
The Audacity of Hope 

Today’s extra reading is from The Audacity of Hope by Barack 
Obama. 

It’s been almost ten years since I first ran for political office.  
Everywhere I went I’d get asked, “You seem like a nice enough 
guy.  Why do you want to go into something dirty and nasty like 
politics?” 

The question signalled a cynicism not simply with politics but 
with the very notion of a public life, a cynicism that had been 
nourished by a generation of broken promises.  In response I 
would smile and nod and say that I understood the scepticism, 
but that there was – and always had been – another tradition to 
politics that stretched from the country’s founding to the glories 
of the civil rights movement, a tradition based on the simple 
idea that we have a stake in one another, and that what binds 
us together is greater than what drives us apart, and that if 
enough people believe in the truth of that proposition and act on 
it, then we might not solve every problem, but we can get 
something meaningful done. 

When I was at school in the late forties and early fifties most of 
my fellow-pupils and I were interested in politics.  We held a 
mock election every year which aroused passionate debate and 
in which everyone enthusiastically took part.  Many of my 
friends intended to follow a political career and a few actually 
did. 

When I was at university from 1953 to 1956 the clubs 
attached to the major political parties all had large 
memberships. Political debates attracted the best attendances 
at the Union Society.  Several of my contemporaries went on to 
become Members of Parliament.  

When I was a teacher in the eighties and nineties, at a similar 
kind of school to the one I had attended, my pupils scorned 
the very idea that they might be interested in politics.  Every 
year I gave my fifteen-year-old fourth year pupils a 
questionnaire in which they were asked, among other things, 
what they expected to do when they completed their formal 



education.  In all the years no one ever expressed any interest 
in a political career.  The contrast between my own schooldays 
and the eighties and nineties reminds us that indifference to 
politics goes back further than we might think. 

It is this disillusionment with politics that Barack Obama tried 
to address.  His appeal obviously struck a chord with over half 
of the American electorate, so that he became the American 
President.  

The American political system is not the same as ours, but a 
similar scepticism about politics afflicts us as well. The 
percentage of the electorate who actually cast a vote, even in 
general elections, has been falling steadily for years.  You hear 
people say, “Voting is a waste of time -they’re all the same, out 
for number one – I’m not interested in politics.”  

Of course, if you listen to any group of people talking together 
political issues will come up again and again.  People are 
interested all sorts of things which are the raw material of 
politics.  They’re concerned about their child’s schooling, they 
complain about the cost of living, they worry about crime and 
anti-social behaviour, they wonder if their pension will be 
enough to live on.  Those elected to parliament are supposed 
to deal with all these things.  People have become cynical and 
sceptical about politics because they don’t see parliament 
actually doing anything very effective about the things that 
matter to them and they don’t think electing a different 
government will make much difference.   

Two things have happened this year which demonstrate 
differing responses to all this.  On the one hand, the most 
exciting thing about our recent independence referendum was 
that more than 80% of us voted, compared to the 60% or less 
who have been voting in recent elections.  When we were 
invited to cast a vote on an issue which really mattered to us, 
and when it seemed that the result of the vote would make a 
difference, we were energised to take part. 

At the same time, something rather different has been 
happening in England, with the rise of the United Kingdom 
Independence Party.  Yes, this new party has attracted a lot of 



support; but it has nothing new to say, and certainly nothing 
positive to say.  People voting for it are surely not voting for 
such policies as it seems to have, such as the further 
privatisation of the NHS in England.  Worries about 
immigration, mostly based on inaccurate information, have 
contributed; but basically, it has been a sense that the three 
main political parties are simply not listening to the concerns 
of the electorate.   

Of course, some will say that I have no business talking about 
any of this.  Religion, they will say, has nothing to do with 
politics. Well, first of all church leaders should not give 
unqualified support to any political party; and church leaders 
have no right to expect, as they so often did in the past, to be 
obeyed without question. 

But “politics” is just a word to describe how we organise our 
common life; and religion is about life.  Religious teachings are 
teachings about the best way to live.  They are offered for 
people to accept or reject, and not to be obeyed without 
question; but they have to be offered.  And I am sure that what 
we should be saying is what President Obama said before his 
election: that politics has to change; that it has to attempt to 
make life better for all and not just for some, to work for the 
common good and not for any special interest group and above 
all that it has to have more confidence that political decisions 
can make a difference. 

One of the reasons that so many of us are tempted to shrug 
our shoulders and say that there’s no point in voting is that 
the people we elect seem themselves to have no confidence 
that they can do much.  And it is true that there are many 
people and groups of people in today’s world who are so 
powerful that they feel able to ignore the authority of 
democratically elected governments.   The proposed new trade 
treaty between the US and Europe, for example, would allow 
powerful corporations to sue governments if they do anything 
that hits corporate profits.  They could prevent the raising of 
the minimum wage, or demand free access to any profits to be 
made out of the NHS.  So if the government says it is helpless 



to do what we elect them to do, why should we bother about 
which of them is in power?   

But that, surely, is a counsel of despair; and unless as a 
people we can rediscover the hope that things can get better, 
they will not.  We don’t, surely, have to expect the kingdom of 
heaven on earth by next year to hope that we might at least do 
something to improve our common life together. 

The prophets of Israel, whom we remember and celebrate 
during Advent, spoke in hope.  They were not prepared to sit 
back and shrug their shoulders when confronted with 
injustice or corruption.  They had no earthly power or 
authority at their command, but they could speak, they could 
tell people what was wrong, they could confront the evils of an 
unjust society, demand that the poor be lifted out of their 
poverty.  They could hold out before the people a vision of a 
better life, a better world.  Theirs was a political message, 
addressed to the rulers of the land.   

A similar message must be addressed to the rulers of all lands 
today.  Things can be better, you don’t have to go on as before.  
In our continuing financial crisis, the restoration of “business 
as usual” is simply not good enough.  It was “business as 
usual” that got us into a mess; only a new way of doing 
business will get us out of it.  

Prophetic judgements will be made with what Barack Obama 
calls “The audacity of hope” and it is the audacity of hope that 
we need – and not for the first time. 

I started by remembering my schooldays just after the second 
world war.  We needed the audacity of hope then.  We had just 
seen the world torn by the most appalling violence.  The war 
had been ended by the use of the most destructive weapon in 
history.  The two sides to the alliance that had defeated the 
Nazis were now at loggerheads with each other. Even more 
destructive weapons were being developed on both sides of the 
iron curtain that now divided Europe.  The first years after the 
war were years of austerity and some hardship.  The European 
empires in Africa and Asia were falling apart, sometimes 
violently. 



Yet those years were also filled with the audacity of hope.  In 
the midst of it all, America invented the generosity of the 
Marshall Plan to help Europe rebuild.  In the midst of it all, 
Britain founded the National Health Service and the rest of 
what we came to call The Welfare State.  In the midst of it all 
European overseas empires were dismantled at least partly by 
the free decision of the former imperial powers. 

We had the audacity of hope.  In his 1951 play “A Sleep of 
Prisoners”, Christopher Fry wrote words which I quoted on 
Remembrance Sunday: 

Thank God our time is now when wrong 

comes up to face us everywhere,  

never to leave us till we take 

the longest stride of soul men ever took. 

Affairs are now soul size. 

The enterprise 

is exploration into God. 

I’m sure we would want to say that affairs are always soul-
size.  They certainly are now.  Our response, when confronted 
with huge problems, whether as individuals or as a society, 
must be to have the audacity of hope. 

When Barack Obama became President he faced daunting 
problems.  Not least, he had the problem that so many people 
were expecting great things from him.  Many people have been 
disappointed that he has been unable to achieve everything he 
intended, not least because the cynicism he sought to 
challenge still poisons American politics as it increasingly 
poisons ours.  

What we need to say, as we celebrate the Advent hope, is that 
it is better to approach the tasks that lie ahead of us with the 
audacity of hope than with the apathy of despair and to 
resolve that we will support anyone who seeks to bring to our 
common life the audacity of hope. 

 


