God Gets a Grip

Rev. Heather Kirk-Davidoff


      
          The Kittamaqundi Community

March 5, 2006—The First Sunday in Lent

         Genesis 9:8-17 and Mark 1:9-15


A few years ago, I read a book called “God:  A Biography” written by Jack Miles.  Did any of you read it?  It’s a great book that actually won the Pulitzer Prize in 1996.  In this book, the author reads the Bible in a really interesting way—he reads it as if he just picked this book off the shelf in the library, and considers the character development of the protagonist, God.  To do this, you need to put aside whatever you might have learned about how the Bible was written by a number of people, over a long period of time, and that various narrative strands have been woven together to make this document.  In you just forget all of that for a moment, and read the book as a biography of God, you’ll notice something.  God’s character develops.  It starts off different than it ends up.  And one of the early turning points, essential to understanding the development of God’s character, is the story of Noah and the Ark.


Genesis starts off serenely enough as God creates the world with simple, clear commands and pronounces his product, “Good”.  But as soon as humans arrive on the scene, things get complicated.  There’s that messy business in the garden which God resolves by mandating exile.  But things don’t get much better at that point.  Cain kills Abel and then a few generations later there is some weird intermarriage going on between the Sons of God and the Daughters of Man, and before long God is utterly frustrated and decides to wipe the slate clean and start all over.  In Genesis, chapter 6, it says that “The Lord was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart.”  Six chapters into the story, God regrets ever having started.  


When God gets fed up, it’s not a good thing for humankind.  The world is no longer valuable to God, and he destroys it without much hesitation.  We tell this story to kids as if it’s about a great adventure on a boat, but when you think about it, the story is shockingly violent.  God doesn’t seem to grieve all those people who die—he’s written them off.  It’s as if the chaos of the world has drawn out the chaotic face of God, and soon the beautifully ordered creation of Genesis 1 has become a swirling, storming mess.


But then, God gets a grip.  The story doesn’t exactly explain how or why, but it seems like the storm has proved cathartic to God, and he feels differently at the end of it.  There is some kind of epiphany here—some kind of “Grinch moment” when his heart grows three sizes that day.  After the storm, God resolves to be different, to interact with humans a different way.  And to remind himself of what he has resolved, he hangs his bow up in the sky.


It’s funny—I always thought the rainbow was our reminder, not God’s.  But if you read the story in Genesis you’ll see that God puts up the rainbow to so that he won’t forget his promise.  Why a rainbow?  Well, it is a sign that a storm is over, the sun is breaking out.  But the same word is used for the kind of bow that an archer uses.  God is not just painting the sky a pretty color.  God is hanging up his weapon, taking his hands off his destructive tools and resolving to interact with humankind from now on disarmed.


This is how the world begins.  The maker of the world limits or constrains his power.  He is not going to do all that he could.  Once God makes this resolution, once God steps back and hangs up his weapon, then there is room for something new.  Then there’s room for a covenant between God and all of creation, the covenant which from then on orders the entire world.  As important as the covenant is, we can’t forget that what precedes the covenant is also essential.  What precedes it is disarmament.  Self-limitation.  Stepping back and making room for something else.


The space that God makes, it is clear to me, is a space that we can choose to step into, or not. In order to make his first covenant with humans, God stepped back and invited us forward, but he didn’t drag us.  We can stay stuck in the pre-Noah patterns of violence responding to violence, chaos matched by chaos.  We witnessed such incredible violence, such chaos on September 11th, 2001, but afterwards there seemed for a few days, for a few weeks that we were living in a different kind of space, a place where something truly new might happen.  Do you remember those days?  Do you remember the incredibly empathetic response that people all over the world had to the United States?  Do you remember the outpouring of concern, the sense of unity?


I often wonder what might have happened if our government had withheld force, at least for a while, and instead took some time to see what might happen in that space, what new covenants might emerge.  What could we have done we, like God after the storm, had hung up our bow for all the world to see and resolved to find a different way to respond to violence and chaos.  What would be different today?


It’s easier, of course, to think about what other people should or shouldn’t do.  It’s a lot harder to consider the implications of this story for our own life.  What are your weapons?  What do you need to set aside in order to make room for a covenant—with each other, with God?


When I worked as a prison chaplain, and I had to walk through an incredibly sensitive metal detector to get inside.  No matter how careful I was, I’d set the detector off and have think through everything I was wearing.  Was there any more metal I could take off?  I would sometimes bring in arts and crafts supplies, and I was amazed at what they would take out of my bag because it was a potential weapon.  No scissors, of course, but no pipe cleaners or even any ribbon.


It’s not the gentlest image, but I sometimes think of our approach to God, stepping into that covenant space in that same way.  Put aside all your weapons—your fists and guns and insults and accusations.  Put aside your snide remarks, put aside your aggressive driving, put aside your money.  But there’s still more.  Put aside that degree.  Put aside that white skin, put aside your identity as an American, put aside your identity as a Christian.  


When I imagine an approach like that, I realize that I would never, ever become so vulnerable were it not for the fact that Jesus did it first.  When he was tempted in the wilderness, when he stood accused before Pilate, when he was taunted by the soldiers, when he hung on the cross—again and again he has challenged to call on the powers of God, call on the armies of angels to save him.  Match this violence, match this chaos with violence of your own they challenged him, they begged him.  But he refused.  Why?  He had hung up his bow.  He is going to make a space for something else to happen, a possibility that you might call a new covenant, or you might just call resurrection.


Are you fully disarmed?  Are you ready to step into the covenant?  Are you ready to live in the new space that God has made for us there?  Let’s plan a vineyard.  Let’s repopulate the world.

