
February 21, 2021. Rev. Katheryn McGinnis
Let us pray,
Holy God, if I am honest, faith often feels like water in my hands.
No matter how hard I try to hold onto it, some of it always slips through  - like 
droplets of truth running down my wrists, back toward my heart.
This human inability to hold onto you leaves me thirsty for more. 
So as we prepare to read scripture, I pray that once again, you would meet us 
here.  Meet us in our hope and our heartache. Meet us in our fear and our joy.  
Meet us in our cupped hands and clenched fists. 
And even if the water keeps running, and we do not have a sky-parting moment 
of clarity, or a tangible sense that you are near; even if we do not hear the words, 
“This is my beloved,” ringing in our ears, we will trust that you are near, always 
and forever meeting us here, running toward our hearts.
Gratefully we pray, Amen. 
Our scripture for this morning comes from the book of Genesis, chapter 9, verses 
8 through 17. Listen now for the word of the Lord.
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 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.”
The word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.
Among the many crises that have swept our news cycle, ecological crises are 
dominant. California wildfires hit our own community last fall, and now, just a few 



months later, many Texans do not have power from the extreme cold that the 
state’s energy infrastructure was not prepared for or equipped to handle. The 
failure has led to the largest forced blackout in US history – at its height it was 
estimated some 3 million homes and businesses lost power. 
It seems the world has been unforgivable this past year. People have been hit 
from a variety of disasters; some have bit hit by more than one. It causes us to 
ask with despair, “what next?” What crisis will we wake up to tomorrow or the 
next day?
Or next week, next month, the feeling of safety, of predictability in the order of 
things, is gone.
Our scripture for this morning directly follows an ecological crisis.  A flood 
ransacked the world, killing its inhabitants. Only a select few humans and 
animals survived. And our scripture directly credits this flood as God’s doing. 
God caused the rains to fall and cover the earth, killing creation, because 
creation had turned to wickedness and God was sorry to have created them. 
So God floods the world, and then grieves, regrets. And so God cuts a covenant 
with every living creature for generations, that God will never again flood the 
earth and destroy them all.  
To hear this language of a covenant, to know what a covenant is, gives us a 
glimpse into the world of the Ancient Near East, the world of Noah and his family. 
During this time, covenants were legal documents, cementing a relationship of 
mutual obligation, usually between a greater power and a lesser power. 
There are several other well-known covenants in the bible. 
Later in the book of Genesis, God cuts a covenant with Abraham where God 
promises Abraham will be the ancestor of a multitude of nations. In return, 
Abraham’s descendants must keep the covenant by having every male 
circumcised. In the book of Exodus, God cuts a covenant with Israel at Sinai. 
God chooses them as God’s people, but in return they must obey God’s laws – 
the 10 commandments and others.   
Of all these covenants, the one at Sinai looks most like the legalistic treaties of 
the Ancient Near East. And while Abraham’s covenant is not as legalistic, the 
covenant is still one of mutual obligation – both parties give.
The covenant with Noah and every living creature of the Earth – this one is unlike 
any covenant. It’s so unique because it requires nothing of Noah or the animals 
or the Earth. 



There is no mutual obligation. Noah doesn’t even speak when God creates this 
covenant. All of the obligation is upon God. God has accepted and self-imposed 
boundaries upon Gods-self. And God places a bow in the skies as a reminder of 
God’s promise. 
The bow God puts in the sky, we know as a rainbow, but in the context of Noah’s 
time, it was an archery bow. 
Gods during this time in ancient near east religions were often portrayed as 
youthful warriors, fighting the forces of chaos with their archery weapon – the 
bow. The rainbow we see signals that God has hung God’s bow in the skies - 
God will no longer use it violently against the world. 
What’s perhaps most remarkable is what that bow implies – what this covenant 
implies – is that creation does not change. Humanity does not change. We do not 
change. We are still as wicked as the day God decided to flood the earth. All that 
has changed is God. God changed. Not us. 
This all powerful, all knowing, invisible immortal God, steps back and says never 
again. God CHANGED.
The evil of the world gave God so much pain, that God’s grief turned to anger 
and then destruction. But then God regrets, accepts us as we are (wickedness 
and all) and changes expectations of a relationship with humanity. As Jane Anne 
Ferguson writes, “punishment has not coerced humankind into changing its 
ways. If God wants to stay in relationship with creation and humankind – the 
creatures made in the image of God – then God must change. 
God repents, turns from vindication to forgiveness, patience, and steadfast love 
for creation, and for humanity, despite the knowledge that the human heart may 
(will?) never change.”
In this way, God not only changes, but God is also bound to humanity. 
God becomes vulnerable, even exposed, as God is now deeply invested in the 
fate of creation.
I wonder if I have ever made a promise like that? To change for someone without 
any expectation. Without any reciprocation. Have you? 
This covenant, read on the first Sunday of lent, leads to the cross. This self-
sacrificial love shown here, all the way back in genesis, - means that God’s grief 
is ongoing. 



We continue to turn to wicked ways – God continues to open the divine heart to 
us -to the world. And so God suffers.  God takes up the suffering the world for the 
sake of its future. 
And as we walk the path to Jerusalem this Lent – we will see that suffering – the 
suffering that God has willingly taken into the divine heart for generations and 
generation – culminate on the cross.
this flood story is not the only flood story of the time. There is an old Babylonian 
flood story that explains why things are the way they are to both people now and 
those who would have first heard it. 
Before the flood, the earth was overpopulated. It disturbs the Gods so much that 
they choose to wipe people out. In the aftermath of the flood – the gods replace 
these epic catastrophes with perennial ones – ones that people would recognizes 
in their lives or the lives of their loved ones. 
It is told, then, as a reminder of catastrophe, of death. 
How remarkable that the flood story in genesis is a reminder of life. Of hope. A 
hope that no matter what catastrophe befalls our world, God’s bow hung up in 
the sky, the rainbow reminds us a new tomorrow always awaits. 
The God who changed to have a relationship with us - God will keep the 
covenant always. No matter how we fail. 
These past few months of ecological crises, really this past year, has shaken our 
sense of predictability. Perhaps that is for the best. 
Perhaps life shouldn’t be predictable if it leads to millions of people loosing 
power, freezing in conditions they weren’t prepared for. 
Leaving them asking in despair, “what next?’  We must change – for creation. For 
humanity. The very world God deems worthy of suffering for. 
This change will not be easy –  but Lent is a time to turn, to change, to repent. 
This scripture falls on the first Sunday of lent, because we are challenged to 
follow in God’s footsteps and do the same.
To change. Without expectation, without reciprocation. But with the hope that 
God is with us each step of the way. God changed for us, God became 
vulnerable and bound to us- to know us, to love us, to be in relationship with us – 
maybe we can do the same.
Thanks be to God. Amen.


