In Watchful Expectation of Goodness

Genesis 8 and 9, excerpted

There is, perhaps, no creature more watchful than the family dog. My dogs, George and Madeline, both alert and ever-vigilant miniature schnauzers, are always watchful – but particularly so whenever anyone is doing something in the kitchen or whenever anyone is eating.  They are watchful in a painfully adorable and longing sort of way – watchful with the undying hope that something good is going to come their way, in the form of a dropped piece of chicken or carrot or apple or…anything, really!  And they are watchful at the window.  They are always certain that at any moment a favorite person is going to arrive.  It doesn’t matter if I tell them that no one is expected, that no one is coming over on a given occasion.  They watch.  And watch.  And watch.  They are forever watchful for the good that they just know is coming their way at any second.  


In the portion of Noah’s story that we heard today, Noah, too, is watchful.  When the rain subsides, as Beth read earlier in our service, Noah goes to the window of the ark, and he releases a raven.  Now, this was actually a common practice in navigational history of all kinds – this release of a bird from a ship to find where land was.  Noah did it.  But so did the Vikings.  And so did many sailors after them, until the telescope was invented.  The idea was that a land-dwelling bird would fly up high into the air, and if it could spot land from that excellent vantage point, it would head in that direction – all the ship had to do to find land was to follow the bird.  If the bird could not see any land, it would return to the ship.  And such is the case with Noah.  The scripture tells us that the raven went to and fro, looking for dry land, but finds none.  Then Noah releases a dove from the ark.  The dove returns to Noah, however, having found “no place to set its foot” because “the waters were still on the face of the whole earth.”
  Noah waits seven days, and then he sends the dove out once again, and she returns with an olive branch in her mouth – so Noah knows that the waters must be beginning to recede from the face of the earth.  He waits another seven days, sends the dove out again, and she does not return.  This is good news for Noah and all the passengers – animal and human – on his ark.  The dove has found a place to land and to stay.  The dry land has reappeared.  And Noah has remained, steadfast, in watchful expectation of goodness…sending out the dove time and time again, in watchful expectation of the goodness of God’s promise fulfilled…of creation reborn.


It seems like it would have been awfully easy for Noah to be surly, having spent forty days and nights of rain, followed by one hundred and fifty days during which waters covered the earth cooped up in an ark with all those animals, not knowing when this whole thing would be over.  It seems like it would have been awfully understandable, had Noah become downhearted and depressed, if Noah had started expecting the worst, going along and noticing all of the things that were bad or not going right (and, really, how could everything have always been going right on a boat full of animals?).  He could have fallen into the trap that C.S Lewis feared – Lewis said, “Not that I am…in much danger of ceasing to believe in God.  The real danger is of coming to believe dreadful things about [God].”
  Noah could have, as Lewis feared doing himself, begun to believe dreadful things about God…to become angry and to think awful things of God.  It would be forgivable, really, in such circumstances!  Instead, we find Noah up there on the bow of the ark, patiently sending out the dove time and time again, in watchful expectation of the fulfillment of God’s promise of steadfast care…in watchful expectation of goodness.  


At Thanksgiving, perhaps more than any other time during the year, we are encouraged to be on watch for the good things in our lives, too…for the things, large and small, for which we can give thanks.  But perhaps what Noah’s story is encouraging us to do is to make that state of thanks-giving, that state of watchful expectation for the good that surrounds us, a permanent state of being.  It need not only be at this special time of year that notice the good things, no matter how small, and live in gratitude for them.  Like Noah, we we are invited to be forever in a state of watchful expectation of the goodness that surrounds us.  When we are forever expecting goodness, there are things that begin to happen, things that can change our lives.

First, when we are forever expecting goodness, we live so that we play an active role in helping to bring goodness all around.  When we change our perspective so that goodness is what we expect to find, it just becomes a part of our existence.  On the recent Middle School retreat, part of our group covenant said “Assume good intentions.”  As a group, we asked that each person look for the good in what others did and said, rather than to expect the bad, to expect an insult, to expect things to be meant in a negative or hurtful way.  It worked – the group dynamics for the weekend were excellent.  What if we began assuming good intentions in others, all around us?  What if we began expecting good intentions in others, all around us?  What if we began expecting good of ourselves?  When we make such a change to our perspective, we do what we can, in ways both large and small, to bring goodness to the world.  

There is a story, a fable, really, that was retold by the Rev. Eugenia Gamble when she was addressing a group of women at the Alabama-Mississippi Women’s Conference in 1995.  In this fable, a small sparrow is lying on her back in the center of a road with her tiny feet pointed upward.  A mighty war horse stopped as he was traveling along the road and asked the sparrow, “Why are you doing that?”  The small bird replied, “Well, this morning I heard that the sky was going to fall.”  The war horse snorted at her.  “And you think you can prevent it with your tiny legs raised skyward?”  “Well,” said the sparrow, “one does what one can.”  Instead of worrying of all the bad that could happen if the sky should fall, the tiny sparrow was determined to do her small part to help hold it up.  She was determined to help bring goodness to others by doing her part.  Bad things can, do, and will happen.  But when we live in watchful expectation of goodness, we can help to find and to bring the good, even in their midst.


Noah was an active participant in his own story.  Bad things were clearly happening -- and Noah worked hard to bring the good, even in their midst.  Noah built the boat.  Noah rounded up those animals.  Noah cared for everyone on the ark.  Noah sent out the birds, over and over again, to find the dry land so they could safely disembark from the boat.  One does what one can.  Noah did what he could.  And we are invited to do what we can.  


So when we are living in watchful expectation of goodness, we play an active role in helping to do what we can to bring goodness, and we also live full of gratitude.  Every Sunday evening, the Senior High Fellowship closes their time together by sharing concerns and celebrations.  In rules they made up and enforce, they will allow one another to “pass” during the time of sharing concerns if one does not have a concern to share.  But there is no passing allowed during celebrations because – and here, every week, they look around knowingly and gleefully at one another as they exclaim, “There’s always something to celebrate!”  The way they conduct themselves when it comes to sharing their concerns and their celebrations reveals something, reveals a truth, about how they live their lives…they live their lives expecting goodness.  And from that expectation, they begin to live lives that are full of gratitude, lives in which there is always something to celebrate.

  In the book Anecdotes of the Rev. John Wesley, which was published in 1828, the author John Reynolds tells a story about one of Wesley’s experiences as a student at Lincoln College in Oxford.  A porter knocked on Wesley’s door one evening and asked to speak with him.  After they had been talking for a while, Wesley noticed how thin the other man’s coat was for such a cold winter night.  He suggested to the porter that maybe he needed another coat.  The man replied, “This coat…is the only coat I have in the world and I thank God for it.”  When Wesley asked if the porter had had anything to eat that day, the porter replied, “I have had nothing today but a draught of spring winter…and I thank God for that.”  Wesley noticed how late it was and reminded the porter that he needed to get to his own room soon or else he would be locked out for the evening.  “Then what shall you have to thank God for?”  The porter told him, “I will thank [God] that I have dry stones to lie upon.”  Wesley, beginning to be very moved by how sincere the porter appeared, said to him, “You thank God when you have nothing to wear; … nothing to eat … [and] no bed to lie on.  I cannot see what you have to thank God for.”  The other man replied, “I thank God…that [God] has given me life and being, and a heart to love…and a desire to serve.”  And John Wesley, one of the founders of Christian Methodism and the Methodist Church, gave the porter a coat from his closet and money for food, and then wrote in his journal that night, “…there is something in religion to which I am a stranger.”  The life of gratitude that this porter lived reminded John Wesley that when we live in watchful expectation of goodness, we live lives full of gratitude.  


Now, this is not to say that everything is good.  Bad things are bad.  Plain and simple.  Was it good that the porter didn’t have a warm coat or food to eat?  No.  And it never will be.  Was it good that a flood covered the earth and that people and animals were killed?  No.  And it never will be.  But can moments of goodness be found even when things seem to be going all wrong?  Yes.  And that is what living a life in expectation of goodness is about.  It isn’t about pretending that there is no bad…it isn’t about glossing over the tough realities – ignoring the fact that every single day in America people, children, families are going hungry and homeless, for example…or ignoring the fact that homes are being foreclosed on in America at a frightening pace…or ignoring the fact that people in Haiti are dying for want of clean water and sanitary living conditions…or ignoring the fact that there is still unrest, danger, and destruction in the Middle East.  It’s about looking the bad in the face honestly, resolving to do what we can do to help, resolving to do what we can to help bring good, and then not forgetting to look for the same moments of goodness breaking through all around us…and giving thanks for those things.  When Noah finally got off that ark, the first thing he did was worship God – pour out his thanks to God.  It certainly didn’t erase or undo all he and his family had been through – but he was certainly going to celebrate and give thanks for that moment of being able to step back out onto dry land!


So when we live lives in watchful expectation of goodness, we play an active role helping to bring goodness, we live full of gratitude, and we begin to notice rainbows.  Last Sunday, as I shared during the call to giving, I asked the younger children during our Opening Time together if they had ever had the experience of anything going wrong all of a sudden that they did not expect.  They shared several different answers, which included things like falling off a see-saw (the old-fashioned kind that pretty much are not long allowed on playgrounds – but this was before that!) and breaking an arm, or having a younger brother fall while playing on the monkey bars and breaking his teeth.  And then Isabella spoke up and said, “Well, I saw a rainbow.”  Now Isabella is three, and so I ascertained quickly that the seeing of the rainbow was not so much a thing that had gone wrong as it was an unexpected happening.  And in our story today, Noah sees a rainbow, too…an unexpected moment, to be sure, that heralds good, and hope, and promise, at the end of a grueling ordeal.  The rainbow is a sign of hope.  The rainbow is a reminder that there is always goodness yet to come.  Isabella’s comment was the perfect way to end our conversation about things going wrong – because even when it seems like things are, indeed, going wrong…there is a sign, a symbol, of promise and of hope…there are rainbows all around us in our lives…and when we live in watchful expectation of goodness, we begin to notice them.


The rainbow at the end of Noah’s story is a sign of a covenant, a promise, between God and all of creation.  It is a sign of a covenant that promises God’s unending and steadfast care and love and protection.  It’s a promise that God makes good on…in many ways…but perhaps most notably, for us, in coming to be with us, in the person of Jesus.  Long after Noah, but long before us, when things were going badly, and people weren’t treating one another well and seemed to have forgotten how to show goodness and loving kindness for one another, God came.  God came into the world to be with us…to love us and to teach us, in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.  The promise of the rainbow – the promise of loving care and protection – was made good.  Now it remains for us to continue to live into that promise.  


This past summer while 15 of our senior high youth, Brad Barbin, Rachel Schneider, and I were stopped on Round Pond toward the end of the Allagash canoe trip, we saw rainbows.  And not just one or two – we saw many rainbows!  The day was a strange one – it would be sunny and gorgeous one moment, and then the wind would tear through the campsite and the sky would turn as black as night, and rain would pour down the next.  But then…the rainbows.  Many of them were double-rainbows, with one arc extending gracefully above another.  And all these high school kids – they went nuts!  You would have thought some amazing miracle had happened, the way they went running and scrambling like crazy for their cameras, and the way they were shrieking and calling for one another to come and see.  And then I realized…some amazing miracle had happened…we were being shown a beautiful glimpse of a special moment in God’s creation, of one of the special moments that come in so many forms in our day-to-day lives, if only we notice them.  The kids were responding in joy to the great goodness around them…not only that, they were living in expectation of that goodness…they knew that no matter how up and down the weather, there was something good to be found there in that day.  


When we live our lives in watchful expectation of goodness, we play an active role in bringing goodness, we live lives full of gratitude, and we notice the rainbows.


  If we are expecting goodness, looking for the good in our lives instead of focusing only on the bad…if, like Noah tirelessly sending out the dove, we live in watchful expectation and anticipation that goodness will come…we will find it, all around us, in ways and places both large and small.  And that, my friends, is something to be thankful for.  

Amen.  
� Genesis 8:9, NRSV
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