It is from the experience of darkness that we come to appreciate the importance of light.

The ancient Hebrew people knew that.  The sacred author of Genesis, open to the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, composed those familiar first lines of the Bible:

“In the beginning the earth was a formless waste and darkness covered the abyss.”

Out of the experience of that chaos, God began the work of creation.  “God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light.  God saw how good the light was” (Genesis 1: 3-4a).

Out of the darkness of the flood one year ago, light has slowly been returning to the community.  Tonight, we gather as people who experienced that darkness.  We remember the darkness when the electricity failed.  We remember unlit streets for many weeks.  We remember the darkness when we walked into flooded homes, businesses, hospitals, churches and parish buildings.

The darkness and chaos were real.

With the biblical author, we experienced “a formless waste and darkness covering the abyss.”

But God was not absent.  God was preparing a work of creation, fashioning a cosmos out of the chaos, bringing light into the darkness.  God was present.  The second verse of the Bible contains these words: “a mighty wind swept over the waters” (Genesis 1:2b).

Another way of translating those same words is this: “a mighty spirit hovered over the waters.”  Christian tradition has understood those words in a special way.  Already at the very beginning of creation, the Holy Spirit was at work.  The Holy Spirit was hovering over the waters and bringing warmth to them, so that life could develop.

The Bible affirms that on the fourth day, God created the sun.  The sun brought both light and warmth.  With light and warmth, life developed.  All the forms of life begin to develop, as the creation account describes in great detail.  “Let the earth bring forth vegetation: every kind of plant that bears seed and every kind of fruit tree ” (1:11).  “Let the waters teem with an abundance of living creatures, and on the earth let birds fly ” (1:20).  “Let the earth bring forth all kinds of living creatures ” (1:24).

It is because the Holy Spirit was hovering over the waters that so much life came forth, culminating in the creation of male and female in the image of God.

God was also present in the chaos and confusion of the flood and its aftermath.  God was present in the unbreakable spirit of men, women, young adults and children piling sand bags and cleaning and gutting and rebuilding.  The Holy Spirit was hovering over this community, bringing warmth and new life.

Reflecting on your experience, I remember the closing lines of that great poem by Gerard Manley Hopkins, “God’s Grandeur.”

“And though the last lights off the black West went


Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs –

Because the Holy Ghost over the bent


World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.”

We celebrate this evening all that the Holy Spirit has worked through the generous and persistent work of so many individuals, groups, agencies, government officials, church volunteers and coordinators, pastors, parishioners, citizens, and the list goes on.

We remember, we celebrate and we give thanks.

There is another story in the Book of Genesis which speaks to our situation: the story of Noah and his family surviving the great flood.

For forty days and forty nights, rain fell on the earth.  The destruction was massive.  Noah and his family waited in the ark.  Even after the rain stopped, life did not return to normal.  When would it be safe to exit the ark?   When would they be able to walk on dry land again?

As the days wore on, Noah began to test the situation.  He “sent out a raven, to see if the waters had lessened on the earth” (8:7) but the raven could find no dry place to land.  Some days later, he sent out a dove to find some sign of a hopeful future.

The first time, the dove returned to the ark, unable to bring any hope.  The second time, the dove returned and “in its bill was a plucked-off olive leaf” (8:11). A sign of hope.  Being sent out a third time, the dove was able to find a place to stay, indicating that Noah and his family could start thinking about things becoming normal.

Christian tradition has seen in that dove a symbol of the Holy Spirit.  It is the same Holy Spirit who was hovering over the waters as God began the work of creation.  It is the same dove who hovered over Jesus as he was baptized and emerged from the River Jordan.  It is the same Holy Spirit who brings us hope in the challenges we face.

Hope has been present all these days and weeks and months since the destructive waters swept through this city.  Hope has been present.  

To be sure, at times it may have been difficult to hope.  Like a small bird flying through a driving rain storm, hope must struggle to survive.  Hope can feel very frail, buffeted by the wind and pushed here and there by incessant waters.  The Holy Spirit, God’s dove, got its wings soaked with heavy water and sewage and oil and debris last June.

But through adversity, hope was tough, resolute.  We picture the Holy Spirit, God’s dove, singing on stubbornly, through the rising waters and through the sludge and debris.  We know that God’s grace enabled people to stay on the job despite the stench and the sweat and the exhaustion.

Such tough, resolute, persisting hope is essential to the human spirit.  And it has been present here in this community through all these trying months.  That little dove, that Mighty Spirit, has been hovering over this city with the warmth and light of God’s grace.

It was the same Spirit that hovered over Jesus when he was baptized.  That same Holy Spirit hovered over all who experienced the baptism of the flood.  As Saint Paul reminded us in the second reading: “We were buried with him through baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might live in newness of life” (Romans 6:4).

Yes, it has been a painful going down into the depths.  Something of this community and something of each person in this city died in the flood.  Parts of life and parts of history were lost forever.  But despair was not able to take hold.  Rather, that Holy Spirit kept lifting spirits and bringing signs of hope.  That Holy Spirit continues to brood over this city “with warm breast and ah bright wings.”  That Holy Spirit hovers over bread and wine and changes them.  That Holy Spirit hovers over men and women and children, so that they become one body, one spirit in Christ.

We are filled with hope, because God is with us.  It is right and just that we lift up our hearts and give thanks to God.
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