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For some reason the story of Noah and the flood has been on my mind lately – and perhaps on yours too. It is hard not to have it come to mind when the rains keep pounding down even as folks in town are still recovering from the flash flood a couple of weeks back. Last evening as I was returning to my car from a wedding reception downtown I had to splash through a small river running down East Beverley Street. My first thought was that there must have been a lot of nervous people last evening who were wondering just how high the waters would rise and whether to start building an ark like Noah. And from what I understand of the damage from last night’s rains, maybe that would be a good idea!

The story of Noah and the flood is one of the first Bible stories that our kids hear and see; it is chock full of animals – two of every kind – and who doesn’t like to consider the possibilities created by having the cheetahs and gazelles, the polar bears and the alligators, the koalas and the kangaroos entering the ark together. It is a story with great suspense and a familiar hero in Noah. It is a story about water, lots of water, forty days and forty nights worth of water. It is a story about judgment upon a world gone awry, and salvation from the storm, and hope in the beak of a dove. But mostly, it is a story about God and us, written long ago and far away.


If you’ve looked at the headlines lately then you know that the world seems to be not much different than in Noah’s day. The coronavirus is running rampant in our country and around the world, yet people still defiantly resist wearing face coverings to protect others, deny that it is a real threat, and foolishly claim that it will miraculously just vanish; climate change is causing glaciers in Greenland to melt at epic rates and is sparking wildfires that are burning out of control in California yet again; in many of our cities continuing racial inequities have reached the boiling point with persistent peaceful protests that have in some instances been hijacked by overzealous police or violent vandals; gun violence is on  the rise; desperate immigrants are treated as enemies not refugees; more people are imprisoned in our nation than in any nation on earth; and while the few bask in the lap of luxury, millions are dying from starvation. One wonders whether God is again grieved to the heart and sorry that humankind was ever made from the dust of the earth. 


That was God’s state of mind, and that was the state of the world when the Lord came to Noah. It was a world gone awry, a world caught up in a web of violence and greed, a world that grieved God to the heart. Perhaps a sign of how close we are to that world is this: the Hebrew word for the violence and oppression that so grieved God is hamas – the same name claimed by the perpetrators of so much violence in the Middle East.
 Violence grieved the heart of God then and, I suspect, grieves God’s heart now. That God’s heart could be so grieved says something about the high hopes God holds for us and the love God has for us all.


God’s hopes are high for you and me, and that can be a frightening thing. It is easier to have low expectations than to risk disappointing God again and again. Don’t you wish God’s sights were set a little lower: instead of loving our neighbors, how about if we just don’t hate them? Instead of feeding all the hungry, how about if we just lose a little weight ourselves? Instead of doing justice, how about if we just avoid gross acts of injustice? Instead of being an agent for peace, how about if we just avoid violence against our neighbors? O that God’s expectations were a little lower so that we could comfortably claim a bunk next to righteous Noah on the next ark! But were Noah building today, I suspect we’d be too busy to notice, too self-righteous to care. We’d dismiss him with the supermarket tabloids next to “Mother Gives Birth to Alien.” 


Then the rains come and the waters rise and we get wet and we begin to think about an ark. How long can you tread water, people of God? How long? Yet I’m not sure that Noah felt that much more secure in the ark as the waters rose and rose and rose, and all else that he knew disappeared from sight. If Noah was righteous then perhaps he trusted God enough not to worry, but if he was human, then he must have doubted and wondered from time to time: 


When, if ever, might the waters stop rising?


Was anyone else alive out there – another ark, a strong swimmer?


What do you do with an ark full of animals and nowhere to land?


When and how would it all end?


Even for the faithful there are times of doubt, times when there is chaos all around and the future seems very uncertain, times like these times. In the cosmology of Genesis the waters of chaos always stand just beyond the clouds and just below the topsoil, threatening to burst forth at any opportunity. So when it rains for forty days and forty nights we are to understand that chaos has burst forth, and while the faithful may not be drowned in its waters, they are buffeted to and fro on its seas. And you know what that feels like – 

when the world seems out of control, 

when the troubles or duties or worries or viruses mount up like high 
waters and leave you searching for a place to rest, 

when the work of the righteous – as for Noah in tending to the ark – 
gets monotonous or dull or never-ending. 

Even for the faithful, chaotic times are not easy, and sometimes even Noah must have wondered whether it was such a great thing to be on the ark at all. Even Noah must have tired of cleaning up someone else’s messes; even Noah must have wondered why God could not have punished the rest of the world without leaving him on a floating zoo.


But God remembered Noah. That is what the text says. God remembered him, and so the rains did stop and the waters did recede and Noah waited. That remembering is a gentle reminder that we are not forgotten by God even when chaos is engulfing us. Waiting for some order to be restored to life is not easy. Sometimes that is the hardest part: waiting and wondering. I can see Noah sitting by the window of the ark with water stretching as far as his eyes could see, waiting for the raven and for the dove – waiting and wondering what’s next. If you’ve weathered a storm in your life, then perhaps you know the feeling – joy when the worst is over, but uncertainty as to whether it is really over, concern about what lies ahead and curiosity about what the God who delivers you will now expect of you. The waiting is not so easy at the window of the ark. 

Someone sent me a list called Everything I Need To Know I Learned from Noah’s Ark. There were ten items:

1. Don’t miss the boat.

2. Remember that we are all in the same boat.

3. Plan ahead. It wasn’t raining when Noah built the ark.

4. Stay fit. When you’re 600 years old, someone may ask you to do something really big.

5. Don’t listen to critics; just get on with the job that needs to be done.

6. Build your future on high ground.

7. For safety’s sake, travel in pairs.

8. Speed isn’t always an advantage. The snails were on board with the cheetahs.

9. When you’re stressed, float awhile.

10. Remember, the ark was built by amateurs; the Titanic by professionals.

I would add an eleventh – Dare to hope. 


For that was why Noah went to that window, having sent the birds flying over the waves. He dared to hope. He waited for a sign that the worst was over and a new beginning was at hand. He watched and he waited, and when the dove came back empty-clawed he waited a week and sent her out again. To have hope is to dare to try again and to wait patiently, persistently, watchfully for a sign from God. That sign came to Noah in the form of an olive leaf in the beak of a dove, says the story – an olive leaf, the sign of peace. Then Noah knew there was land out there, somewhere with an olive tree that was the fruit of new life. The dove carried a sign of hope in her beak, but Noah had been hoping and trusting all along.


There are a lot of us looking for those olive branches these days -  for a vaccine or a cure or some sign of normalcy when the waters of chaos seem to be on the rise all around us. We can fear drowning in them or rant against the misery of it all, or we can dare to hope in 

the God who first brought order out of chaos, 

the God who remembered Noah and remembers us, 

the God who has promised that never again would chaos consume 
the earth, 

the God who offers us a sign of hope in another dove who is the Holy 
Spirit in our midst. 
“The Holy Spirit whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you,” says Jesus. “Peace I leave with you. My peace I give to you. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not let them be afraid.”


My friends, heed those words, for times they are a changin’ and the world it is a changin’ too. Take heart and dare to hope, for God is with us and remembers us, and so there is good reason to hope, good reason to wait patiently, hopefully, faithfully for the chaos to recede and the olive branch to appear and a new day to dawn. For that is God’s promise, not just for Noah, but for you and me – today. Amen

� Gerhard von Rad, The Old Testament Library: Genesis, p.127
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