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 Looking back at the week that was, I feel like I have been moving between two 

wildly divergent realities.  It wouldn’t surprise me if you have been, too.  One reality is 

the Olympics.  I have really been enjoying the Olympics this year, and I hear other people 

talking about them a lot, too.  Watching the Olympics has brought me moments of both 

wonder and hope.  Wonder at what humanity can achieve--the beauty, artistry, strength, 

determination and skill that goes into creating Olympic athletes.  Seeing the snow 

boarders soar skywards while doing impossible tricks or the figure skaters landing jumps 

and bringing audiences to their feet has filled me with awe.  We are capable of doing 

some truly wondrous things.  And the entire spirit of the Olympics, of the best of the 

athletes of nations around the world coming together in a peaceful way to compete and 

celebrate achievement, has given me hope.  Even athletes from both North and South 

Korea have coexisted to some degree, and the whole experience provides an uplifting 

view of humanity.   

 But the other reality is the school shooting in Douglas High School in Parkland, 

FL. And that reality fills me with despair.  I am weary to the bone of mass shootings, 

whether in America or across the world; whether in schools, theatres, churches, mosques,  

or concerts.  Seeing the grieving parents in FL, at least one of them wearing a cross of 

ashes from an Ash Wednesday service she’d attended, breaks my heart.  Our world’s dark 

fascination with gun violence enrages me.  The political divisiveness that immediately 

follows such acts and that prevents any constructive solutions from being implemented 

disgusts me.  And this kind of event completely robs me of wonder or hope for humanity.  

I find myself despairing of our species and doubting that we have much of a future at all. 



Because there is a multitude of ways we find to be our own worst enemy, to destroy 

ourselves and our environment: not merely outright violence, but pollution, abuse, 

inequitable distribution of food and goods, you name it.  We never seem to learn.  We 

can’t seem to change.   There are times when I feel that humanity, to use Biblical 

terminology,  is essentially wicked and utterly depraved.  What are we to do?   I don’t 

think we know.  

 This wild ride many of us have been on this last week is surprisingly similar to the 

wild ride God has been on since the beginning of Genesis, the first book in the Bible.  

Things start out wonderfully, but go downhill rapidly from there.  Genesis is a book of 

profound truth, filled with ancestral stories about God, humanity, the nature of sin, and 

God’s intervention tactics.  It is not a historical textbook, nor does it intend to be; but it is 

a book of eternal truths that ring ridiculously true to this day.  God creates paradise, you 

recall, and places humans therein; all is well; God sees that it is good.  Then sin enters the 

story and humanity opts to try and take God’s place and fails utterly; we are driven from 

paradise and all creation knows brokenness and sin.  God goes from gladness to anguish. 

It’s a wild ride.  The story of Noah’s Ark, which we so often portray as a charming 

children’s story, is actually a culmination of this brokenness and sin, and represents 

God’s first attempt at intervention.  The story begins in the 6th chapter of Genesis with 

these words: “The Lord saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and 

that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually.  And the 

Lord was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his 

heart.”  By the way, this is the wording of the NRSV, a very literal translation, not one of 

the more contemporary versions that fleshes out and adds emotional color.  This is 



literally what this ancient text says:  “The Lord was sorry that he had made humankind 

and it grieved him to his heart.”   So, God experiences the precise reaction that we do in 

those moments when we perceive that humanity is just wickedly self-serving and blindly 

self-destructive.  God despairs of our species, as we do at times, and can see no future for 

us.  And what is God to do?  We may not have had an answer for what we ought to do, 

but God comes up with an answer, and this is it.  

God decides, in this rather disturbing story, truth be told, to wipe the slate clean 

and start again.  No half measures will do.  No amount of education, good intentions, and 

patient assistance will work change.  So this world which God spoke into being, this 

design of God that included seas and land and animals and humans, has gone so wrong 

that it’s unbearable.  God’s anguish is palpable. God concludes that genocide is the only 

answer and proceeds with a plan to raze all that exists to a rubble and start fresh.  Noah 

and his family and two of every animal species are to be spared, as they were decent and 

God fearing people, and the animals were presumably good animals.  So, the reason for 

the whole rather charming and picturesque story of building an ark and gathering animals 

together and riding out a 40 day flood is the utter depravity and sinful nature of humanity.  

This is not only not really a children’s story, I’m not sure most of us adults are old 

enough to study it!  It does have the happy ending, of course, with animals and Noah and 

family debarking the Ark while a rainbow shimmers in the sky.  We have that conclusion 

in our text this morning.  But between the flood event and this conclusion in our lesson, is 

the following conversation that God has with God’s Self, and it’s an important one.    

God says; “Never again will I put the earth under a curse because of what people do; I 

know that from the time they are young their thoughts are evil.  Never again will I destroy 



all living things, as I have done this time.  As long as the world exists, there will be a 

time for planting, and a time for harvest.  There will always be cold and heat, summer 

and winter; day and night.”  So here we have God as promise-keeper, guaranteeing to us 

the very rhythms of life.  We don’t have to wonder if the sun will rise tomorrow morning, 

it will.  Even in northern Minnesota, we don’t have to wonder if Spring will follow 

Winter:  It will. And harvest follows planting.  It works.  The elemental rhythms of life 

that make our lives both livable and wonderful are promised to us here by God.  In our 

OT text today, we see the sign of this promise or covenant God makes with us and 

creation, the rainbow.  And notice, that in our text, the covenant is with all creation, not 

just us. It’s so easy for us people to think it’s always just about us, but it’s not.   God 

specifies, “I am establishing my covenant with you and your descendants and with every 

living creature that is with you, the birds, the domestic animals, and every animal of the 

earth.”  A few verses later, God says, “This is the sign of the covenant that I make 

between me and you and every living creature, I have set my bow in the sky.”  And so the 

rainbow becomes a sign of the promise that God will not destroy the earth, that we may 

count on the natural rhythms and laws of creation, and that God will deal with evil 

differently in the future.   

And that is one of the intriguing things about this story!  God is going to change 

strategies.  Interestingly God recognizes that things may go bad again---God knows that 

we are in the clutches of sin, he says so in the text.  But, God decides to deal with the evil 

in the world differently from then on.  God will not keep wiping everything out and 

starting again.  Instead, God develops new ways to combat evil.  God sends the gift of the 

Law, the 10 Commandments.  God sends prophets to call the people back to God. And, 



finally, like all good managers, God realizes that only a hands-on approach will do and 

God comes himself, which brings us to our gospel lesson in Mark.  

 Just a few brief words about this lesson--Here and throughout the gospel of Mark, 

we see Jesus combat evil. Jesus is driven by the Spirit into the wilderness for a time of 

testing with Satan.  Again, and again, Jesus will confront evil in the Mark’s gospel as he 

exorcises demons, heals the sick, confronts injustice in the authorities, and finally—as he 

hangs on the cross.  The cross becomes the ultimate strategy in God’s arsenal for dealing 

with sin and brokenness.  There is a direct line throughout the Scriptures from the fall of 

humanity out of paradise, through Noah’s Ark and the flood story, through all the history 

in between, leading to the coming of Christ.  All are stories of how God will adapt and 

fight for us, not only against Satan, but fight for us against our own worst enemy: 

ourselves.  It’s all really one story.    

But, let’s turn our attention back to our initial story, of Noah.  Here, for our 

consideration this morning, are at least two take-aways from this story of Noah and the 

flood. God cares about Creation and guarantees that the rhythms of Creation that make 

life possible for us and all creatures will continue—or at least, that God will not destroy 

them in an effort to teach us a lesson.  Whether or not we destroy them is on us.  There is 

a very obvious implication to this –just as God stewards the Created world with wisdom 

and care, so should we.  We must not allow self-interest or short sighted profit or apathy 

to justify destroying the environment in which we and other creatures live.  Made in 

God’s image, we are to be like our Creator in caring for creation. 

 Secondly, if even God develops new strategies over time for fighting sin, 

brokenness, and evil, maybe we need to do so also.  God knows that we are broken and 



sinful creatures; that isn’t going to be given a quick fix.  We know that about ourselves, 

too.  But God doesn’t give up on us, doesn’t just wash God’s hands of the whole mess 

and walk away.  We shouldn’t either.  We need to keep on keeping on to do whatever we 

can to interrupt cycles of violence or bridge divisiveness.  If even God can see a need to 

evolve and experiment with new approaches, surely so can we.  Maybe that means events 

like the Olympics, where bridges are built rather walls erected, and briefly at least, folks 

around the world can be given inspiration and hope.  Or on a smaller scale, remember a 

few years ago when we sponsored a forum on Islam and both Muslims and Christians and 

probably agnostics and aetheists gathered in our church to learn from one another rather 

than to argue and escalate tension?  That’s bridge building. That provides hope and 

inspiration. Maybe we need to find ways to do more of that, not only with other faiths, 

but with people who think differently than we do about politics or economics or guns or 

sexuality.  Can we find ways to be less self- destructive and more creators of hope and 

inspiration?  That is surely our calling as Christians.  

This morning is the first Sunday of Lent, and we know that we are in for a church 

season where we acknowledge sin and brokenness and our need for Christ on the cross.  

Yet, these texts before us are not ultimately grim or hopeless.  This story of Noah and the 

flood is the story of a promise, a covenant God makes,  which is all-inclusive, 

demonstrating God’s concern for creation, as well as for humanity.  As such, it is much 

more significant  and weighty story than we generally acknowledge.  And the sign of this 

covenant, the rainbow, is set within Creation so that all may see it and marvel upon it. 

Could there be a better sign and reminder of God’s loving providence than a rainbow?  

Doesn’t God have nice ideas? 



 This story, then ends on a high note, with life beginning anew, with rainbows in 

the sky, and with a covenant between God and the world.  But, it is much more than those 

smiling pairs of animals on the floating ark.  This is a story for environmentalists and 

nature lovers, where God makes clear God’s care for every living creature.  This is a 

story of God’s judgment on evil and violence.  It’s a story of God’s mercy in preserving 

life.  It’s a story for sinners who need to hear that re-starts can happen.  It’s a story in 

which we see God will develop new strategies for dealing with human sin, a strategy that 

finally leads to the cross.  And  it’s a story that tells us we can count on God’s goodness 

to preserve the seasons and rhythms of life.  Which makes our lives livable and amazing.  

This is a story about a God Who makes and keeps promises, as we should do also.  A 

story for children, perhaps—but a story for adults, most definitely.  A story that points to 

the faithfulness of God and challenges us to faithful, as well.  Amen.  


