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What do these things have in common - a zebra with a broken leg; a wet Bengal tiger; a 

rat; an orangutan; a hyena; and a life boat?  Anyone want to hazard a guess?  They’re all 

as much an agent of death, as they are a potential means of life. And each has a pivotal 

role in the story of The Life of Pi, which has recently opened in 3D movie theatres 

across the country.  I’m not speaking about Pi, the mathematical constant that is the 

ratio between a circle’s circumference to its diameter.  I’m not talking about the 16th 

letter in the Greek alphabet.  I’m talking about Pi Patel, a little Indian boy who was 

named after a swimming pool in France – Piscine Molitar.  In high school, he shortened 

his name to Pi because he was tired of being teased and taunted by being called “pissin’ 

patel.”   

 

Pi Patel’s father runs a game farm in the centre of the Indian sea side city of 

Pondicherry.  But with political unrest brewing in India, Pi’s father decides to move the 

family to Canada, including the animals, which are to be sold upon arrival.  They find 

space on a Japanese freighter and the whole entourage begins the transpacific voyage to 

their new home.  In the wrath of a perfect Pacific storm only days after departing, the 

Japanese freighter is violently swamped and sinks, taking her crew and all the 

passengers and cargo with her:  everyone except Pi, the orangutan, the zebra, the hyena, 

the rat and the prize of the game farm, a ferocious Bengal tiger named Richard Tucker.   

 

On the life boat, at first all the animals are sea sick, from the storm.  None is really able 

to be fully who they are in the food chain.  But soon we see it in action.  The hyena 

attacks the zebra with the broken leg and kills it for food.  Next the hyena takes on the 

orangutan.  Richard Tucker takes the longest to shake the sea sickness but finally, in a 

fit of hunger and rage, the tiger takes the hyena…and pulls all three carcasses under the 

protective canvas tarp stretching across the bow of the lifeboat.  All the while Pi has 

built a raft out of life jackets and paddling oars, to stay out of front paw reach of the 

tiger. He’s also discovered the emergency supplies stowed – food, water, flares, and an 

instruction manual telling him what to do to prepare for long days of bobbing at sea, 

undiscovered.  Like an unknown prophet, the author of the instruction manual writes 

“whatever you do, do not give up hope.” 

 

How many have seen the movie?  It is a 227 day float across the Pacific Ocean – in the 

heat of blazing sun, in the sting of sea salt in open wounds, with hunger and 

hallucinations as daily reminders of despair.  And there is the constant battle of wills 

between a small insignificant young man and an angry, hungry Bengal tiger – Richard 

Tucker.  “Whatever you do, do not give up hope.” 



The world of the prophet Jeremiah is perhaps the bleakest in ancient Israel’s history. For 

four hundred years, descendants of Kind David have occupied the Jewish throne…and 

in more recent times, have indulged in self-centered, nation-destroying behavior:  

corruption and the acquisition of personal wealth and power, the worshipping of false 

Gods, the watering down of Jewish law.  Watching the signs and recognizing the power 

of the Northern Babylonian empire, the prophet Jeremiah had been warning King 

Zedekiah, and threatening dire consequences. But tired of his noise, the king throws 

Jeremiah in prison and it’s from there that Jeremiah writes much of his doom and 

gloom scenarios.   

 

History shows us Jeremiah was not far off.  The city of Jerusalem would soon be 

conquered by the powerful King Nebuchadnezzar from the north; the dead would soon 

line the streets and the Jewish nation would soon be decimated. Indeed, the worst is yet 

to come. But from the edges, from a prison cell incarcerated by his own people, 

Jeremiah writes these surprising words of hope: “In those days and at that time I will 

cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and 

righteousness in the land. In those days Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will live in 

safety.”  

 

Great words of hope, but as it turned out, after 70 years of captivity, the royal line of 

David never did return to the throne. In fact, the Jewish monarchy was all but 

eliminated.  The Babylonians destroyed David's city, burned Solomon's temple, and 

took David's heirs into exile. The promises of God seemed to have come to an end.  In 

time, this text, and others like it, became the advent hope for a future Jewish Messiah 

when the tables would be turned on oppression. Some Jewish people believe this 

Messiah is still on his way.  Soon the church co-opted the text, letting it predict the 

coming of Christ, the anointed one. 

 

But you know it doesn’t matter the outcome.  What matters are the words of hope!  And 

what you do while you wait in Hope.  Hope that justice shall come, that righteousness 

shall be realized.  In the words of Julian of Norwich, that all manner of thing shall be 

well.  For the ancient Hebrews an army from the north is soon to march.  For Pi Patel, 

hunger, exposure, and a Bengal tiger threaten his daily survival.  Today in the middle 

east – Syria, Afghanistan, Israel, Palestine, Egypt – the armies are till marching; bombs 

are still falling, accusations of corruption continue to hound political leaders.  The 

world Aids pandemic continues to wreak havoc throughout Africa as grieving children 

find themselves living with a distant relative. 

 

Closer to home, Christmas shoppers step over the cardboard mattresses and the 

breathing sleeping bags of God’s beloved huddled in doorways and over sewer grates.  



Some of us face the pain of separation from friends and family and all manner of things 

we have known.  Some of us are struggling in the insecurity of job loss. Still others of us 

are buried in the tunnel of grief in the death of someone we love. 

 

In the darkest days of the year, in the darkest seasons of the heart, we dare to set the 

table.  We dare to break the bread and pour the cup.  We dare to open the book and 

remember the mysterious words of hope regardless of the outcome. 

“The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will fulfill the promise.  In those 

days and at that time I will cause a branch to spring up for David who shall execute 

justice and righteousness in the land.”  May we stop, breathe, and listen carefully.  May 

the hope of this promise rest upon us and those we love today, and always.  Amen. 

 

 


