August 9, 2009
The Water of Renewal
Genesis 6:11-14, 17-22

7:11, 17-24, 8:1-5 9:8-17

When I lived in Des Moines we had our own small-scale flood. In Iowa that year the ground was saturated from melting snow, and the rain just would not stop. Eventually the rivers got so high that they overflowed their banks, and all the sandbagging in the world couldn’t stop it. Whole parts of the city were under water. Houses and hotels and businesses had to be condemned. But the worst part was that the water treatment plant was under water. For two weeks the whole city was without drinking water. Everybody was talking about building an Ark.

The story of Noah’s Ark is probably one of the best-known in all of scripture. It’s a great story to tell. At the Worship and Music Conference that Philip and Joy Hire and I attended at Montreat, a story-teller presented this tale with great flourish and drama, complete with audience participation and a rap about the animals. We even learned how to make the sound of rain! Like any good folk-tale, you can embellish this story with all kinds of details. Just listen to Bill Cosby’s rendition sometime. (Noah! What!?) It’s the perfect children’s story, with all the animals being rescued from a terrible fate. It even has a rainbow at the end – you don’t get a happier ending than that. 
I know I loved this story when I was a child. But I also remember when the story suddenly seemed disturbing. Somewhere along the line I understood that it was God who sent the flood. God did this. It wasn’t just some freak of nature, some horrible disaster, where God stepped in to save the creatures from destruction. God brought the destruction on himself. It makes God sound like Hitler, bringing on a genocide of world proportions. “I will send rain on the earth for forty days and forty nights; and every living thing that I have made I will blot out from the face of the ground.” All of a sudden, it sounded horrible.
When the flooding hit Iowa, there were Christians who said it was just like the flood in Genesis - God was punishing us. Every time a natural disaster strikes there are Christian leaders who say this. The litany of ‘sins’ is always the same: it’s about gays, or sexual immorality, or godlessness in general. I don’t think I’ve ever heard them talk about sins like greed or selfishness or pride or, say, self-righteousness. And they seem to miss the part in the Book of Genesis about the rainbow – you know, the part where God says “I will never do this again.” 
In the story of the Great Flood, we encounter a God who seems almost human. He is beset by emotion unleashed by what he sees in the world he created, the world for which he had such high hopes, such great intentions. 
Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann interprets our passage this way: 
[W]ith amazing boldness the narrative invites [us]… into the heart of God… What we find there is not an angry tyrant, but a troubled parent who grieves over the alienation… God is aware that something is deeply amiss in creation… With [a] perverted imagination, God’s world has begun to conjure its own future quite apart from the future willed by God…

 [We are shown] the deep pathos of God. God is not angered but grieved. He is not enraged but saddened… The evil heart of humankind (v. 5) troubles the heart of God (v. 6).

God had created the world full of goodness, full of life. God created humanity in God’s own image, to care for creation and enjoy its abundance. But from the very start human sin made a wreck of it all. What was God to do? Leave them in their own mess to sort it out? Wipe it all out and start over again, forcing the world into obedience? Neither was acceptable. God could no more abandon his creation than a mother abandon the infant she loves. God would not command his creatures to love him, but try to bring “the world to trust and obedience.” As Brueggemann writes, 
[This] is done by the anguish and grief of God, who enters into the pain and fracture of the world… The story is not about the world assaulted and a God who stands remote. It is about the hurt God endures because of and for the sake of his wayward creation.

It is as if the flood were the tears of God, which could not stop. 

This is a God who cannot let go of hope. Hope that somehow, the world will become as he intended it to be. Somehow, his creatures would grow to know him and love him. Somehow, there would be a way to wipe out evil from this earth and free them from its power. Somehow, he could make all things new. If he could find one faithful person, he could start again, with a family who would keep his commandments. One person, like Noah… 
The Flood was God’s first attempt to renew creation, but it wouldn’t be his last. Over and over again, God reaches out to humanity, trying to bring them back. From generation to generation, he made covenants with his people, everlasting covenants, full of promise and hope - only to see them broken again. 

In the book of Jeremiah the prophet writes of God’s hope:

I thought 

how I would set you among my sons,

And give you a pleasant land, 

a heritage most beauteous of all nations.

And I thought you would call me, My Father, 

And would not turn from following me.
 
I thought this time would be different…

Until, in the fullness of time, God did the only thing left. He sent his Son, his only Son, to make a new covenant, sealed in his blood for the forgiveness of sins. 

For once, finally, there would walk on this earth a human whom evil could not warp and corrupt. For once there would be a human being fully and completely as God intends for us to be, without sin, with love, complete love, for his Father. 

And so it came to pass that in those days God took on human flesh, and he that knew no sin took on our sin in his body on a cross, so that the power of evil might be crucified with him. 
God kept his promise to Noah. No longer would God try to rid the world of evil by wiping out everyone who did evil. The sign of the covenant was the rainbow, a sign that God would never send the waters of heaven to fill the world again. Instead, in the fullness of time, God conquered evil by the cross, the offering of his own flesh and blood, so that the power of sin was put to death when Christ died and was raised to new life. 

And then God gave the world a new sign of a new covenant. The sign was the water of baptism. In the water of baptism, we die with Christ, and are raised again with him. In the water of baptism, we die to sin, and are raised to eternal life. In the water of baptism, our sins are washed from us, and we are made new again. This covenant will never end because Christ has fulfilled the promise. 

Anyone who is in Christ is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come. 

When the floods hit in Des Moines, the waters breached the levies late one Saturday night. On Sunday morning we gathered in church again, as many of us as could get there. We were the great unwashed – there was water everywhere, but our pipes ran empty. 
We had a baptism that day, and there was just enough water left in the pipes to fill that bowl. And a little baby, little Sarah Jane, was baptized that day in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

For God’s promises are for her, and for all those who are near and for those who are far off. We have been given the promise of God, that nothing, nothing in heaven or on earth or under the earth will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

The rainbow – and this water – are our signs. 

Thanks be to him. 
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