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There have been TV spots lately advertising “Clean Food” from the Panera restaurant chain.  The 
ads show images of young people having a grand time over their sandwiches and soup. But I get 
stuck on the phrase “clean food.”  My mind automatically goes to the unsettling notion of “not-
clean food,” which I’m sure the advertiser did not intend. 

In much the same way, I find the word “Hope”—the theme for this service—to have its own slip-
pery surface.  It conjures up, for me, how awful an absence of hope would be. Dante’s terrible 
inscription in the vestibule of hell comes to mind:  Abandon all hope ye who enter here. 

That is why I find Emily Dickinson’s poem about Hope so compelling.  Hope is the thing with 
feathers that perches in the soul. The poet is so definite.  You aren’t responsible for placing it in 
the soul.  It’s just In there—available no matter what—always.  To eliminate all doubt, Dickinson 
assures us that its song “never stops at all.”    

I consulted about hope this week with our minister emerita, Margot Campbell Gross.  She is no 
slouch in the hope department—she spends much time counseling with people who have every 
right to feel hopeless in the presence of serious illness, family tragedy, any of life’s worst breaks.  
She told me that the deepest form of hope isn’t related to an outcome. It’s a commitment to 
stand in a place of hope—in the face of absolutely anything.  

I like this detachment of hope from desired outcomes because it seems to follow the natural 
order of things.  Sometimes events suddenly fall into your lap, without even giving you time to 
hope that they won’t.  A sickness, an accident, a lost job, a lost love, a tragedy. It’s like such things 
fall out of the sky before we could possibly be ready.  I want to end this reflection with a true 
story of such an event. 

Here is what happened.  Years ago, when I was about to get married, there was the issue of pets.  
I had a little cat named Gypsy, of whom I was exceedingly fond, and my fiancée had a dog named 
Thor. Gypsy had never met a dog, and certainly not a dog like Thor, who was a Newfoundland. 
At well over 130 pounds, he was covered in a black fur coat that made him look more enormous 
than he even was.  Thor was named after the god of war, but he actually was a gentle soul.  So a 
few weeks before the wedding, we brought Thor up to my apartment to meet Gypsy.  Thor was 
on a leash, but with a dog like Thor, that was really just a decoration. We opened the door into 
the living room where Gypsy was sitting in her favorite place on the couch.  



What happened next was so fast that it really was just a blur.  But this much we know. Gypsy took 
one look at Thor and leaped across the room in a single bound and sailed right out the window.  
My apartment was on the 5th floor.   

I knew Gypsy couldn’t survive such a long fall, and I couldn’t bring myself to look out the win-
dow, so I made my fiancee do it.  But he brought his head back inside and said Gypsy wasn’t on 
the ground.  I said “look again.”  So he peered out and around to the right, and there Gypsy was 
perched on a narrow window sill across a corner of the building.  This “indoors” cat had leaped at 
least 8 feet across thin air to get there.

Gypsy lived for another 20 years, and she and Thor went on to accept each other, more or less.  
When Thor irritated her in some way, Gypsy would stand on her back toes and smack him on the 
nose with her tiny paw.  

A lot of things have happened in my life since the day Gypsy met Thor—both happy and sad 
things. But I’ve never forgotten the lesson I learned that day. Life can and frequently does rain 
down problems, not to mention a certainty of death at the end of it.  But that’s only part of the 
story.  There are possibilities. Once in a great while a perfect miracle happens right in front of 
your nose, and you just have to laugh out loud with gratitude.  Sometimes a little cat can fly.


