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t's one of the most lasting images of Holy Week.

Just before the beginning of the Anastasis service

on Saturday night, Orthodox Christians around the

world anticipate the Resurrection of Christ, holding

unlit candles in their hands. After a few minutes in the dark-

ness of the Church, the light

is brought forth so that they

may rejoice in the Resurrected

Christ, lighting their candles

and  triumphantly
“Christos Anesti!”

What many parishioners

singing

do after the service is note-
worthy. Leaving the confines
of the Church, they head to
their cars, carefully trying to
preserve the lit candle so that
its lame isn’t blown out. The
symbolism of this wonderful
tradition is something to be-
hold. One of the greatest gifts
of the Resurrection is that of
hope. Hope is eternally tied
to the Resurrection because
the Resurrection—a real, his-
torical event—was a profound
shift of the ages. Like the lit
candles that we protect and
bring home, hope is some-
thing we are called to carry
with us throughout our lives.

St. Paul, in 1 Corinthians 13:13, states that all of us are to
live in faith, hope and love (Pistis, Elpis and Agape—St. So-
phia’s martyred daughters). His exhortation on how to live the
authentic Christian life has been woven into the fabric of Or-
thodox tradition, and a long list of holy men and women have
borne witness to it. Hope is a also constant theme in the writ-
ings of the Church Fathers. St. John of Karpathos, for example,
states, “It’s more serious to lose hope than to sin.”

Hope has everything to do with how we view the Resurrec-
tion and, by extension, how we view Christ Himself. Hope is an
indicator that the joy of the Resurrection has penetrated one’s
being. How could one have hope if one did not acknowledge

o

the Resurrected Christ as Savior? Coming to terms with what
hope is and discovering what it isn’t can be an elusive endeavor,
particularly since there is a strong tendency among Orthodox
Christians to confuse hope with optimism, a term made popu-

lar by self-help gurus.

Hope has a distinctly
Christian flavor to it. Unlike
optimism, which is secular in
nature, Christian hope isn’t
centered on what human be-
ings can do, but on what God
has done. Hope is an exten-
sion of faith; if faith is a tree,
then hope is the branches of
the tree. The concept of hope
has everything to do with the
Kingdom, which is a present
reality. This Christian hope
is a hope that involves a bet-
ter future intruding on and
decisively shaping the pres-
ent. In Mere Christianity, C. S.
Lewis articulates this point
very clearly: “If you read his-
tory you will find that the
Christians who did the most
for the present world were just
those who thought most of
the next” (p. 134).

Optimism, on the other
hand, is centered on the pres-
ent reality. It is an attitude of expectation that a specific and
positive result will occur—such as recovering from an illness or
passing an exam. With optimism there is an inherent inclina-
tion to anticipate the best possible outcome. Hope is less spe-
cific. It’s an attitude that looks for possibility in whatever life
deals us. Hope does not anticipate a particular outcome, but
keeps before us the possibility that something useful will come
from an event, even if that event involves suffering and pain.

One danger of optimism is that it’s in limited simply be-
cause man is limited. In the face of death, optimism is useless.
The most optimistic person in the world, as resourceful as he
or she may be, cannot prevent death. Hope, on the other hand,
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adds something to death because it redefines and transforms
death: it proclaims that life extends beyond physical death.

Optimism is not only limited, but it can also present other
dangers. When the best possible outcome we expect doesn’t
occur, we are let down and may even feel betrayed. It’s during
these moments that our optimism may turn into its opposite,
pessimism, which is the inclination to anticipate the worst pos-
sible outcome.

Hope stops us from looking a# our problems and teaches us
to look #hrough them. We clearly see the presence of hope in St.
Paul’s second letter to Timothy. As he faces imminent physical
death, St. Paul states the following:

I have fought the good fight. T have finished the race, I have
kept the faith. Finally, there is laid up for me the crown of
righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will
give to me on that Day, and not to me only but also to all
who have loved His appearing. (2 Timothy 4:7-8)

One of the criticisms of living a life in hope is that we are
choosing to avoid reality in looking beyond our present prob-
lems. Yet to hope is not to say that all of the evils and pains of the
world are not real; they are very real. Rather, it’s saying that they
are not the ultimate reality. The Resurrection of Christ didn’t
do away with the cross: it transformed it from a symbol of death
into a symbol of life.

Sociologists have identified three specific qualities needed for
hope to abide in a person. The first is humility. A person needs
to know that he or she is limited and not the center of creation.
The second quality is a reliance on God. The last one is flight
from the attachment to material things. These three qualities are
dominant themes in the Church Fathers’ writings. For us, then,
the challenge is to cultivate a life of hope in the land of plenty
and to live modestly when doing so isn’t easy.

Life’s joys and sorrows, such as the recent economic instabil-
ity, serve as personal barometers, indicating for us just how much
we hope. One of our duties as Christians is to monitor our hope
levels. And this type of vigilant monitoring is for all Christians,
for when we don’t take the Resurrection seriously, or when we
lose touch with its significance, it is easy to let our hope dissipate
into mere optimism.

We need to remember that hope is exclusively practiced in
this world; it is the perfect antidote for suffering and pain. But
hope will not be needed in the next life. We will not need to
hope for a better day, for that perfect day will be in our midst in
its fullness and glory. Hope has an end. The time for it is now.

So the next time we enter a church and light a candle, let us
also remember that there’s something inside us that needs to
be lit and carefully preserved. The decision to hope in times of
suffering and pain is one of the finest responses a Christian can
make. So much of living the Christian life depends on it.

Tom Papagiannis is currently working as a school social worker.
He earned a Masters of School Social Work from Aurora Uni-
versity in 2002, and he received an MDiv from Holy Cross in
2010. Tom and his wife, Katerina, are active members of St. John
the Baptist Church in Des Plaines, IL.

GROWING IN HOPE OF THE RESURRECTION:
TIPS FOR FAMILIES

1. Model for your children a life of hope. Be cog-
nizant of how you respond to a crisis because
children watch their parents and tend to ap-
proach trials and tribulations similarly. Do
you turn to God, to prayer, and to the saints
for intercession when you are going through
difficulties? Or do you try to solve your prob-
lems simply by your own means?

2. Process life events with your child. Try to find
the positives that come from adversity. Some-
times we may not understand why we must
go through heartache and pain, so the only
thing we can do is to look at the good that
came from it.

3. Don’t be afraid to be a social critic. Our soci-
ety sends conflicting and spiritually dangerous
messages. For example, the self-esteem move-
ment of recent decades has tended to instill
people with too much confidence in them-
selves and not enough confidence in God.
Do a little research on subjects like optimism
and positive thinking so that you can evaluate
whether they are Christian in thought.

4. Pay attention when you pray with your child.
Sometimes we need to monitor how and what
we pray. The tendency is to confuse wishing
with praying whenever we make personal pe-
titions. The sets of prayers the Church pre-
scribes include elements of hope and reliance
on God. Point these out for your child. How
we pray tends to indicate how we see God.

5. Read the lives of the saints to your child. The
saints show us how to be truly human. Chil-
dren from a young age tend to thirst for role
models. Many of the stories of saints are avail-
able in easy-to-read language. Point out the
threads of hope that lie within the stories.
God and the hope of the Resurrection are the
sources of saintly virtues such as patience, hu-
mility and love.

o
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