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Introduction to the Scripture
Welcome to Lent. Here comes the end of a classic. Noah and the Flood. We’ll

be lifting up covenant as a word a lot. Here is God’s great covenant with all the

earth.

This week, I asked for folks to think about covenants whether they were called

that at the time or felt like it later.

Sermon
This scripture is the end of one of the most lasting stories in our ancient

texts. Why?

Partly, because it is universal. Researchers of ancient texts find

numerous stories of great floods. Epic of Gilgamesh, etc.

It captures the imagination both in our sense of love of the animal

world, and the love for stories which explain our natural phenomena.

How the elephant got its trunk… to how we got a rainbow, we love

to hear creative ways our ancestors explained their world.

I think, one of the reasons why we are stuck with it, why kids

probably know this story better than any other bible story is of

course the simplest, most straightforward answer:
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Noah’s story is horrific and terrifying.

Let’s not be silly. We can get handed down crocheted wall hangings of

adorable animals peeking out over the edge of a 2000 times too small

illustration of a boat all you want. Kids, I think, ultimately are not fooled by the

buried lead here: everybody dies. Everybody, except two of every animal,

Noah’s family, and a wide variety of the most evil but completely impervious

fish… die. And we tell this story on purpose.

The thing that I carried away, all those years ago? Those people? They were all

bad. So I shouldn’t be bad. Those people? They didn’t listen to Noah. So I

should listen to people that say that God told them to build a giant boat. OK,

that one less than the first, but definitely the first.

We try to tell Noah’s story over and over again, because, it connects to our

worst instincts, and some of our worst theology, too. It joins a pantheon of

myth and parable that imagine God as petty judge, meting out bad ends for

those (always those) bad people. And as bad as that judging, over there kind

of thought could be, it’s not the worst. Nor its close friend, that when bad

things happen to us, we are bad.

The illusion, the terrible hope that this story wakes up in us could maybe be a as

simple as the hope that bad things happen to bad people, but seems even

more elementally this: this story lets us think that we can be in control.

The horror in grief, whether it is in a tiny grief of a lost day of fun with loved

ones or the huge grief of death, maybe even cataclysmic death like Noah

watches, is in imagining that there might be some way we could go back and



avoid it. The road not traveled. And all the anxieties come like a flood.

For young adults what college should you go to? What career should you

choose? What job? Who will be a partner to you in your life? What should they

be like?

For parents Replay that whole first list but about your kids? What is the

optimal spring sport to assure that your child will be happy and fulfilled? How

long should their resume be before they apply to school? Is a small internet

start-up enough?

For elders What would you like to do with retirement, when you are no longer

defined by your business card? what medical interventions should you

choose? What care options would you like as you age? What do you want to lift

up as a priority in your life when it comes to time with family, physical comfort,

or lucidity and freedom from anxiety?

For us as a community, or nation if we fall on hard times, if we need welfare,

have we failed? If we are hungry, is it because we haven’t worked hard

enough?

See, a God that punishes feeds those questions those anxieties, but also offers

us a kind of comfort. There is a “right” choice. A right answer for those

questions. We can tell. The more shocking reality is the true vulnerability of our

lives. That grief comes for us all at times. And that it is equal opportunity, for

those who are kind or those who may be unkind. Those who work hard and

those who work less.



Covenant

The end of the flood story we read today is kind of an amazing turn in our

ancestor’s telling of their faith, because, if we read it closely, it both

acknowledges all that history of a God who might get angry and smite all the

people on the earth, and then in an irreversible way saves our faith from that

grim picture. It happens through this weird word covenant.

I spent a lot of time talking with people in our church about what covenant

means to them. Not everyone, but many were stories from church, not

surprisingly. Some were about this story, some about joining churches, some

about weddings.

One thing that we all noticed in our conversation: Covenants aren’t a contract.

It’s not a you do this and I’ll give you this kind of deal. That’s about control.

Making cold logical sense out of the relationship between two parties. Simple

economics.

Covenant doesn’t control, it changes.

See, God’s covenant changes Noah, surely.

We covenant over the waters of baptism. We don’t promise to love or guide

each other’s children if they’re really cute, or if they promise to grow up to be

really successful. We promise to walk with each other, with the children

through the process of them becoming uniquely them. We give them all the

freedom to find the gifts buried deep within them that might bring joy, but we

also give them the freedom to know failure, or that they can break hearts and



have theirs broken. We promise to follow along on a journey entirely out of our

control. And we are changed by that.

Out of the Flood Business

The rainbow is kind of an amazing symbol then. It is a forever reminder that

our God is out of the flood business, out of the petty smiting. When we

experience life’s floods, and we know we do sometimes, our scripture tells us

that is anything but God.

God doesn’t do floods, God only does rainbows. As much as we might try to

coax our own little gods inside ourselves into our self-made box for judging

and punishing… Our God is

In amazing ways this text lifts up the bow as the symbol of any war-like,

punishing sense of God as completely done. It rhymes with one more symbol

of death that we will come to at the end of our Lenten time.

At the cross, once and for all, God takes a death-thing and holds it up for us

and against all our desire for control in our own lives, control of a world where

God stands around judging and deciding who lives and who dies, who’s in or

out. As theologian and pastor The Rev. Nadia Bolz-Weber says, “That actually is

God on the cross, that’s God saying, I would rather die than be in the sin-

accounting business that you’ve put me in.”[1]

Out of the sin-accounting business, out of the flood business. God’s covenant

to us is eternal from rainbow to cross. You want proof that grief isn’t your fault?

Says God, you need evidence that it’s out of your hands? Here is my well
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beloved child, and death and injustice and hurt still came to him, too.

Yes, God is out of the flood business and out of the crucifying business, and

sits so strongly with us, so forever bound to us with this amazing covenant of

love that rain will be changed to rainbows, and crosses? Before we’re done

with this cross business, instead of a sign of death we will have a sign of life

that can’t ever be killed.

You want the answer to a grief that is out of control here it is, it is love out of

control. Love given without worrying if you earned it, if you’re worth it, if you’ll

give back, or be righteous…

What are the covenants in your life? Where have you experienced love or

acceptance that didn’t seek to control you, but simply to walk with you? If

you’d like, after church, share those with one another. Be prepared for some to

be tender. Be prepared for some stories of people who are wondering what

happens when it feels like a covenant has been broken. But also be prepared

for the fact that as you listen, you are living out covenant again, our church

covenant.

Thanks be to God.



1. http://www.onbeing.org/program/transcript/nadia-bolz-weber-seeing-the-

underside-and-seeing-god-tattoos-tradition-and-grace  ↩
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