
goodness? We have learned that

If you omit God, you

omit hope as well.

these things fail. Iwould find no
source for hope at all if God were
not a part of the picture. In the
light of Romans 15:13, which
speaks about God as “the God of
hope,” I think that if you omit
God, you omit hope as well. In
another letter of the New Testa-
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Auschwitz proves that
we cannot hope in
man. Man, not God,
is the creator of
Auschwitz.

ment, the book of Ephesians, in
the second chapter, Paul pictures
the Gentile world prior to its re-
ception of the message of salva-
tion. He describes the Gentiles
with two phrases (verse 12):
“having no hope,” and “without
God in the world.” I think this
is quite correct. Without God
there is no true hope at all.

Shabbat Shalom: It happened
before my lifetime, but people
who live in my generation have
certainly been immensely im-
pacted by it. The interest in it
has had ever widening ripples,
which are still being keenly felt,
as is evidenced by films such as
Schindler’s List, and others. I'm
speaking, of course, of the Ho-
locaust. When something like
that happens, I guess one of the
obvious questions that arises,
Dr. Blazen, is, can we still hope
after that? Can we still hope af-
ter Auschwitz, after something
so horribly incredible has taken
place among us?

Blazen: I think this question
is very much related to the pre-
vious one you asked. Auschwitz
proves that we cannot hope in
man. Man, not God, is the cre-
ator of Auschwitz. But the ques-
tion is, Can we hope in God, the
Creator of this world? Many
have found it very difficult to
continue hoping in God, pre-
cisely because God allowed
Auschwitz. I have a great deal of
feeling for those who are troubled
by this. Rabbi Rubenstein, in his
book, After Auschwitz, believes
that Auschwitz proves that God
can no longer be understood as
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before, and the Jewish people
should no longer be seen as God’s
chosen and covenant people.

For me, as a Christian, I read
the story of Jesus, one who, like
the Jewish people, manifested
goodness, looked toward God,
and so on. Nevertheless Jesus was
crucified. His life was ended. It
seems to me that you have the
same problem with the suffering
and death of the one that you
have with the suffering and death
of the many. Yet, in the life of
Jesus, we see vindication. We see
not only the strangeness and hor-
ror of a crucified Christ, but we
see the glory of a risen Christ as
well. So, it seems to me that even
when things look the darkest,
from the vantage point of faith,
there is reason to hope. Out of
the ashes of suffering and the
darkness of pain and death God
does His new thing. He brings
resurrection. Today we see the
new state of Israel, and we ob-
serve Jews making a real come-
back in the world. I believe that
the Christian view of Jesus as the
crucified and risen Christ gives
us incredible reason to hope as
well. Consequently, I think it is
possible to hope after Auschwitz;
not because of anything that hap-
pened in Auschwitz, but because
God brings new life. We can
hope because we dare to main-
tain our faith in God as the Cre-
ator of the world and the Re-
deemer of it.

Shabbat Shalom: 1 can’t help
but notice, as you speak about
not just Auschwitz, but about
hope, that you speak of it with

Out of the ashes of
sufffering and the
darkness of pain and
death God does His

new thing.

conviction and obvious feeling,
much more than in just an aca-
demic way. Is there a special ex-
perience in your own life that has
had a distinctive impact upon
your understanding of hope?

Blazen: In my life there have
been a number of special experi-
ences. When I was a young boy,
a religious teacher instilled great
fear in me. The teacher said,
“You could die at any moment,
and, if there are large sins upon
your soul, you will be lost for-
ever.” The thought of dying at
any moment, even more than
that of being lost forever, seared
its way into my youthful con-
sciousness. One day when my
parents were gone, I became an
emotional wreck thinking that
this might be the day. Fearand a
rapid pulse worked together. My
mother’s comfort upon her re-
turn, while soothing, did not do
away with the fear.

Years later, I heard the preach-
ing of Seventh-day Adventists.
They taught that the Jesus who
had once come unexpectedly as
the suffering Christ was soon
going to come again as the victo-
rious and conquering Christ. As
I grasped hold of this, hope was
kindled in me. Of course, there
still was the ever recurrent real-
ity of death, but the proclama-
tion of the fact that Christ had
risen from the dead and as the
Risen One was coming back
again was what made it possible
for me to go on in hope. Yes,
even if I die—though Christ’s
soon coming might keep me
from death—there is the resur-
rection. Christ will return to

bring life to the dead.

Another event has to do with
the loss of my first wife and its
aftermath. Ilost my first wife to
a malignancy, and later was re-
married to a woman who had lost
her husband to a massive heart
attack. Just a few days after our




[ lost my first wife to a malignancy, and later
was remarried to a woman who had lost her
husband to a massive heart attack. Just a few
days after our marriage, both of my wifes
children were killed in an automobile crash.
This had a tremendous impact upon us and
our understanding and need of hope.

marriage, both of my wife’s chil-
dren were killed in an automo-
bile crash. This had a tremen-
dous impact upon us and our
understanding and need of hope.
In 1 Peter 5:7 it says, “Cast all
your anxiety on him, because he
cares for you.” I think this is
what happened with us. We put
all our cares on God and prayed
that He would give us the hope
we needed to sustain us after such
a tremendous loss. I believe He
has done just that. The message
of Scripture about a God who has
acted in Israel’s history and in the
life, death, and resurrection of
Jesus is the basis of our hope.

Shabbat Shalom: 1t’s hard to
imagine being in that kind of
position, with such immense
personal tragedy and loss. Is
there a way you could articulate
the place that hope has in your
personal life, even further than
what you've just said? Some
other word that you might share
about its place in your life?

Blazen: Well, I think that as a
Seventh-day Adventist, hope is
the essence of my life. We be-
lieve that God brings us special
rest on each seventh, or Sabbath,
day, and the fact that He does so
is itself a basis for believing and
hoping that one day He will give
us the full rest, the fulfillment of
the hope toward which we are
looking. Without that hope it
would be very easy to fall into
depression and despair. Hope is
related to meaning. If there is

nothing to look forward to, and
hence no purposeful movement
into the future, this will affect the
way we live the present, and there
will be a tremendous loss of
meaning. In arguing for the fu-
ture resurrection, the Apostle
Paul once said, “If for this life
only we have hoped in Christ, we
are of all people most to be pit-
ied” (1 Corinthians 15:19). That
is to say, if our hopes go no far-
ther than the circumference of
these very temporary lives we
now live, then we, as Christians,
are really pitiable. To proclaim
resurrection but not to have
eschatological life is an unbear-
able contradiction.

Shabbat Shalom: You have lit-
erally given your life to the study
of Scripture, and have just been
sharing with us also how the is-
sue of suffering has touched you
in very profound and personal
ways, so I'd like to ask about the
intersection of those two things.
What, for you, at this point,
would be the biblical text which
might contain the most power-
ful lesson on hope?

Blazen: There are many won-
derful passages, but I think the
one that moves me, perhaps the
most, is found, once again, in the
book of Romans. I refer to chap-
ter 5. According to verse 2, we
rejoice in our hope of one day
sharing the glory of God. The
question then becomes, Will this
hope pan out? Will it actually
happen? Paul answers this very

question in verse 5. He says that
our hope will not disappoint us.
It will not fail us. It will not
prove to be an illusion. It will
not be a cunningly devised fable.
Why not? What gives certainty
to our hope? I think the rest of
verse 5, as well as the rest of the
section down to verse 10, gives
the answer. Paul says our “hope
does not disappoint us, because
God’s love has been poured into
our hearts through the Holy
Spirit that has been given to us.”
So, according to this verse, we
can have confidence that our
hope for the future will succeed,
because of what God has done for
us in the past. Now what is that?
He has poured his love into our
hearts through the gift of the
Holy Spirit. This has already
happened. Now we must ask,
what is the content of this love
which we must know in order to
have hope for the future? The
answer begins to emerge in verse
6 where the topic is the death of
Jesus. “For while we were still
weak, at the right time Christ
died for the ungodly.” Here Paul
focuses on the death of Jesus
upon the cross. From one van-
tage point, this death looked as
if it had no meaning, but from
another it had great meaning. He
was there for us. Well then, in
verse 8, Paul goes on to say, “But
God proves his love for us in that
while we still were sinners Christ

died for us.”

This leads to a conclusion
which almost shouts out from the
chapter. It revolves around the

We can have
confidence that our
hope for the future
will succeed, because

of what God has done
for us in the past.
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We believe that God brings us special rest on
each seventh, or Sabbath, day, and the fact that
He does so is itself a basis for believing and
hoping that one day He will give us the full
rest, the fulfillment of the hope toward which

we are looking.

words, “how much more,” in
verses 9 and 10 which indicate
that, if God has done the most
difficult thing, given His son to
die for enemies, how much more
will He do the easier, save to the
uttermost His newly constituted
friends!

I remember seeing a film on
Mother Teresa. She is cradling
in her arms a very dirty, diseased
and dying person. He is looking
up at her and saying to her, “Why
are you doing this?” She looks
at him and responds, “Because I
love you.” She takes him into her
hospital and he’s cleaned up, laid
on nice clean sheets, and cared
for every day. What does he
know? That if she was willing to
come to him in his diseased and
dying condition, and express her
love to him then, how much
more can he count on the fact
that she’s going to be with him
every moment along the way. So,
I think Romans 5 is the chapter
that moves me perhaps more than
any other.

Shabbat Shalom: It certainly
is not hard to understand why
it would. While listening to you
talk about it I sensed hope well-
ing up within me anew; it’s a
wonderful passage.

Your story of Mother Teresa
leaves me with a vivid image in
my mind. I hope you don’t mind
my dipping back, just a little bit,
to something you spoke of ear-
lier, to bring it in line with that
image. You suggested earlier
that without God it is really not
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possible to hope; yet those of us
who believe in God have a very
real hope in our hearts and lives.
My question is, How might it be
possible to incarnate hope in
those around us who may not
have the hope that we have and
may not have the belief we hold?
Is it possible to incarnate hope
in them?

Blazen: I'm glad you asked this
question, because we do not want
to isolate ourselves from the
wider world community. Our joy
must not be merely self-focused.
We wish that we might aid in
bringing hope to the world, that
our own particular faith may
make some contribution to hu-
man hope for people in different
cultures. We need to recall once
again the connection of faith,
hope, and love found in 1
Corinthians 13. Without the
love dimension, I don’t think
your question can be answered.

You know, here at Loma Linda
University it is very interesting to
teach health professional stu-
dents. I have had certain stu-
dents read parts of Bernie Siegel’s
book called Love, Medicine and
Miracles. Bernie Siegel is a
former Yale University surgeon
who is now retired but continues
to lecture. In this book, he says
that as the physician loves the
patient, and the patient senses
this love, this gives birth to hope
in the patient, which can turn on
the immune system, so that the
miracle of healing can take place.
I think it’s like that in the spiri-
tual realm.

Shabbat Shalom: Very good.
A very clear connection, then.
Now, such a grand theme as
hope must have maybe a last
word, a last thought. It’s obvi-
ously something you have expe-
rienced in your own life and had
reason to experience because of
pain and suffering. So would
you give us a final thought, a last
word on hope?

Blazen: Since our hope is so
much connected with Scripture,
I would like, in concluding, to
point to Romans, where Paul says
in a prayerful blessing, “May the
God of hope fill you with all joy
and peace in believing, so that
you may abound in hope by the
power of the Holy Spirit” (Ro-
mans 15:13). This is a blessing
which connects hope with the
presence of the Holy Spirit in the
life, and Paul prays that we might
have this hope.

I would like to reiterate this
prayer. May the God of all hope
help us know what is the hope to
which He has called all of us.
According to Ephesians, this is a
hope which is said to be first of
all the hope of Israel. It was Jews
who were first to set their hope
on Christ (Ephesians 1:12).
Then the Gentiles, through the
influence of Israel, through the
Scriptures of Israel, and through
the true Israelite, Jesus, came to
know the meaning of this hope
as well. We Christians thank
God for this and pray that all of
us, both Jews and Christians,
may have a firmer grasp of this

hope.

Shabbat Shalom: Thank you,
Dr. Blazen, for these most hope-
ful thoughts on hope.

'This interview was conducted by Randy
Roberts, Assistant Professor of Practical The-
ology at Loma Linda University.

?All biblical quotations are from the New

Revised Standard Version.




