Most of us know something about St. Peter, the Apostle.  Peter was a simple man—a fisherman—before he met Jesus, all he wanted to do was practice his trade quietly, provide an income for himself and his family, do what he enjoyed doing and something he knew how to do.  When he was a young man, this was probably his vision for his life—going out on the lake each day, casting his net, cleaning his fish and taking them to be sold.  Of course, all that changed when Jesus came along and called him by name—at the time he was known as Simon.  Jesus said, “Simon, come follow me, and I will make you a fisher of men.”  It was an irresistible call, so Simon Peter followed.  And from that moment, he embarked on a life that he was completely unfamiliar with—he witnessed miracles, he learned things about Heaven that few people could even imagine, he come into contact with great leader, and he himself took on a leadership role.  But even though he was unfamiliar with this kind of life, he trusted Jesus to guide him through it all—and that was the important thing.  He trusted Jesus so much that it led to his beautiful profession of faith when Jesus asked: “Who do you say that I am?”  And Simon Peter answered: “You are the Son of God.”  And with that, Peter became the rock upon which Christ built His Church.  Peter’s life became something that he couldn’t have even imagined for himself—but it all happened because he followed Christ’s call. 

If we could sit down with Peter, we might ask him, “Why did you decide to follow Jesus in the first place?”  And you know what he’d say?  I’m betting he wouldn’t have said it was because he believed Jesus was the Son of God (that came later, but when he first met Jesus, he had no idea who he was).  I’m betting Peter would say, “I followed because this man offered me a future.  He offered me a future with meaning and purpose.  He offered me hope that my life was worth more than just the work that I do.”  Peter’s life changed in that moment because of hope. He was willing to trust Jesus and follow because he hoped in a future.  
When we talk about the Christian life, we spend so much time talking about faith.  And a lot of time talking about love.  But we don’t spend a lot of time talking about hope.  I think that’s because the notion of Christian hope gets watered down by the message of our culture, it’s been reduced down to wishful thinking or a positive outlook or optimism.  And that’s a shame.  Because true Christian hope is something much more, and it’s much more real!  

Real hope has some certainty to it, just like faith does.  In fact, the only difference between faith and hope is that faith is believing in something that exists now, while hope is believing in something that is not yet come to pass.  When Peter first met Jesus, he didn’t have faith in him yet, but he had hope in what Jesus had promised.  And that was important.  I think that’s why Peter today encourages us to reflect upon our hope.  He says: “Always be ready to give an explanation to anyone who asks you for a reason for your hope.”  It’s a challenge as well: Why do you believe that there’s something better waiting for you?  
Of course, Peter challenges us in this way because he knows that there’s a great enemy of hope out there in the world—human suffering.  He knows how pain and misfortune can steal our hope, how it can tie us down so that we can’t even imagine a future any different than what we’re going through at the moment.  But we need to be free to hope!  But how do you hope when you’re suffering?  

The first thing to remember is that Jesus suffered as well, but he always kept his eyes on something beyond—he was focused on the Kingdom. He realized that his moment of suffering was redemptive—it meant something, it had eternal value.  So he could enter into it knowing it wasn’t in vain.  We can do the same.  You might have heard “Offer up your sufferings” or “Unite your sufferings to the sufferings of Jesus Christ.”  These are ways we share in the hope of eternal reward.  

The second thing to remember is that we’re not alone in our suffering, no matter how alone we may feel.  When we’re in pain, we often feel like we’re in this bubble, isolated from everyone else.  But Jesus is there with us.  And Jesus experienced every hurt we can possibly know, and he came through that suffering victorious.  That should give us hope.  He says to us, “I know what you’re going through, because I’ve been there!  I’ve watched as those I love have rejected me and thrown every type of insult at me.  I’ve wept at the death of my friends.  I’ve been saddened to see faithful friends just walk away.  I’ve been scared to the point of sweating blood.  I’ve felt my body grow weak and my strength slip away.  I’ve felt abandoned.  I know how you fee.  I’ve been there.”  If Jesus could go through what is often described as the greatest suffering any man has ever known, then surely we have a faithful companion in our suffering.  And surely that gives us hope that any suffering we go through is not forever. 
The final thing to remember is a beautiful spiritual concept known as surrender.  Jesus allowed himself to enter into suffering.  Not that he wanted to suffer, but he surrendered himself to suffering.  He gave himself over to that moment, put aside what he wanted for himself, and let the Father use him as He willed.  It’s like in the Garden before he died, Jesus prayed: “Not my will but Yours be done.”  Surrender is basically expressing our absolute trust in the knowledge that there’s a greater purpose to what we go through in life, and so we’re willing to accept it more readily.  We can learn to surrender bit by bit each day, perhaps first in the little things but then in the bigger things.  Surrender might mean not allowing the little frustrations to bend us out of shape, or choosing not to allow the harsh words and actions of another to bother us so much.  Eventually, it grows to an understanding that each moment—good or bad—is a moment God uses to shape us and guide us and bring us closer to Himself.  And that’s got to change our outlook on suffering—we don’t focus so much on how horrible this moment is, but we grow in hope that God will use that moment to bring us some good—He has something better in store for us.  

Ultimately, if we say we’re a people of faith, then we also have to say that we’re a people of hope.  And if so, what is the reason for our hope?  Clear and simple, as it was for St. Peter, so it is for us.  The reason for our hope is Jesus Christ and the future he has promised us—it’s an abundant life filled with meaning and purpose, and an eternal life filled with God.  Remember that always!  Don’t ever forget it!  
