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Practical Hope 

 
 

What does it mean to be called 
together spiritually to practice 
Practical Hope? 

 
  
 
 
 
 

 
Definitions (from Lexico by Oxford) 

Practical  
   (adjective) 

1. Of or concerned with the actual doing or use of something rather than with theory and 
ideas. 

2. (of an idea, plan, or method) likely to succeed or be effective in real circumstances; 
feasible. 

3. So nearly the case that it can be regarded as so; virtual. 

Hope  
   (noun) 

1. A feeling of expectation and desire for a particular thing to happen. 
2. archaic A feeling of trust. 

 
   (verb) 

1. Want something to happen or be the case. 
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Dear Ones... 
 
The Rev Martin Luther King said, "If you lose hope, somehow you lose the vitality that keeps 
life moving, you lose that courage to be, that quality that helps you go on in spite of it all.” 
What a statement!  It seems to suggest that we can’t live outside of hope.  Yet, because of the 
overuse of the word, I feel that we fail to ascertain how powerful a concept it contains. 
Moreover, we tend to use it in the same way we wish for something.  And, if we cross our 
fingers with enough intensity and close our eyes tight enough what we hope for will come to 
pass.  In other words, we have a deep desire for something, then we wait with great 
expectation for it to come to us.  We want it and this desire alone shall make it happen.  That 
feels fantastical and unreachable, and requires a lot of luck.  At the end, we are often left 
disappointed and disenchanted. 
 
This month, I invite you to explore the hope that Rebecca Solnit speaks of in “Hope in the 
Dark.”  
 

“Hope is not a lottery ticket you can sit on the sofa and clutch, feeling lucky.  It is an axe 
you break down doors with in an emergency.  Hope should shove you out the door, 
because it will take everything you have to steer the future away from endless war, from 
the annihilation of the earth's treasures, and the grinding down of the poor and 
marginal…  To hope is to give yourself to the future - and that commitment to the future 
is what makes the present inhabitable.” 

 
That’s practical hope.  Practicality grounds hope.  It gives it substance, texture and something 
to grab unto.  This, in turn, gives it credibility and achievability.  It’s a gettin-down-in-the-dirt 
kind of hope.  This kind of hope requires our involvement and our engagement.  We can’t 
simply have a want and pray that it will be satisfied.  Instead, we have a want, and then we live 
our lives in the way that would best make it possible for this want to take root and bear fruit. 
We have to be about working hand-in-hand with hope to realize the future we long for. 
 
When I look at all the protests throughout the country and the demand for justice, I see 
practical hope in action.  The hope is for a future where Black bodies are safe and a world that 
values equity.  And, we are practical in that we’re not simply wishing for this, we are actively 
working for and towards it. May we continue to be uneasy in the present so that we give 
ourselves to the future.  May we be hopeful. And may we be practical about it. 
 
Rev Margalie Belizaire 
Assistant Minister 
First Unitarian Church of Rochester 
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Spiritual Exercises 
Select one of the exercises below to practice and come prepared to discuss the 
experience and  your thoughts and feelings about it with your group.  
 
Exercise A:  
In his speech to the Democratic National Convention in 2004, the freshman senator from 
Illinois gave a speech entitled “The Audacity of Hope”.  Barack Obama’s closing words were:  
 

In the end, that's what this election is about. Do we participate in a politics of cynicism 
or a politics of hope? John Kerry calls on us to hope. John Edwards calls on us to 
hope. I'm not talking about blind optimism here — the almost willful ignorance that 
thinks unemployment will go away if we just don't talk about it, or the health care crisis 
will solve itself if we just ignore it. No, I'm talking about something more substantial. It's 
the hope of slaves sitting around a fire singing freedom songs; the hope of immigrants 
setting out for distant shores; the hope of a young naval lieutenant bravely patrolling 
the Mekong Delta; the hope of a millworker's son who dares to defy the odds; the hope 
of a skinny kid with a funny name who believes that America has a place for him, too. 
Hope in the face of difficulty. Hope in the face of uncertainty. The audacity of hope! 

 
Reflect on this passage.  Can you identify a time in your life when you’ve had the audacity to 
hope?   When Hope is whispering in the background, in the darkest of times, have you heard 
her faint whisper and begun to hope?  
 
Exercise B:  
“Hope has two beautiful daughters; their names are Anger and Courage. Anger at the way 
things are, and Courage to see that they do not remain as they are.”  ~Augustine of Hippo,  
Theologian 
 
How do you feel about these two daughters? How can we work with them in disciplined and                 
productive ways? Anger can be destructive; courage can be reckless/feckless. If anger is what              
causes us to look ahead; it has a purpose. Courage fuels us toward action so that hope can be                   
realized. Where do you need the hope Augustine speaks about? What motivates you to move               
forward? Think about a time when either emotion - anger or courage - has led you to take                  
action and be a person filled with hope.  
 
Exercise C:  
The month of December is full of cultural and spiritual traditions that encourage reflection, 
combined with committed action.  Hanukkah means  “rededication” and reaffirms the ideals of 
Judaism.  Yule, or the Pagan celebration of the Winter Solstice, is one of the oldest winter 
celebrations in the world.  It falls on the shortest day of the year and celebrates the rebirth of 
the sun.   Kwanzaa is a week-long celebration that honors African-American culture and 
emphasizes  the principles of unity, self-determination, collective work and responsibility, 
cooperative economics, purpose, creativity and faith.  Advent and Christmas mark the 
anticipation and birth of Jesus in the Christian tradition. The celebration is thought to have its 
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roots in Pagan and Jewish holidays, the festivals of the ancient Greeks, the beliefs of the 
Druids and the folk customs of Europe.  And of course there is the tradition of New Year’s 
resolutions, encouraging us to set intentions and commit to goals for the coming year.  In 
December, we are reminded of the 
opportunity to put hope into action. 
 
What spiritual opportunities are 
calling to you this season? What 
opportunities do you see to provide 
practical hope to others in our 
community ?  How can you begin? 
 
Exercise D:  Acting on our values is not 
easy.  Whether we’d like to get more 
involved in local politics, eat more leafy 
greens, do more to improve urban 
education or floss more regularly.  UU’s 
are a passionate, values driven group, so why is it still so hard to practice “practical hope”? 
Well, for starters, humans by design are built to conserve energy and take the path of least 
resistance.  
 
Christine Carter, PhD of UC Berkeley's Greater Good Science Center suggests that when 
trying to act more in line with our intentions, we need to be willing to be BAD at it.  Research 
tells us that relying on motivation to spur us into action is ineffective because motivation waxes 
and wanes.  In an excerpt from her blog Brave Over Perfect, Carter suggests acting on our 
values requires a willingness to be less than perfect. 
 

The truth is our ability to follow through on our intentions …  actually doesn’t depend 
on the reasons that we might do it or on the depth of our convictions to do it. It also 
doesn’t depend on our understanding of the benefits of a particular behavior, or even 
on the strength of our willpower.  Instead, it depends on our willingness to be bad at 
our desired behavior. 

That’s a tough one, especially if we have an inner critic telling us we should do more and 
better.  If I desire more racial equality in my community, and read a daily blog about white 
privilege, is that ok?  If I hope to right the wrongs of human impact on climate change, and 
begin by composting, is that enough?  If I want to take better care of my health, and only walk 
around the block, is that a cop out?  Research about behavior change tells us the key is 
commitment to small, daily habits that reflect our intentions.  Carter calls this the “better than 
nothing” approach.  Research tells us that these smaller habits will lead to bigger results. 

This month, what are you willing to do badly to practice practical hope?  Can you take one 
desire, and break it down into daily, “better than nothing” actions?  Does perfectionism get in 
the way of practicing practical hope for you? 
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Additional Discussion Questions 
These questions aren’t “homework” that need to be covered entirely. Instead, simply pick the one 
question that speaks to you most and let it lead you where you need to go. The questions often lead not 
to answers, but more questions. 
 

1. Human beings naturally hope for the best in any situation we find ourselves.  Think about some 
of the most difficult situations you have been in. Can you remember what you truly felt when a 
catastrophe occurred? Did you actually feel completely hopeless or desperately hoped that it 
wasn’t as bad as it looked?  Do you agree or disagree that as human beings we are naturally 
wired to hope for the best possible outcome?  

2. What do we hope for as UU’s as compared to other faith traditions. If you came to UU from 
another faith tradition, what drew you to UU?  A loss of hope (or faith) or a different kind of hope 
( or faith)? Is Unitarian Universalism a hopeful religion? 

3. Is it ever useless to hope?  How did you come to that conclusion?  What did you do ?  When 
has hope been a detriment?  How did you know?  Has hope ever set you up for failure?  

4. What, outside of yourself, has given  you hope?  Who, beyond yourself, has given you hope?  
5. What does “practical hope” call us to do in the pandemic? Can we/how can we understand and 

work with people who don’t seem to behave with “practical hope”?  Note that hope and 
hopelessness are not always binary choices; hopelessness can manifest as indifference or 
despair: “it doesn’t matter what I do.” Hope can manifest as recklessness: “we’ll get through this 
so we don’t have to change how we behave.” 

6. Artist and political activist Holly Near suggests that a state of hopelessness “dishonors those 
who came before us.”  (See entire quote below under Resources) We imagine she is referring to 
political activists who have achieved civic progress of which we are the beneficiaries.  She may 
also be referring to our ancestors in general.  What is your reaction to this line of her song? 
Does this change the way you think about hopelessness?  Is it possible to be open, willing and 
hopeless at the same time?  Does thinking about hope as a verb alter your thoughts on 
hopelessness? 
 

Growing our souls 
  

These questions are the same each month and invite us to connect this work of spiritual 
deepening ...  

1. How will our discussion today cause you to be different in the world?  
2. Within our church community, where can you help to make changes related to this topic?  
3. How does this discussion relate to other activities in which you are engaged at church  (e.g., 

parenting, religious education, social justice, worship, music)? 

Readings for Chalice Lighting 
 

Chalice Lighting: Melanie Davis 
A Spark of Hope  
If ever there were a time for a candle in the darkness, 
this would be it. 
Using a spark of hope, 
kindle the flame of love, 
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ignite the light of peace, 
and feed the flame of justice. 
 
Closing:  Robin Gray  
The flame is extinguished, but not our hope for the future, our courage in the face of 
crisis, or the love we share in all the world. 
 

Quotations 
 
❖ It's really a wonder that I haven't dropped all my ideals, because they seem so absurd 

and impossible to carry out. Yet I keep them, because in spite of everything, I still 
believe that people are really good at heart. ~Anne Frank, The Diary of a Young Girl 
 

❖ Hope begins in the dark, the stubborn hope that if you just show up and try to do the 
right thing, the dawn will come. You wait and watch and work: you don't give up. ~Anne 
Lamott  
 

❖ Hope is an embrace of the unknown and the unknowable, an alternative to the certainty 
of both optimists and pessimists. Optimists think it will all be fine without our 
involvement; pessimists take the opposite position; both excuse themselves from acting. 
~Rebecca Solnit  
 

❖ Remember, Hope, Esperanza is not a thing we have or create. Hope is a living Being 
who walks with us always, with vision, and guidance for us-- about our unique ways 
forward, no matter what else. Let no pestilent duende divest you of that Truth. There are 
Truths in this world that can be assailed but never extinguished. That is one of them. 
Hope was present at our conceptions. Hope walks with us all our lives long. ~Clarissa 
Pinkola Estes  
 

❖ Let the beauty we love be what we do. There are hundreds of ways to kneel and kiss 
the ground. ~Rumi 
 

❖ Perfect is not only the enemy of the good; it’s also the enemy of the realistic, the 
possible, and the fun. ~Rebecca Solnit 

 
❖ The journey of a thousand miles, begins with one step. ~Lao Tzu 

 
❖ New life starts in the dark. Whether it is a seed in the ground, a baby in the womb, or 

Jesus in the tomb, it starts in the dark. ~Barbara Brown Taylor, Learning to Walk in the 
Dark 
 

❖ Hope will never be silenced. ~Harvey Milk  
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❖ “Hope and Memory have one daughter and her name is Art, and she has built her 
dwelling far from the desperate field where men hang out their garments upon forked 
boughs to be banners of battle. O beloved daughter of Hope and Memory, be with me 
for a while.” (William Butler Yeats) 
 

❖ The winter-solstice celebration is far older than Christianity.  It is the recognition that at 
the coldest and darkest times, there is still a core of life deep within the seeming dead 
husk, and that life will push through the old and lifeless tissue and will flower and bear 
fruit. ~Dean G. Watt, Smart Love 

 
Additional Resources 

Podcasts, Songs, Articles, Films & Books 
Just as we select spiritual exercises that speak to a diversity of experience, we draw from a diversity of 
sources and include a diversity of voices here. We explicitly seek voices and perspectives of people 
with disabilities, BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color), Women, Trans and NonBinary 
People, other members of the LGBTQ community, children and youth. 
 
Music 
Avishai Cohen - Song of Hope   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R84GNvcwh5w 

Betty Buckly - Hope https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lIOFglBPf-Y&feature=emb_logo 

Dusty Springfield Wishin’ and Hopin’ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vbAoOeXC2Sg 

 

Podcast 
https://www.rzc.org/news/change-and-thus-hope/ 
Podcast Rochester Zen Center 
Change, and Thus Hope 
  
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/16/opinion/sunday/coronavirus-blm-america-hope.html 
Looking at the intersecting national crises of 2020 as an opportunity for us to evolve, reading 
from a July column by New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof. 
 
The "It Gets Better" project; voices of hope for LGBTQ youth.  
ttps://itgetsbetter.org/ 
 
What is the Colour of Hope by Froyle Davis 
https://medium.com/change-your-mind/what-is-the-colour-of-hope-be66da1cb1ce 
 
Tara Brach 
https://www.tarabrach.com/hope-can-heal-pt1/ 
https://www.tarabrach.com/hope-can-heal-pt2 
The mature expression of hope includes three elements: the aspiration for manifesting our full 
potential, a trust that this is possible, and an energy that engages to serve this unfolding. In 
this talk, we explore the importance of hope on the spiritual path, its shadow side, and how we 
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can nourish hope through these three elements in a way that serves inner freedom and the 
healing of our world. 
 
Holly Near ~ I Am Willing 
https://youtu.be/1AkGk5maD8Q 
I am open and I am willing 
To be hopeless would seem so strange 
It dishonors those who go before us 
So lift me up to the light of change 
 
There is hurting in my family 
There is sorrow in my town 
There is panic in the nation 
There is wailing the whole world round 
 
May the children see more clearly 
May the elders be more wise 
May the winds of change caress us 
Even though it burns our eyes 
 
Give me a mighty oak to hold my confusion 
Give me a desert to hold my fears 
Give me a sunset to hold my wonder 
Give me an ocean to hold my tears 
 
Voices of Youth 
After the February 2018 mass shooting at Marjory Stoneman High School students channeled 
their anger into a political movement for gun control legislation. Emma Gonzalez made the first 
speech with political relevance for her generation.  Her concluding refrain "We Call B.S." was 
written from a place of raw emotion, anger and hope.  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/parkland-students-unveil-sweeping-gun-control-propo
sal-and-hope-for-a-youth-voting-surge-in-2020/2019/08/20/145f4574-c36f-11e9-9986-1fb3e43
97be4_story.html 
 
Talks 
Malala Yousafzai 
https://www.ted.com/talks/malala_yousafzai_activism_changemakers_and_hope_for_the_futur
e/up-next  
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EijKDRsMG5s 
We all face major challenges in our lives. Granted some are more in your face than others. In 
this talk, Dr Ann O’Neill shares her recovery model and strategies so that anyone can all turn 
surviving into thriving through HOPE 
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Poetry 
A House of Our Dreams By Dori J. Somers 
We, all of us, build houses for our dreams.. 
The masonry and lumber, glass and tiles, 
A solid form, wherein we see our hopes, 
A shelter and protection for our growth. 
This house shall be a dwelling place 
For courage, for integrity, for love 
Engendered, nourished by a family 
That speaks of "we" and means all humankind. 
These walls shall represent the privacy 
And dignity of individuals, 
The open doors, a welcome to all people, 
All ages, and all generations. 
The windows shall keep light of inquiry 
Illumining from outside and within. 
May all words spoken here be born of love 
And energy rekindle in the hearts 
Of those who dreamed this house-- 
who plied the tools 
And paid the price to actualize the dream. 
May dreaming never cease for those within 
Who know the world to be a troubled place, 
But dare to struggle with imperfectness 
Toward that brighter hope, that better day. 
Let memories add warmth...a heritage, 
A quilted patchwork stitched with history 
Of kindliness, of daring for the good, 
Of funny moments, jokes and smiles and tears. 
This is a precious place, as every home 
That shelters those who love and strive and share. 
Its blessing is in lives that meet within... 
In living, learning, caring, sheltered here. 
 
Hope by Emily Dickinson 
“Hope” is the thing with feathers - 
That perches in the soul - 
And sings the tune without the words - 
And never stops - at all - 
 
And sweetest - in the Gale - is heard - 
And sore must be the storm - 
That could abash the little Bird 
That kept so many warm - 
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I’ve heard it in the chillest land - 
And on the strangest Sea - 
Yet - never - in Extremity, 
It asked a crumb - of me. 
 
In the Time of Plague by N. Scott Momaday (Kiowa) 
https://sites.udel.edu/jdel/2020/08/21/a-poets-thoughts-on-the-pandemic/ 
We keep indoors. 
When we dare to venture out 
We are cautious. Our neighbors 
Smile, but in their eyes there is 
Reserve and suspicion. 
They keep their distance, 
As we do ours, in mute accord. 
Much of our fear is unspoken, 
For there is at last the weight of custom, 
The tender of rote consolation. 
We endure thoughts of demise 
And measure the distance of death. 
Death too wears a mask. 
But consider, there may well be good 
In our misfortune if we can find it. It is 
Hidden in the darkness of our fear. 
But discover it and see that it is hope 
And more; it is the gift of opportunity. 
We have the rare chance to prevail, 
To pose a resolution for world renewal. 
We can be better than we have ever been. 
We can improve the human condition. 
We can imagine, then strive to realize, 
Our potential for goodness and morality. 
We can overcome pestilence, war and poverty. 
We can preserve our sacred purpose. We can 
Determine who we are in our essential nature 
And who we can be. We are committed to this end 
For our own sake and for the sake of those 
Who will come after us. There is a better future, 
And we can secure it. Let us take up the task, and 
Let us be worthy of our best destiny. 
 
Books and Articles 
Almost Everything: Notes on Hope by Anne Lamott 
 
Stitches: A Handbook on Meaning, Hope and Repair by Anne Lamott 
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A Testament of Hope by Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
Hope in the Dark by Rebecca Solnit 
First published in 2004 in the context of the Iraq War, Solnit revised the text in 2016 and made 
it available in response to the broad despair at the election of Trump.   Best place to get a copy 
is Haymarket Books. The e-book is only $5.99. 
https://www.haymarketbooks.org/books/791-hope-in-the-dark 
 
Native Americans see hope… 
https://www.bozemandailychronicle.com/news/native-americans-see-hope-in-black-lives-matte
r-protests/article_6fb93041-f029-5d15-a0f7-79da3a5cf027.html 
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