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“And when Caesar saw Brutus, he covered his eyes and gave up”.   

 
During the summer I was fortunate to see a performance of Shakespeare’s “Julius 

Caesar” at an exact replica of Blackfriar’s Theatre.  I hadn’t thought about ancient Roman 
history since…oh, maybe 9th grade.  Which was a very long time ago.  Being a bit foggy on 
the story I found refuge in the Folger-Shakespeare’s line-by-line explanation of what was 
happening.  I wish I would’ve known about the TedEd video we saw in The Whistle Stop.  In 
any case, what stuck with me were the characters’ responses to disappointment.  The 
response to broken trust. 
 

Cassius’s response to Caesar’s popularity was to form a group, the Liberators, to 
violently end the specter of Caesar becoming “Dictator for Life.”  Brutus responded to 
Cassius’s pressure that fed his own fear of reverting to a situation where power was held in 
the hands of one man.  He reluctantly joined the Liberators and their plot to kill Caesar.   
Caesar responded to the realization that trusted Brutus was part of the group that had 
plotted to violently end his power – and his life.  After putting up a fight from those 
stabbing knives he covered his eyes and gave up when he saw that Brutus was part of the 
plot. 
 

Like so many sacred texts, Shakespeare captures the human condition.  All people – 
then and now – have aspirations.  And they have expectations that those aspirations will be 
met.  But quite often they aren’t.  In thinking about my own response to unmet expectations 
one incident comes to mind.  As some of you know, when I answered the call to ministry it 
was within the institutional framework of the UCC – the United Church of Christ.   Like our 
own Unitarian Universalism, they have a list of qualifying requirements.  My expectation 
was that if I fulfilled all of the requirements I would be ordained as a UCC minister; that the 
interview by a panel of lay and ordained people was just a formality.  About three-quarters 
of the way through the final interview it was clear that my ambivalence – in fact, my 
disinterest – in the divinity of Jesus wasn’t going to cut it.  I remember saying the only 
authentic thing I said in the entire interview.  I took a breath and said to the assembly, “This 
isn’t going well, is it?.”  I’m imagining Caesar might have thought the same thing. 

 
Unlike Caesar, I didn’t cover my eyes and give up although there were times I felt 

like it.  And obviously I didn’t die from the stab wounds.  But it still stings a bit.  Not from 
the outcome, which continues to unfold as an absolutely marvelous gift.  No, what stings is 
the betrayal of persons and an institution I thought I could trust.  Just like Caesar trusted 
Brutus and the Republican form of government.  So when you come to me and tell me about 
your disillusionment with your former religious communities or your disappointment with 
your elected representatives I can relate.  What I want to focus on today is our responses – 
our actions – when our great and even not-so-great expectations go unmet. 

 
We live in an age where surely we would be forgiven if, like Caesar, we just covered 

our face and succumbed to despair.  To hopelessness.  But as Unitarian Universalists we 
have pledged to not only search for truth, but to look for meaning.  Succumbing to 
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hopelessness is not an option.  But hope is hard work that requires practice.  Alaina 
Kleinbeck of Duke Divinity School describes living with hope as feeling like “an incarnate 
algebraic equation in which the complicated variables are always in flux, growing and 
shrinking and vanishing and reappearing”.  In other words, everything is always changing. 
If we choose to live with hope we must regularly recalibrate our hopefulness to the reality 
around us and inside us. 

 
Hope is not faith.  Nor is it optimism.  Hope demands honest confrontation of 

injustice, pain and suffering.  It does not wallow but rather works to change the story.  In 
contrast, fear and despair reinforce stories of anxiety, scarcity and the immutability of the 
present circumstances.  Hope works to change the story.  It draws us to action, as action 
often draws us to hope. 

 
Hope – responsible hope – is a way to indicate that our hope -- our language and our 

practices -- need to remain accountable to the losses and limits of life.  Thinking about hope 
responsibly is a way to encourage and foster a sense of possibility that doesn’t deny the 
ways in which things aren’t OK.   This possibility never loses sight of all of the obstacles and 
challenges, while continuing to envision the possibilities.  Take, for instance, the Hurricane 
Dorian weather event.  We here in Florida, hoped we would be spared the devastation of 
Dorian.  But we were aware of the possibility we would suffer some degree of damage and 
inconvenience.  I don’t know many people who assumed an optimistic – ‘everything will be 
all right’ – posture.  Nor do I know of anyone who professed faith that we would be spared.  
Our preparations underscored the saying, ‘hope for the best, but prepare for the worst.’  
And we did.  There was real possibility that we would experience disaster.  Having avoided 
that reality we can now see the possibility of giving aid to those whose reality – like those 
in the Bahamas – were different.  That’s one situation that feels like that ‘incarnate 
algebraic equation’ where all the variables keep changing. 

 
That’s why hope needs practice.  We learn how to hope – to balance the ever-

changing variables.  There’s a constant interaction between the heaviest, most sober 
headlines of the day and then the stories of what our Rev. Dr. Sharon Welch calls “engaged 
goodness.”  These are stories of people who are in incredibly difficult contexts doing what 
they can, resisting violence, and helping one another.  You’re already hearing stories about 
kindness and resilience in the aftermath of Dorian, and I expect you’ll hear more in the 
coming weeks.  These activities and the possibilities that they represent are not anomalies 
or exceptions.  They are indications of what we are capable of in our relationships with one 
another.   

 
We practice hope by being attentive:  to look to the world, to see the world in a 

certain way and to try to tell those stories in a way that other people can hear them and feel 
encouraged by them.  For instance, I heard a story about a graduate student who had an 
assignment to go talk to someone who had experienced suffering and ask them about their 
faith.  She had worked in refugee resettlement and had remained friends with a family from 
what is now the Congo.  The father was a minister who had preached a sermon denouncing 
the President, and then had to flee the country.  So she went back to see him and asked a lot 
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of questions about the experience.  She kept expecting that he would articulate rage and 
lament and grief.  What he just kept giving back was consistent words of faith and of hope 
and trust that things were going to be okay, even when they were in their darkest.  And 
gratitude for the people who had helped them escape, gratitude for the people in the 
refugee camps who provided water and gave him a space where he could continue his 
ministries. 

 
Beloveds, listen for these stories.  You heard from Carole Clarke and her colleagues 

at the forum this morning.  Ask Carole about what she heard at the Border.  What she 
experienced.  Ask Carole about hope.  But remember that people who are really in 
terrifically awful circumstances, the idea of contemplating whether or not they feel hopeful 
is a luxury.  What they’re focused on is survival and getting to the next stage of safety.  I’m 
thinking again about the people in the Bahamas.  Having experienced the aftermath of a 
category 5 hurricane myself, I can tell you that none of them are feeling particularly hopeful 
just now.  Hope will come when they have space and time to reflect on their experience. It’s 
not in the moment when they’re trying to survive.  But it will come.  Because they have 
experienced other, less devastating conditions, they have learned hope. 

 
At least the elders have.  We often do our young people a disservice when we tell 

them they are our future, and assume that all of them are hopeful despite the oppression 
and evil they see in the world.  We forget that hope is hard work; that driving out – or at 
least controlling – cynicism and despair -- requires experience and practice.  If we assume 
that the vitality of youth will carry all of us forward we risk either disengagement or 
groundless optimism.   

 
I said earlier that hope is not faith.  Faith is complete trust is someone or something.  

Theologian H. Richard Niebuhr writes, “The belief that something exists is an experience of 
a wholly different order from the experience of reliance on it.”  This experience of reliance 
– of faith – lies at the core of the religious life.  I don’t know whether or not something 
called God exists, but I rely and trust the idea that the idea that the universe is just; that the 
greatest power is love, and that we are called to goodness.  I don’t know whether or not 
Jesus was divine.  But I am grounded in the message that law is subordinate to love.  
Nourishing this feeling of reliance, of trust, in the lived experiences of our people is a 
significant task of this and all congregations.    

 
Pauli Murray writes in her poem “Dark Testament”: “Hope is a song in a weary 

throat..”  This throat in Murray’s poem is wearied by the truthful confrontation of the 
forced immigration, enslavement and ongoing oppression of African-Americans.  It reads 
like a fever dream as it courses through the darkest parts of the history of this country, 
confronting the reader with the dream of freedom that became a nightmare for so many.  It 
reminds the reader that troubles in our land might ebb and flow, but they do not cease – 
nor can the fight against them cease.  In telling the story of America’s evils, Murray creates 
the conditions for hope.  Hope begins when denial and resignation are laid aside.  Hope 
become possible when the weary throats sing anyway.  Keeping the resolve to hope and not 
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to fear requires life experience.  Keeping that resolve is our task – the job for us creaky, 
silver-haired, occasionally muddled, nap-seeking elders.   

 
Caesar was too wounded to recover his song.  We are not.  We belong to a 

community that is searching for truth and meaning.  That stands, sits, writes, rolls, shouts 
on the side of love.  That witnesses for justice for every single being.  That reveres and 
protects the earth and all of creation.  That is aware of the violence of our world and still 
engages with it.  That dares to hope we can make a difference for the better.   

 
Beloveds, we belong to a community which we can trust in spite of everything.  Ours 

is a community propelled by hope grounded in faith.  As we shape the world around us to 
meet our expectation of health and wholeness I have only one expectation.  I expect us to 
open our weary throats and sing.  May it be so.  Amen. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


