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A SPRIG OF HOPE

Genesis 8: 1-12

A Communion Meditation by Thomas R. McKibbens

June 1, 2008


The world could use a sprig of hope these days.  It doesn’t take much…just a little sprig, like an olive leaf in a dove’s beak.  It comes to us in a story that is as ancient as any story in the Bible, so ancient in fact that many cultures have similar stories, some even older than the biblical story of Noah. 

 
The Babylonian epic of Gilgamesh tells the story of a great flood in which one man builds a boat and saves his family and friends, along with artisans, animals, and precious metals.  The ancient Greeks and Romans had a similar flood story, as did the Irish.  When Europeans came to this land, they were surprised to discover that Native Americans had stories similar to the Noah story.

I


So the question we ask of this story is not, “Did it happen?”  The question we ask is, “What does it mean?”  That is always a contemporary adult question, even though we have relegated this story largely to children’s books.  So today we think together about the grown-up meaning of such a story.


At the outset, we can quickly see that the Noah story addresses an issue of survival of the whole human race.  When we talk about the Noah story, we are talking about the threat to all planetary life.


Twice in the lifetime of most of us we have come face to face with the kind of devastation this story implies.  The first was at the height of the Cold War, when the United States and the Soviet Union declared a policy of mutually assured destruction.  If ever there was a policy that left the whole world on the brink of catastrophe, that was it.  We lived for decades on edge, fearful lest one superpower would launch an atomic attack, which would be immediately followed by a counter-attack, and the world would be thrust into the time of Noah.  The nuclear arms race has never been just a national issue; it is an issue for the whole human race.


The other planetary threat that parallels the Noah story is the threat to the environment.  We need not be experts on the global environment or ecology to feel the catastrophic threat from global warming.  There were those who laughed at Noah; there are those today who laugh at the virtually unanimous warnings we get from the scientific community.  


One aspect of the Noah story is encouraging to us who are not experts on these issues.  Noah was no expert.  He was not an expert on rain, or ships, or animals.  He was simply a pretty good person.  I say “pretty good” because by biblical standards he was not a paragon of virtue.  When others were threatened with catastrophe, they cried out in protest to God.  Abraham protested when Sodom and Gomorrah were threatened.  Moses protested when his people were threatened.  But Noah?  When all the earth was in peril, Noah held his tongue.  He said nothing.  A righteous man?  Well, let’s call him a middling righteous person compared to some others in the Bible.  When the flood is finally over and he leaves the ark, he celebrates with an all-night drunk.  Call him a middlin’ nice guy.  But even middlin’ nice guys can make a difference!


The Noah story teaches us that when all life is in danger, any of us who regard ourselves as reasonably decent people can make a difference!  We are obligated to act.  The first species preservation act was not enacted by Congress, but by an ordinary human who did what he could.  Perhaps those ordinary people who protest the slashing of the great rain forests, the choking of our air with carbon dioxide and our ozone layer with fluorocarbons, the poisoning of our seas with oil and gasoline, and the continued insistence on building gas-guzzlers in Detroit, are the Noah’s of our day.  Or maybe the Noah’s are the ones who take conservation seriously, who recycle their plastic containers and conserve their water and electricity and buy high-mileage cars.  


The story of Noah is a dazzling display of one person’s willingness to seem like an old fool in a world that seemed intent on destroying itself.

II


But there is more from this story than one person acting in the face of opposition.  It is also a story about the urgency of acting in time.  When we peel back the layers of this story of the flood, we realize how obsessed it is with time and dates.  It specifies the date when the rain began to fall as the seventeenth day of the month.
  It specifies how long the rain lasted, the date when the waters stopped rising, the date when the dry ground first appeared, and the date when the ark landed.  It names the date when the ark’s passengers could disembark and look up at the rainbow:  the twenty-seventh day of the second month.
  The rain lasted one lunar year plus eleven days from start to finish:  exactly one solar year.


The precise nature of these dates is even more surprising when you consider that they are the only dates specified in all of Genesis.  From the stories of creation until the exodus from Egypt, the Bible gives no dates except those connected with the flood.  There is no date for the tower of Babel, or Abraham’s departure from the town of Ur, or the binding of Isaac, or Jacob’s wrestling with God, or Joseph’s rise to power in Egypt.  There are only dates for the flood.


What are we to make of this other than the fact that when the whole earth is in danger, time is crucial!  There is such a thing as a tipping point when we wait too long.  And ordinary people can make a difference in time!  When the whole earth is in danger, concern about religious doctrine makes little sense.  The issue is human survival.  We have been invited to be partners with God in the continued creation, and for that time is crucial.

III


One final word, and it is about the dove and the freshly plucked olive leaf.  It is well documented that ancient mariners, unsure of the location of their ship, would send out birds to locate dry land.  In the ancient Babylonian flood story the hero sends out three birds:  a dove, a swallow, and a raven.  None of them return.  But in the Noah story, the dove returns with a freshly plucked olive leaf—a sprig of hope after a world-wide disaster.  In the Noah story, the dove as a sign of peace is central to the story.


The dove’s return is followed by another sign of peace, the rainbow.  I have set my bow in the clouds, says God, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth.
   The great rabbinic commentator Nachmanides wrote that God gave the rainbow by turning upside down the bow of war so that the arrow of destruction cannot be shot toward earth.  The bow of war becomes the sign of peace.

IV


The people thought Noah was crazy in his faith, but he saved the world in his craziness.  Frederick Buechner, the contemporary novelist, describes the crucial moment this way:  “…the dove has just returned, and in her mouth is a freshly plucked olive leaf—a sprig of hope!  The dove stands there with her delicate, scarlet feet on the calluses of his upturned palm.  His cheek just touches her breast so that he can feel the tiny panic in her heart.  His eyes are closed, the lashes watery wet.  Only what he weeps with now, the old clown, is no longer anguish, but wild and irrepressible hope…just a little sprig of hope held up against a chaotic world.”


When we hold up the bread and wine at communion, we are holding up hope, like a little sprig in a dove’s beak in an ancient story that gives us hope to this day.  
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