
Sermon: “Building up Hope”                                   Rev. Debbie Johnson  
 
 
Good morning!  I should take a moment to introduce myself to you.  My name is Debbie Johnson and I live in 
Mississauga with my husband Wayne.  I retired from active ministry just over a year ago although I continue to 
serve as a VAM – Voluntary Associate Minister with both Home United and North Bramalea where I had served 
for over 11 years.  I was in seminary with Rev. Eleanor at Emmanuel College and our paths have continued to 
cross over the years.  I am grateful to be able to be with you this morning and thank you for the invitation to 
share in worship with you.   I hope and pray that one day we will also meet in person.  And now I pray that the 
words I offer and the reflections of our hearts and minds together, will in the power of the Spirit lead us into 
greater connection with God and one another as we encourage one another to reach out and build up hope in 
the world that God so loves.   
 
Paul’s letters to the various churches that he founded or helped to grow, provide us with a glimpse of some of 
the issues facing the early church.  We struggle with many of the same issues today.  Paul wrote this letter 
mostly to encourage the Thessalonians and others, by reminding them that when they made the decision to 
follow Jesus, they became one with Christ – Jew and Gentile, slave and free – all one in Christ Jesus.  Paul reminds 
them that being one in Christ doesn’t mean that we all look the same, but rather that we find our unity, identity 
and strength in the deep and wide diversity of community.  But even then, the desire to live in unity with one 
another, to celebrate and respect diversity of every kind, was often hard.   There is much we could explore on 
this topic, but this morning I’m focusing on building up hope. 
 
The Thessalonians were asking - How do we keep living into and encouraging this vision of unity, when we don’t 
always agree with one another?  How do we keep hoping and working for the world Jesus spoke about, the 
kingdom or kindom of heaven come on earth?  How do we keep hoping and encouraging one another and 
people new to the faith, that the vision will become a reality.  We still ask those questions as we pray each week 
– thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven – and sadly, we still have a long way to go, and 
it’s easy to give up hope.   
 
Paul writes this letter to the Church in Thessalonica to encourage them to live into their calling as followers of 
Jesus and be more deliberate in reflecting their unity by sharing God’s love with the people around them.   
 
Encouragement – we all need it – don’t we?  The Oxford online dictionary describes encouragement as the 
action of giving someone support, confidence, or hope…to help someone to feel confident and able to do 
something.  Think of a really good coach.  They don’t go out on the court or the rink or the field but they help 
you to learn the moves, to learn a new thing, to stretch yourself beyond where you think you can go, to practice 
what you know, and when you feel like you are never going to get it, to keep encouraging you that you can!  A 
good coach supports you to stay the course and offer you the hope and confidence that you will get this.  Like 
Walter Gretzky flooding the backyard so his young son Wayne could skate and shoot for 6 hours or more a day 
(and as a bonus Walter could keep warm in the house☺) 
 
When I think of encouragement, I remember the movie The Miracle Worker, (and I remember the 1962 one not 
the newer one☺) where Anne Bancroft played Annie Sullivan, the tutor hired to teach the blind and deaf Helen 
Keller played by Patty Duke, to communicate through sign language.  While she had her doubts, Anne persisted 
through every frustration and Helen’s anger and confusion until that day when her constant encouragement led 
Helen to understand the sign for water and with that breakthrough, could soon communicate with Annie and 
the world around her.  What would have happened to Helen Keller if her mother or Annie Sullivan had given up 
encouraging her to “see and communicate” in the ways that she could with the world around her?  Helen went 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/feel
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/confident
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/able


on to become one of the greatest humanitarians of the 20th century, as well as co-founding the ACLU – the 
American Civil Liberties Union.  What a loss it would have been if she wasn’t encouraged along the way. 
 
What encouragement do you need today?  I’m going to guess that one of the things we need encouragement 
on today is how to deal with the continued spread of the coronavirus and its impact on our lives.  I know that 
being able to meet in person in this church building was really important for many of you.  Some of you may not 
have been able to do that and were grateful that online ministry continued.   Some of you may have friends or 
family members that you have not seen in over 8 months – maybe since last Christmas – and there is fear that 
we won’t be meeting them in person for quite a while yet.   The level of uncertainty that we are all dealing with 
is overwhelming our brains, our bodies, minds and spirits.  You may think – well I’ve been doing everything right 
– why is this disease still wreaking such havoc?  How do we keep encouraging one another to stay the course, 
to believe we are not alone, to trust that healing will come, to believe Christ is in our midst and not give up hope 
for that day? 
 
I read a story of hope and encouragement the other day about Donna Callcutt-Andrew, age 82, who lives in the 
Ottawa area.  After having been hospitalized in August, she was unable to return to her home and had to move 
in with her daughter and family.  The loss and transition was very hard for everyone, but especially for Donna 
who had lived independently enjoying a full life and activities with friends.  Her daughter realized her mom was 
becoming more and more depressed and was searching for ideas about ways she could encourage her.  She 
came across some information on cocktails and remembered that her mom had always enjoyed her Happy Hour!  
Her daughter started encouraging her to try a different cocktail each afternoon and that is how Cocktails with 
Grandma was born.   When her daughter suggested sharing the cocktails on social media, Donna was reluctant 
but slowly began to enjoy her new found celebrity.  So much so that her first questions of the day are how many 
followers do I have and what cocktail are we drinking today?!   There may need to be an intervention in her 
future, but for now, she has recovered her zest for life, even in her new circumstances, and she is now 
encouraging others to do the same.  
 
That’s the thing about encouragement – the more we are encouraged, the more we also begin to encourage 
others!  Who are you encouraging these days?  Who do you know who is feeling the weight of this pandemic?  
Who isn’t sure they can make it through this upcoming winter being isolated?  What is one thing that you as an 
individual, and together as a community of faith, can do to support and encourage one another and the people 
around you?  What are some ways for you to build up hope?  That’s the task that Paul challenged the 
Thessalonians with – Speak encouraging words to one another. Build up hope so you’ll all be together in this, 
no one left out, no one left behind. I know you’re already doing this; just keep on doing it. 
 
I know many of you know Rev. Evelyn McLachlan.  Since the summer she has taken on almost daily 5k+ walks 
with Earle.  She posts the map where she has walked on her Facebook page to demonstrate some accountability 
and she has received so much encouragement from friends online.  But even more than that, her posting about 
the very real struggles some days to get out bed and walk is encouraging others of us to do the same.  I’m not 
at every day yet, but I have some friends who are encouraging me too and that’s making all the difference.   
 
When Paul wrote the Thessalonians, he wasn’t only encouraging them as individuals but also as a community.  
I could tell from looking at your website, that you as a church in this community, have made encouraging and 
supporting the community part of your commitment to live as followers of Christ.  Your community garden, 
support of the women’s shelter and foodbank, as well as your care and compassion ministries seem to be making 
an incredible impact.  I want to encourage you to continue doing what you are doing, and perhaps with 
Christmas coming, explore some of the ways you can encourage one another and the community around you.   
 



I have a friend who use to organize the Friendship Teas we had at the church which we can’t do right now.  So 
she has taken it upon herself to send a card to the 35-40 women who would have gathered, with a scripture 
verse of encouragement.  Like Joshua 1:9 - Be strong and courageous. Do not be frightened or dismayed, for the 
Lord your God is with you wherever you go."  Or Philippians 4:13 – I can do all things through Christ who 
strengthens me. Or 1:3 – I thank God every time I remember you.  I can’t tell you how much it lifts my spirits to 
receive one of these cards.  For the first time in I don’t know how many years, I am actually going to send 
Christmas cards this year – with what I hope will be words of encouragement and hope for those I love.  My 
friend has encouraged me to encourage others and you can too! 
 
You know the most amazing thing about building up hope through encouragement – it’s real.  It’s not just pie in 
the sky dreaming.   It changes the lens through which we look at the world.  Instead of being filled with fear and 
frustration, dread and despair, we discover the power of hope, to build up and encourage one another.  As 
Mother Teresa once said - 'Not all of us can do great things. But we can do small things with great love.’  
Maybe that’s why when the disciples asked Jesus to teach them how to pray as he did, he invited them to pray 
daily with the words of what we call the Lord’s Prayer.  It’s a prayer that reminds us that in the midst of our 
great diversity, the inequities and injustices we and our world experiences, we are one in Christ – a unity that is 
beyond any particular religious understanding.  The prayer reminds us that what we do matters, how we live 
and love makes a difference in our lives and in the lives of the people around us.  It’s a prayer that urges us to 
not give up hope that God is still at work in the world, in you and me, to trust that God is for us and not against 
us, and that step by step, with each encouraging word, the Kingdom of Heaven will come fully on earth.  
 
There is still a long road ahead for the kingdom of heaven to come fully on earth – but with every ounce of 
encouragement and hope we receive and offer one another, we can live as if it is fully here – just as Jesus said 
it was.   You may never know what your encouragement to another will do but I end with the words of Helen 
Keller who said “Once I knew only darkness and stillness... my life was without past or future... but a little 
word from the fingers of another fell into my hand that clutched at emptiness, and my heart leaped to the 
rapture of living.”  Friends – be the hope that encourages one another to live in the power and strength of love 
– and know that you never have to do this alone – for as Jesus promised with these words of hope and 
encouragement – be not afraid for I am with you always until the end of the age.”   
 


