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Call to Meditation: 
“The Christian life is not about pleasing God the finger-shaker and judge. It is not about 
believing now or being good now for the sake of heaven later. It is about entering a relationship 
in the present that begins to change everything now. Spirituality is about this process: the 
opening of the heart to the God who is already here.”  
― Marcus J. Borg, The God We Never Knew: Beyond Dogmatic Religion To A More Authenthic 
Contemporary Faith 
 
Introduction to the Scripture 
 We are about to hear the end of an ancient, ancient story - a story whose origins have 
been lost somewhere in the mists of the earliest civilizations of the Middle East.  Noah and the 
Ark . . . . who has not heard that story from our childhood?  
 Even if you don’t think you know the Bible very well, you probably know this story.  It is 
a frightening story in some ways – not one that I would read too enthusiastically to a child, 
except for the ending.  Here’s a quick, colloquial synopsis: 
 Things in the world are a real mess . . . . Humankind has fallen into all sorts of bad 
things, and God is fed up.  He decides to destroy it all, but discovers that there is one man – 
Noah – who is righteous, and therefore, apparently, worth saving.  And so the plan is hatched to 
save Noah and his family – and a pair of each species of animal – by having Noah build a great 
boat. 
 In today’s reading, we hear just the ending of this watery tale, as God picks out the 
rainbow to be a sign of covenant - a sign of promise - to humanity.  A promise that as long as the 
earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, shall 
not cease. [Genesis 8:22]   Note with whom God’s covenant is made here: with Noah, yes, and 
his descendants - but also the animals, that wonderful menagerie that sailed with Noah and has 
been the subject of so much “ark art!” God wants to be in a special, covenantal relationship not 
just with humankind, but indeed with every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.   
 
Let us listen for God’s Word to us today: 
 
8 Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, 9 “As for me, I am establishing my covenant 
with you and your descendants after you, 10 and with every living creature that is with you, the 
birds, the domestic animals, and every animal of the earth with you, as many as came out of the 
ark. 11 I establish my covenant with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of 
a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.”  
 12 God said, “This is the sign of the covenant that I make between me and you and every 
living creature that is with you, for all future generations: 13 I have set my bow in the clouds, and 
it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth. 14 When I bring clouds over the earth 
and the bow is seen in the clouds, 15 I will remember my covenant that is between me and you 
and every living creature of all flesh; and the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy 
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all flesh.16 When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant 
between God and every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.”  
 17 God said to Noah, “This is the sign of the covenant that I have established between me 
and all flesh that is on the earth.” 
 
9 In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the 
Jordan. 10 And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the 
Spirit descending like a dove on him. 11 And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the 
Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 
12 And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. 13 He was in the wilderness 
forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on him. 
14 Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, 15 and 
saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the 
good news.” 
+ + + + 
 It is good to be here today.  I bring you greetings from Carol, who is looking forward to 
being with you April 12. 
 So it has been a while!  I know what you’re thinking.  You’re thinking, “My goodness, but 
he hasn’t changed a bit!”  And let me assure you, that YOU haven’t changed a bit either!  Both 
assessments have a lot to do with how far away you are from me, and I from you! It has been a 
while, and as I looked around the building, I couldn’t help but notice that even if WE haven’t 
changed, some things around here have.  
 I peaked in the office, and noticed that the wonderful Apple 2e computer that was so 
great . . . not there anymore!  I thought it was a great little machine . . . can’t see why you 
changed that.    
 And I spent a lot of time getting just the right daisy wheel printer  . . .that thing printed 
as well as the best Selectric typewriter around . . . which I notice is also gone.   
 Library . . .  rug!  Thank you Pat Jipson! 
 And this pipe organ!  You know, that old Seville was great . . . you could roll the console 
around, and it didn’t have any pipes to take up space . . . Of course, it didn’t always work . . .  
 Alas things do change . . . You are on the cusp here of change as you have just celebrated 
Karl’s long ministry with you, and you seek new pastoral leadership.  It is an exciting time, but 
not without some anxiety for the future.  Carol and I will be retiring this fall, and so we are 
sympathetic to the circumstances of this church . . . we too and our church in Oshkosh is 
entering a time of change.   And that is what this ancient story of Noah is about . . . certainly it is 
about looking ahead, and trusting God . . . it is a story about promise, and hope, great hope. 
 It’s quite a story!  Did it “really” happen?  Did a great flood cover the entire earth, 
destroying all of humankind and animal kind (except the fortunate few of both kinds on the 
ark)?   I had a seminary professor who was obsessed with that ancient mariner Noah, or at least 
his boat.  So much so that he led two expeditions up Mount Ararat convinced that the ark must 
still be perched somewhere near the peak!  He would write long commentaries about his heroic 
ventures - including the time that he found himself mistakenly going up the wrong side of the 
mountain!   He did not find the ark, nor do I think he ever would have.  He would have done 
better, it seems to me, spending all that time and effort exploring not Mount Ararat, but the 
story itself.  For in the story of Noah and his Ark we find a great, great story that raises many 
questions, and proclaims great hope in the end.  What are we to make of this classic, sacred 
story?  What do we learn from the story of Noah and all that water? 
 We learn that humanity can, at certain times and places, find itself in a sorry state 
indeed, capable of great wrong. The storyteller says that “the wickedness of humankind was 
great . . . and every inclination (not a few, or even most, but every) inclination of their hearts 
was only (not mostly, but only) evil continually (not once in a while).  The earth, we are told was 



filled with violence.   Here is not an optimistic view of humankind!  This experiment with 
human freedom that God has begun seems to be going very badly indeed!  AND YET . . . there is 
righteous Noah, one man and his family whose inclination of heart was not evil continually. 
 So we have a paradoxical picture of humanity - of ourselves - in the story.  Capable of 
great violence on the one hand, having made a royal mess of the earth; and on the other hand 
worthy to receive mercy, to begin again, to have a second chance. 
 But we also have a paradoxical picture of God.  At the start of the tale God says, I will 
blot out from the earth the human beings I have created!  God in this story seems quite willing 
to send this great flood to wipe the slate clean.  Like a frustrated child, angry that a plan is not 
working, can lash out in anger, this God seems not much better.  He is the “finger-shaker judge” 
that Marcus Borg in the Call to Meditation speaks of – the violent God that so many people still 
imagine God to be.  AND YET . . . and yet there is another God in the Noah story. 
 One scholar points out that God elsewhere in the story is “a grieving and pained parent, 
distressed at what has happened . . . . as God’s vision for what the world might have been has 
been dashed by a narrow and self-centered human vision.” [NIB, page 389] As a parent must 
surely grieve over the bad and sadly destructive decisions their children sometimes make, so 
God grieves over his offspring.  One verse in the story says that God’s heart was filled with pain 
[6:6]  as God “personally enters into the brokenness [of the world.]”  [NIB, page 389] He is a 
broken-hearted God; a God who doesn’t seem to know just how things will turn out, but – and 
here is the important part -- who will not give up on us. 
 This story has endured lo, these many centuries, because we see in it ourselves.  We see 
in it a humanity that is capable of both great goodness and great evil.  And we too are a mix of 
both good and evil - of heroic greatness and tragic self-centeredness.  We can vacillate between 
hope and despair, faith and indifference as we look at our world - our violent world especially in 
these last weeks, especially when religion is claimed to be the motive of so much inhumanity.  
What a contradiction we humans are! 
 But we see in this story of Noah not only ourselves, but God too.  And the question is, 
which God will we see there?  Are we drawn to the portrait of the God who is frightening in 
anger and power, who said, more than once in the story, “I will blot out from the earth the 
human beings I have created . . . I am sorry that I have made them.” OR are we drawn to the God 
who makes covenant with Noah and his family, and with all of creation, who promises to 
“remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of all flesh that is on 
the earth.” 
 The story shows humanity at its worst, and its best.  It reflects our images of God at their 
worst, but also their best.  But in the end, what is the story about? 
 I believe that the end of this story of Noah is the point of the story.  For in the end there 
is a new beginning, new hope, and a promise that things will get better.  All that goes before it - 
God’s grieving heart for creation, the building of the Ark and the great roundup of all those 
animals, the rain and the flood and the dove and the olive branch - all of those pieces of the story 
are there to get to the end: the end that is a beginning!  And that new beginning is the covenant 
graciously offered not just to Noah, but to all his descendants, to all of the earth and every one of 
its creatures! 
 That’s why we remember this story. We remember it for the rainbow promise, for the 
assurance that God yet has hope for us, and for all the world.  We remember Noah, yes, for his 
courage, and obedience.  But more than the man, we remember the covenant promise made 
through that man’s story with us today. 
 New Beginnings!  That’s what the story is about.  And that’s what we must be about 
because the mercy and grace of our Lord is new every day!  It will get better!  That’s what the 
story promises us.  Because our God is eternally hopeful (even when we are not so sure) that we 
will grow into the very image of Christ, the image of God.  



 There are places in the world at this moment where people are suffering beyond 
imagining.  The blessing of global communications that can also be a curse at times make us 
painfully and sorrowfully aware of that suffering. And our hearts – like the heart of God in the 
story of Noah – are torn, are pained, longing for healing and an end of injustice.  It is so easy to 
be so focused on the wrong that we fall into despair that things will ever get better – globally or 
perhaps personally. 
 But let us make Noah’s story ours.  Noah’s rainbow, and its promise must be ours.  And 
its message is simple:  It gets better!  Our faith story tells us that it can get better, and it will.  
And by faith we say that in a world where it seems hope is lost, we will yet hope in God.  By faith 
we insist that in times of great change in our lives, God has not left us alone.  And for that hope, 
we thank our old friend Noah.  Amen. 
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