
From Covenant to Covenant: More than Pie in the Sky

Genesis 9:8-17


It may seem odd that the scripture texts for our sermons throughout Lent will come from Hebrew scripture rather than the New Testament, which we often view as more closely related to our Christian journey. But each of the readings from Hebrew scripture deals with God’s covenants, which provide interesting signposts for our Lenten journey.


In each of these covenant stories, the promise of God comes as a way of helping making sense out of a time of chaos. And perhaps that’s what the season of Lent can help us do. To find some sort of meaning in the midst of chaos—in the world around us or within ourselves.


It’s hard to imagine a much more chaotic scene than the one we enter in today’s scripture reading. It comes at the end of the great flood narrative. Noah and his family emerge as survivors of a flood that’s destroyed the world as they knew it. Now in addition to the basic tasks of finding food and building shelter, these survivors must grapple with the larger and more daunting tasks of finding a new sense of direction and building a new way of life.


But as we enter the scene, it’s not Noah’s voice or those of his family that we hear. Instead, we hear only God, who speaks to Noah and his family: “As for me, I am establishing my covenant with you and your descendants after you, and with every living creature that is with you.”


God isn’t striking a deal with Noah. It’s not one of those arrangements in which I promise to do something if you promise to do something in return. There’s no negotiating or bargaining. God simply announces what God intends to do.


God intends to establish or “raise up” a covenant. It will be all God’s doing. One commentator describes it as “an act of amazing graciousness, the very self-giving of God.”

And God’s covenant isn’t just with the small band of humans who’ve survived the flood. God’s promise is for all creation—both then and in the future.


At the heart of the covenant is God’s promise “never again” to repeat the destruction of the flood. This promise isn’t just about another flood. It’s a sweeping, unconditional pledge of God’s ongoing care for the world.


God then offers a sign to mark this covenant. God places a “bow” in the sky. While rainbows have taken on a variety of meanings over the centuries, in this story a bow probably would have been understood as a weapon of war, an instrument of hostility and destruction.


As one scholar notes, to have that bow “suspended in the sky means that God has made a gesture of disarmament, has hung up the primary weapon, and now has no intention of being an aggressor or adversary.” This “demobilized weapon” is a gesture of peace and reconciliation, a sign that “God intends to be ‘at peace’ with God’s world”—regardless of how stubborn or disobedient it may be.

Although this sign might provide a message of comfort or encouragement to humanity, its real purpose—according to our story—is to remind God of this covenant, to help God remember to be faithful to the world.


This may sound odd to us. But throughout the psalms are petitions for God to remember and not forget. And there are other narratives in Hebrew scripture that indicate that God’s remembering results in gracious things happening in the world.


One of those narratives comes from another time of chaos for the people of Israel. This chaos came in the form of exile, of the Hebrew people’s being taken away from their home in the promised land. In the midst of this chaos, God sends a message through the prophet Isaiah: “This is like the days of Noah to me: Just as I swore that the waters of Noah would never again go over the earth, so I have sworn that I will not be angry with you and will not rebuke you. For the mountains may depart and the hills be removed, but my steadfast love shall not depart from you, and my covenant of peace shall not be removed.”


It’s likely that the portion of the flood narrative we heard today was written during this time of exile. The author may have attempted to make sense of the chaos in which he found himself by reflecting on God’s covenant in an earlier time of chaos. The promise that helped the survivors of the flood find hope and meaning now will help the survivors of the exile to do the same. Even in the face of the chaos of the exile, people could trust that God would remember and keep the covenant God made with the world.


That same trust emerged during one of the greatest times of chaos in modern history. Once again survivors of a horrible destruction clung to the hope that God would remember God’s promise of “never again.”


One of those survivors—Elie Wiesel—argues that God is God precisely because of that remembering. And Wiesel—who was imprisoned as a teenager in Nazi concentration camps—believes that remembering is a task each of us must do if we’re to help keep alive God’s promise.


And so Wiesel remembers. He remembers May 1944 when he was “thrown into a haunted universe where the story of the human adventure seemed to swing irrevocably between horror and malediction.” He remembers being in a camp with his father—working with him, sharing bread and soup with him, sleeping in the same box with him. He remembers believing that he would be the last of his family’s line, the end of their future.


When the war ended, a new belief emerged for Wiesel. He, as well as the other survivors of that time of chaos, believed that “anyone who survived death must bear witness.” Some even believed “they survived in order to become witnesses.”


But Wiesel recalls that deep down he knew it would be impossible to communicate the entire story. Nobody could. So he decided to wait, to see if during ten years he would be able “to find the proper words, the proper pace, the proper melody, or maybe even the proper silence to describe the ineffable.”


He explains: “In my tradition, as a Jew, I believe that whatever we receive we must share. When we endure an experience, the experience cannot stay with me alone. It must be opened, it must become an offering, it must be deepened and given and shared. And of course I am afraid that memories suppressed could come back with a fury, which is dangerous to all human beings, not only to those who directly were participants but to people everywhere, to the world, for everyone. So, therefore, those memories that are discarded, shamed, somehow they may come back in different ways, disguised, perhaps seeking another outlet.”

Wiesel acknowledges that the sharing of experiences involves the task of informing. But he contends that “information must be transformed into knowledge, knowledge into sensitivity, and sensitivity into commitment.”

“How can we therefore speak,” he asks, “unless we believe that our words have meaning, that our words will help others to prevent my past from becoming another person’s—another people's—future. Yes, our stories are essential—essential to memory. I believe that the witnesses, especially the survivors, have the most important role. They can simply say, in the words of the prophet, ‘I was there.’ 

“What is a witness if not someone who has a tale to tell and lives only with one haunting desire: to tell it. Without memory, there is no culture. Without memory, there would be no civilization, no society, no future.

“After all, God is God because [God] remembers.”


This year we will travel our Lenten journey as we also conduct our stewardship campaign. In each, we’re focusing on the theme of promise. The promise of God’s covenants. The promise that lies along our faith journey. The promise available through forgiveness. The promise that awaits our congregation.


Just as the bow in today’s story is more than a pie-in-the-sky promise to make us feel good or safe, I hope that our Lenten journey and our stewardship campaign will lead us to something more. A deeper trust in God’s steadfast love. A more meaningful engagement with our faith. A more profound sense of gratitude for how God continues to work in our world. A stronger sense of how we as a congregation can play a role in caring for all of creation. A fuller commitment to sharing our experiences of God’s presence with those around us.


God says, “As for me.” May we share those words as we make our own promises. Amen.
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