Opening Ourselves to Hope: Let’s Start in the Beginning
Genesis 1:1-5
Where do we begin?

It’s a question a theologian friend of mine poses.

According to my friend Kathleen, we can start with the goodness of creation or with the fall of humanity. It may sound overly simplistic, but that choice has helped shape much of theology through the centuries.
Kathleen points to Thomas Aquinas and Martin Luther. She has a shorthand for describing their theologies: Aquinas says we’re deprived, and Luther says we’re depraved. In other words, Aquinas believed that over the centuries humanity has suffered a lack of the goodness God originally intended, while Luther believed humanity has become corrupt and evil.

So where do we begin?
In some ways that was the question when the words we heard read this morning were first put down in writing. 

God’s people were suffering. It was either during or just after a time of exile. Jerusalem, the temple, and major cities in Israel had been attacked by Babylon, and its leaders had been taken off into exile. Even the fall of the Babylonians didn’t spell freedom—just domination by another group.
In that era, the nation that won the war and conquered the area was seen as the one with the strongest and most powerful god. Questions hung in the air for the people of Israel: Is our God strong enough to protect us? Did God go away or just not care anymore? Should we abandon the God of our ancestors for other gods that seem to be in control of the world?
In a time that seemed to lack hope, the people decided to start in the beginning. What we now know as the first chapter of Genesis was written as a statement of faith—not as an answer to how God created the world. The author’s purpose wasn’t to outline history or a scientific theory, but to offer a theological reflection on creation, on the nature of its creatures, and on the God who brought it all into being.
The result isn’t science or history, but poetry that expresses joy and awe in creation. It confesses trust in God’s power and authority. It rejects ancient myths that imagined divine combat as the source of the world’s origin in favor of a God who just speaks all creation into being. It’s a poetic statement of hope.
God also speaks something else—an evaluation of what’s been created. And that assessment? It is good.

According to one commentator, the evaluation “good” isn’t taken away when sin enters the world. “Sin negatively affects the life of human beings, certainly, and through them the life of other creatures. But nowhere does the Scripture take away the evaluation ‘good’ from any creature.”

With that goodness, the theme of hope continues.

The divine spirit or wind that swept over the face of the waters also is not taken away. The force that brought creative order out of messy chaos continues to blow.

God’s creation is a long-term project—one that’s ever in the process of becoming. There’s continuing disorder that will need to be shaped—yet, that very disorder is also evaluated as good. As another commentator explains: “If there were no freedom in this creation, no touches of disorder, no open ends, then moral choice, creativity, and excellence could not arise. The world would be a monotonous cycle of inevitability, a dull-as-dishwater world of puppets and automatons.”

The hopeful message is that God’s creative touch is always available—even in times that feel chaotic. Or in times that feel trapped in darkness.

Although the opening lines in the Genesis poem tell of God’s speaking light into being and declaring it good, there’s no indication that God condemned or rejected the darkness. It’s also named and valued. It also belongs to the ordered world God brings into being. And perhaps it also contains a message of hope—if we’re willing to open ourselves to it.
When Lillian and Lou saw a container of Kentucky Fried Chicken dancing in the middle of the street, they stopped to investigate. Out of the box crawled a terribly skinny kitten with long black fur and bright white paws. She’d been making the box dance as she tried to lick out the last crumb. She purred as she leaned into Lillian with her whole body. 
Little Boots—as Lillian and Lou named her—thrived on cat food, a trip to the vet, and lots of love. But she remained very small—and displayed some odd behavior. She’d act as if she were sneaking up on the couple’s other cats to attack them, but she was in plain sight, right in front of them. By the time she pounced, the cats had moved away. She couldn’t figure out how they knew she was coming.

It was only when Lillian and Lou found her walking on a second-story porch rail, precariously sticking her paw out into the air as she felt for her next step, that they realized the obvious. Little Boots was blind.

From then on, the cat became her owner’s hero. Nothing stopped Little Boots. When she ran into a wall, she’d turn back and run the other way. When she walked into a piece of furniture, she remembered where it was the next time. She didn’t sit still. Her little white paws were always out in the air in front of her, testing, searching for her next foothold.

Little Boots, who seemed to walk by faith instead of sight, was the perfect companion to take to divinity school, where Lillian and I were classmates.

Lillian and Lou moved their little cat to four different apartments. Each time she had to relearn the lay of the land. Each time she had to adjust.

During Lillian’s last year of divinity school—when she was pregnant with the couple’s first child—she learned that Little Boots had a critical medical condition. She and Lou were grad students living on loans. They had no money for expensive treatments that might or might not work.

Lillian became so despondent that she ​couldn’t eat. Eight months pregnant, she stopped bathing and changing her clothes. With hormones swirling her moods, she examined her rotten life and asked hard questions: How would she take care of a baby when she couldn’t even provide for her cat? How could she choose between savings and helping a little blind creature? Where was God? In the end all the questions seem to have the same answer: She was in no position to bring a new life into the world.

Lillian had faced greater tragedies in life than the loss of a cat. So she watched herself falling into melancholy with enormous self judgment. And, of course, that didn’t help. She simply could add “self-indulgent and self-pitying” to her list of problems.

Lillian would watch Little Boots asleep on her pregnant belly, rising and falling with each breath. The cat was clearly slipping away into more and more sleep. Given that Lillian saw herself as unfit to be a pet owner or a mother, it also became clear to her that she’d be a terrible minister. She dragged herself out of the apartment to school, where she was pretty sure nobody would want to sit next to her since she didn’t want to sit next to herself.
One day after chapel, another classmate of ours pushed a thick envelope of money into Lillian’s hand and said, “We’ve taken up a collection.” She then gave a stern look at our expectant friend’s dirty clothes.

When Lillian opened the envelope, she saw hundreds of dollars.
“It’s for Little Boots,” our other classmate whispered. “Now you can take her to the vet.”
It turned out that the treatments didn’t work. Little Boots slipped serenely away to her next destination as she lay in Lou’s arms. But as sad as Lillian and Lou were, they also were left serene. They weren’t haunted by the thought that they could have done more. They’d done what they could—not because of their own power, but because of a community that decided to pitch in. And in that act, Lillian felt God’s spirit blowing. She’d wondered where God was, and God had shown up.

Lillian was able to turn her attention back to preparing for motherhood. She regained her appetite and—fortunately for her husband—her desire to bathe. While what lay ahead of her still seemed impossible, she knew she wouldn’t have to do it all herself. She wasn’t alone in this big adventure.

Lillian often thought of Little Boots, her role model for the easygoing traveler. The little cat was always ready to adjust to her surroundings. She traveled light and was open to anything. Her long cat stretches were nothing compared to her inner flexibility.

And, of course, she didn’t over examine her life. She had the benefit of being a cat, but she also seemed to be a particular kind of cat—one that expected the world to be a loving and delightful place. Unable to see the pitfalls ahead, she stuck out her paw to feel her way. While she couldn’t see what was ahead, she seemed to trust that she was surrounded by love. And, of course, she was.

Lillian writes:

When I think of all the creatures I have loved and lost, I realize that although I thought I was taking care of them, they were taking care of me. I think this is what God had in mind. We’re here to look out for one another.

Eighteen years later, the baby I was carrying is heading off to college. In some ways I feel as helpless to protect him as I did back then. But I know now that his welfare was never up to me alone. There has always been a cloud of witnesses, a community to step in and make this hostile and lonely world a loving place worth exploring. As my son prepares to go out into the world, I think of Little Boots, who walked by faith and not by sight.

Where do we begin?

On this first Sunday after the Epiphany, perhaps we should start in the beginning. The beginning as captured in a poem about the creative power of God and the goodness of what the divine spirit can bring into being. A poem that came out of a time of great distress and yet carries a message of great hope. Hope that regardless of where we find ourselves—in orderly calm or messy chaos, in brilliant light or unsettling darkness, God’s spirit continues to move and shape and create.

As we start in that beginning, may we open ourselves to the hope it offers. Amen.
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