
FIRST SUNDAY IN LENT 

February 21, 2021 

 

Text: Genesis 9:8-17 

Theme: Bow in the Clouds  

 

Grace and peace to you from God our Father  

and the Lord Jesus Christ – Amen  

 

Camp Noah is a program of the Lutheran Social Service of Minnesota 

that is designed to help children heal from disasters and traumas.  I 

was trained to be part of a team that traveled to Biloxi after Hurricane 

Katrina devastated the area.  We used the story of the flood to talk to 

the children about the damage water could do and practical strategies 

for how they could cope.  Some of them lost both their parents in the 

flood and lived with grandparents until custody could be determined.    

Some of them refused to talk to any of us and clung to their blankets 

the whole day.   
 

What we emphasized to the children was that the flood narrative was 

a story about deliverance and new beginnings.  We talked about how 

it was in the nature of God to save and to create and to recreate.  We 

did our best to move them from despair to a sense of hope. 
 

In our lessons to the children we did not emphasize the reason for the 

flood but it is for us to hear.  As the story is told from the perspective 

of the writers, God despaired over humanity and decided to eliminate 

humankind from the earth.  Formed by the breath of God at the time 

of creation humans ever since have returned to chaos.  As we heard 

on Ash Wednesday, we know this story well as we are no better 

today.  Humans still engage in corruption and violence.  We are still 

greedy and have little regard for the environment.   
 

So the Lord looked down upon the world that he created for good and 

all he saw was wickedness and evil.  It reads in Genesis 6 that God 

was sorry that he made humankind.  God had enough. 
 

What happens next is we get the clearest example of the true nature of 

God.  In our story God is without a doubt just but we also learn that 

God is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in stead-

fast love.  God relented from destroying all of humanity.   

God saved Noah and his family, as well as male and female creatures 

of every living thing upon the earth.  It is in the nature of God to save.  

It is in the nature of God to create.  Rather than destroy all things, 

God determined instead to wipe the slate clean and start over again 

with the survivors of the ark.  What is most astounding about this 

lesson is not that God changed his mind or that God saved a remnant.  

It is most astounding that God made a promise to never destroy the 

earth and all its inhabitants in this way ever again.   
 

We have this image of God that is defined by Jesus who lovingly sits 

with little children around him.  But this was not the understanding of 

God by those who wrote our sacred texts.  Far from it.  The ancient 

world had a keen sense of both the omnipotence of God and his 

justice.  In their understanding and experiences the One who created 

all things also stood as judge over all things.  God was entitled to 

destroy all things when the people proved to be so evil.  A single or 

even repeated act of mercy was possible with God but to relinquish 

for all time the right to destroy was inconceivable.  In essence God 

was surrendering his divine rights and power.   
 

And to be even more clear, what God did was bind himself to us and 

to the whole world in a new and different way.  God was no longer 

seen as only the Creator.  God became the protector.  God promised to 

refrain from punishing humanity or destroying the world by covering 

the whole earth with water.  And God choose to hang his bow in the 

heavens as a sign of this covenant.  Even that has significance!  In 

Psalm 7 lightening was understood to be the arrows of God being 

fired from a mighty bow.  We search for rainbows because they light 

up the earth after a rainstorm. But for the Israelites the rainbow was 

the refusal by God to ever take up the divine bow against us or the 

world.  Once more . . . inconceivable. 
 

Let me take this one step further.  When God bound himself to us in 

this new way, God also became invested in our fate.  We came to the 

Ash Wednesday services vulnerable before God.  Here God makes 

himself vulnerable to us.  God is not just committed to us but deeply 

invested in our well-being.  This act of self-limitation and investment 

introduces us to a new and distinct characteristic of God.  Along with 

power and justice and patience and love we now experience God (so 

early in Scripture) as self-giving and willing to put limits on his will.   



It is the way of all genuine relationships.  Parents bound in love for 

their children will make all kinds of sacrifices that would have been 

difficult to imagine prior to having children.  What is different about 

this is applying it to the holy and almighty God.  When we take these 

Biblical covenants seriously we will note that all of them – the one 

with Noah and later with Abraham, the one with David, the one that is 

given to us through baptism – all of them recognize that God has 

indeed entered into a genuine relationship with us.  God is now for-

ever subject to the same hopes and disappointments, joys, and griefs. 
 

This is where we start our Lenten journey.  It foreshadows the limits 

that Jesus Christ will put on himself as he willingly hung on the cross.  

It prefigures the sacrifice Jesus will make when he surrenders his 

freedom so that we might be set free.  Lent in this sense becomes a 

journey to the other side of God.  The all-powerful and almighty God 

will instead enter into the weakness and vulnerability of the cross.  

God in Christ sealed our relationship most fully by embracing all of 

our experiences, even death. 
 

Our lesson for today invites us to reconsider our relationships with 

others and with all of creation.  If God (who alone has the right to 

despair, judge, or destroy) surrenders his holy prerogatives might not 

we who have tasted his mercy do the same?  It is an extraordinary 

promise for the church (the body of Christ).  We are invited to partner 

with our Creator to be patient, forgiving, loving and even prophetic 

for the renewing of all creation.   
 

Camp Noah is a ministry of our church and set out to do that work of 

renewing.  While we only spent a week in Biloxi it was incredible to 

watch the transformation in the children.  By Friday, every child was 

engaged in the story and left with their own survival backpacks and a 

blanket woven in love by members of the church.  Every child was 

able to develop important resiliency skills for the future: self-esteem, 

problem-solving, stress management, and preparedness.   
 

Shortly after their experiences at a Camp Noah site in Florida two 

sisters found themselves helping their parents prepare for Hurricane 

Matthew.  Once again they experienced terrible flooding and power 

outages.  The girls prepared themselves by gathering their backpacks 

and heading to the store with their dad.  They picked out storm-

friendly food and other items they learned about at camp. 

Their mother was not even aware of their preparation until after the 

electricity went out.  The girls surprised their mother when they were 

ready for this second disaster.  They had flashlights in their bags.  

They encouraged their dad to charge his phone by turning on his car 

in case they needed it to call for help later.  During the hurricane, the 

girls played cards and other games they learned at camp to keep them-

selves occupied.   
 

Like the story of the flood, their story became one of deliverance and 

new beginnings.  They did not just survive the storm but they shared 

with their parents that they were not afraid.  God was with them in the 

storm and God would be with them when the rains subsided.  Amen  

 


