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A Rainbow of Grace
Genesis 9:8-17

The story of God’s creating love gets off to such a wonderful start:  “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  And behold, God looked upon the whole creation and said, ‘This is good.’”  Not very long after that—just a few chapters later in the Genesis story, something has gone awry.  God again looked upon the whole creation, but this time, what God saw wasn’t good.  God saw human violence, sinfulness, disobedience.  So God said that humans would have to pay for what they had done.  And God set out to destroy the earth with a flood.  The only survivors are Noah and his family, and the traditional two animals of every kind.  We pick up the story right when Noah and his family have come out of the ark.

We read the story and expect to hear the same old thing from God:  If you sin, I will punish you.  I mean, let’s face it.  A bunch of us have the idea that God is some great cosmic punisher just waiting to pay us back for our sins.  We sometimes picture God sitting somewhere in the heavens, counting our sins, and just waiting for the opportunity to punish us.  After all, the Bible is full of stories about God punishing the people for their lack of memory or for disobeying God’s commandments.  So, we read the story about God and Noah and expect to hear God sing the same old song.  “If you sin, I’ll make you pay for it.”

I remember talking with a man passing through town not too many months ago.  He had no home or car, so he was hitchhiking his way across the country, trying to find someplace to land.  While he was passing through, he caught me in the parking lot of the church to see if we could help.  While I was talking to him, he kept asking the same question:  “Why is God doing this to me?”  He was working out of the common notion that God was punishing him, and I kept thinking that how many times I am tempted to slip into that thinking.  And I have thought of countless conversations I have had through the years who keep thinking that whatever befalls them must be punishment from God for something.
That’s the way many around us tend to think about God.  It’s not surprising, then, that Katrina has been called God’s punishment for the New Orleans life or that Sharon’s stroke was punishment for his political decisions.  There are plenty of people around who tend to think of God as a great punisher, always ready to rain destruction upon us.  Through that lens, we read this story of Noah and God and expect more of the same.

But this story’s different.  Right away we know that something’s changed.  Of course, lest we misunderstand, God tells us straight out:  It isn’t humans that have changed.  Something’s different in the story, alright, but it’s not us.  I mean, God has just finished telling Noah in the section before we started reading today that the whole creation will fear humans, and that people will still try to kill other people.  In other words, God is saying that the people won’t really change after the flood.  We keep doing the same old things that we’ve always done.

We know that, don’t we?  You know the old saying, “Times may change but people never do.”   That’s the way it is, not only in this world, but in the story of God’s covenant with Noah as well.  The story’s just nothing like anything that we’ve ever seen in the Bible to this point.  Something has changed, but it’s not us.

No, it’s God who changed.  With apologies to my Tuesday morning Disciple Bible Study group who absolutely reject any notion that God changes his mind—and I have considered their counsel—I can’t help but think that it’s God who changes in this story.  We don’t find the expected image of God the punisher here; rather, we find a God of incredible grace.  That’s the difference.  We haven’t changed; God has.  Let’s face it.  The only thing different about this story is that God doesn’t punish.  Instead, God promises not to destroy ever again.  “Never again,” says God, “will I send a flood to destroy the earth.”

Can you imagine what a shock that was for Noah?  This was something incredibly new and life-changing.  And if you read the story carefully, you’ll notice that Noah never speaks.  The breath is knocked out of him by the shocking revelation that God will no longer seek to pay people back for their sin.  God would be looking at humanity in a whole new way.
Walter Brueggemann describes what happens in this story as a “revolution in the heart of God.”  He goes on to say that “what has changed is not anything about humankind or creation or waters or floods.  What has changed is God.  God has made a decision about the grief and trouble of his own heart.”

I remember a story from my dad’s childhood that he once told me.  (The years since it’s telling may have blurred the facts in my mind, but the essence is the same.  Feel free to confirm the details with him at the lunch today.)  As the story goes, my dad, a child not unacquainted with mischief, took a nail and scratched every wooden leg on a new sofa that his mother had just brought home for the store.  He thought he was making it more attractive.  When his mother found out what he was doing, she sat down and laughed.  That’s right, she laughed.  He had expected to be punished for what he had done, but he found something different this time.  It wasn’t that his mother was laughing off his wrong.  It wasn’t that she was saying that he could do whatever he wanted to do.  No, by her laughter she showed her love for a boy who could get himself into the biggest messes in the world.

I look at this story of God’s covenant with Noah and the rest of humanity and think that God’s up to the same thing.  God is promising to love us no matter what a mess we make out of life.  We don’t find a punishing God at the end of this story.  Instead, we find a God who looks at us in a new way, through the eyes of grace.

So how do we know that God’s changed?  Just look at the sign.  The ancient world looked at the rainbow as one of God’s weapons.  They thought that God used the bow to shoot arrows of lighting at the world in punishment for its sins.  But look at what happens here.  God’s weapon is turned into a symbol of grace.  No longer will people look at the rainbow and fear God.  Now it would be seen as a reminder of God’s promise to love and remember the people come what may.  God’s weapon has been turned into a sign of grace.

And, what is particularly telling in this story is that we are not the only ones looking at the sign of the rainbow and remembering God’s promise.  The story makes it very clear that God is also looking at the sign, and when God sees it, God will remember the covenant he has made with us.  God will remember his promise to love us no matter what.
Obviously, for us in the church, this revolution in the heart of God is most clearly seen in the flesh of Jesus Christ, in whom we see the fullness of God’s grace.  And it is obvious in his story that our forgiveness is rooted in his life and death and resurrection.  The change in the heart of God is seen in the flesh of Jesus Christ.

In just a moment, you and I will be invited to this table filled with bread and wine.  It is around this table that you and I will hear again these words:  “This is my body.  This is the cup of the new covenant.  Do this in remembrance of me.”  Those words are words of God’s grace surrounding us with the life-giving presence of the risen Christ.  It is here that we meet a God who remembers us, and who offers us loving laughter and abundant life.  So, come and eat.  But more than that, come and meet the God who looks to you with the eyes of grace.  To that God be all glory and honor, now and forever.  Amen.
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