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 Faith, hope, and love:  we’ve talked about these virtues this Easter season.  I 

venture to say that we’d be in 100% agreement that faith, hope and love are 

critical to any society – important to life – and we are in favor of them.   We like to 

see them – in others – in ourselves – in our world.  It’s just – well – living them – 

actually putting faith, hope and love to work in our lives -- can be rather difficult.  

For instance, how do we love that loud mouthed guy spewing hate speech?  How do 

we have faith – when there are days the world appears to be coming apart at the 

seams?  How do we hope in the face of so much despair?  We discover we need 

another virtue:  courage.  Courage is that quality of mind which allows us to face 

difficulty without fear.   

 Courage abounds in our morning readings since Easter.  We easily recall that 

Peter denied Jesus three times while Jesus was being tried.  We rarely recall what 

courage this same Peter surely had to muster to lead the twelve and the followers.  

Hot-headed Peter discovers effective public speaking – he preaches – he teaches – 

he organizes – he leads.  Or take Saul – whom we know as Paul.  We tell the story of 

his dramatic conversion – but imagine the courage it took for him to face his 

former Jewish colleagues and tell them of his about face.  Think about how 

difficult and tense it must have been for him – to be with Christians he had 

previously abused.  Imagine how little trust those Christians had in Paul.  None of 

this was easy. 

 As today’s reading from Acts begins, Paul, Silas and Timothy are on a 

journey, but have no idea where they are heading.  They travel through the country 

looking for a place they might find welcome.  Hospitality finds them in the unlikely 

company of a rich and powerful woman – Lydia.  It took courage for them to break 

culture’s rules to preach and congregate with women.  Over and over throughout 

the accounts of the early church, people step up and become leaders.  Phillip reads 

scripture to the Ethiopian Eunuch.  Ananias meets Saul on the road to Damascus 

and takes care of him. They take risks they never imagined. Stephan never set out 

to be stoned.   Barnabus never thought he’d be imprisoned. They preach in ways 

they did not know they could.  These early Christians discovered that the gospel 

speaks to Jews and Greeks – slave and free – men - -and women.   



 Yet, if we were to talk with Peter or Paul and were to mention we found them 

courageous – most likely, they would deny it.  They would deny courage because 

they were well aware of the great difficulty of forcing themselves to act – they 

were familiar with knots in their stomachs from the tension of it all – they were 

simply bucking up and doing what needed to be done in the moment. 

 Bucking Up is a phrase I learned in the South.  The Urban Dictionary defines 

it as “kind of like saying, ‘get over it’ only more nicely.”  It means to get over the 

fear of snakes or bats or bugs – at least enough to take reasonable action.  Bucking 

Up means to deal with the fear of long track tornadoes with caution – not 

hysterics.   Bucking up means to take charge as Peter did in Jerusalem when the 

mob turned on the group of Christians.  Bucking up means to repress down deep 

fears and do what needs to be done. 

 I think Bucking Up is a much more accessible concept than courage.  We 

often think of Bucking Up as momentary – something we do in the heat of the 

moment – we find it necessary to life – we know how to do it – and we can.  

 I’ve been reading, Preaching in Hitler’s Shadow, by former Presbyterian 

pastor, Dean Stroud.  Stroud’s first pastorate was in Louisiana at the height of the 

civil rights movement.  He recalls “times in his study with the vague sense of 

unease when he saw the biblical text moving him into areas of controversy.  What 

should he say?  Should he follow the Biblical text as he had been taught?  He 

framed three ways to deal with the demands of civil rights in sermons:   

1. “We could become Jeremiah and proclaim the radical demand for justice and 

live with the consequences. 

2. We could ignore the streets and the headlines and preach “nothing but the 

gospel” and ignore the realities in our streets 

3. We could seek middle ground and balance justice with love, preaching the 

truth in a way that encouraged rather than outraged the congregation. 

Behind it all was the nagging question – Was this the business of the church?”i   

 Stroud doesn’t tell us which alternative he tended to take in his preaching 

but perhaps his dis-ease with the task led him out of the pastorate.   After some 

years, he went to graduate school and became a professor of German.  In his 

language studies, he returned to reading the German theologians he read in 

seminary:  Barth, Bonhoeffer and Bultmann.  (These three theologians responded 

to Adolf Hitler and Nazism before, during and after the war – Barth and Bultmann 

continued -  with powerful theological writing.)   Stroud writes, “It was then that a 

question came to mind.  If these theologians had been young men living in Nazi 

Germany, what did they say when they preached?  Stroud recalled his days as a 

pastor in the south working on sermons, and considered how much more dangerous 



it would have been for them to preach ‘in Hitler’s shadow.’  What would the pastors 

say in Bonn or Berlin’?”ii  

 Stroud searched out sermons preached in Germany before and during World 

War II, translated them and put them in historical context.  This collection of 

their sermons is gutsy and courageous.   Paul Schneider preaches about offering 

thanksgiving in the middle of the Third Reich – the sermon led to his death in 

Buchenwald.  Karl Barth preached in Bonn at the end of Hitler’s first year as 

Chancellor on importance of understanding that Jesus was a Jew – this and other 

sermons led to his exile in Switzerland for the duration of the war.   Helmut 

Gollwitzer preached about the horror of Kristallnact the Sunday after the program 

began – calling his fellow citizens to repent of their atrocities.  He was able to 

preach most of the war although he was often harassed by the Gestapo.  He spent 

the final war years in a Russian prison camp.  

 Theologian Tom Currie says of the book that “if I had been living in Germany 

during the 1930’s, I don’t know what I would have done.  I’d rather not think about 

that because I fear my voice would have been inaudible, if not more deeply 

compromised.”  But, Tom also asks, “What would be the appropriate response to 

these witnesses today?  What might we faithfully offer in our own witness? . . . We 

should remember that those who preached [in Germany] were themselves ordinary, 

flawed, compromised, sinners who . . . were not moral paragons.  They were not 

superheroes.  They were scared.  And they had no more strategies for dealing with 

what appeared to be the triumph of pure evil than we would have.  So, all they did 

was preach.”iii   

 They were witnesses to the truth they knew in Jesus Christ.  They were 

witnesses to faith – hope – and love. They were witnesses as surely as countless 

other saints have been throughout the years:  Alan Boesak’s sermons during 

apartheid in South Africa led to the Belhar Confession.  Oscar Romero’s preaching 

in El Salvador led to his death – but still managed to witness the power of the 

gospel to countless people before he died.     

 They were witnesses – and we are witnesses.  We are all witnesses to the 

truth of the gospel.  We are witnesses to the power of faith, hope and love.  God 

calls us to buck up – to speak a word of love in the middle of a crowd muttering 

hate speech.  God calls on us to hope that love will overcome such hate and God 

gives us faith that our actions – will not be too small –  too ordinary – our witness – 

will join other witnesses – because we have the courage to Buck Up  in love.  

Alleluia!  Amen. 
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