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There's something about rainbows!  We are fascinated by them.  When we see one, we 
cry out, "Look, there's a rainbow!"  We want everyone around us to see it.  It 
immediately catches our attention and lifts our spirits high.  We strain to see where it 
begins and where it ends.  We muse about where it might lead -- to a pot of gold or to "a 
land that [we've] heard of once in a lullaby."  Rainbows capture our imagination.  They 
fill us with wonder and awe.  They move us to dream.  They give us hope.  They make 
our spirits soar. They speak to something deep down in the depths of our souls. 
 
Given our human fascination with rainbows, it's only natural that a rainbow would find 
its way into the Bible.  It appears at the end of the flood narrative -- at the conclusion of 
the story of Noah and the Ark. 
 
To summarize the story, the descendents of Adam had become corrupt and violent, so 
much so that God was sorry to have created humankind.  From God's point of view, the 
human experiment had gone terribly wrong.  And so God planned to bring it to an end. 
God was going to wipe all life off the face of the earth. 
 
But one person -- Noah -- found favor in God's sight, for Noah was a righteous person. 
God told Noah of the great flood that was to come and commanded that Noah build an 
ark in order to save himself and his family.  Noah was also to collect breeding pairs of 
every species of animal on the land and every species of bird in the air and put them 
into the ark as well, to keep them alive during the great flood.  (It was a tough job for a 
man 600 years old.)  But Noah did all that God commanded him to do -- presumably 
with a lot of help from his wife, his sons, and his daughters-in-law. 
 
Finally, the rain came.  It rained for 40 days and 40 nights, until the flood waters 
covered the entire face of the earth.  Even the highest mountains were covered over by 
water.  The animals and human beings that had remained on the land drowned.  All the 
while, the ark floated on the surface of the water, bobbing and rocking with the waves -- 
a lone life boat in a shoreless sea. 
 
It took months for the waters to recede.  Noah and his family and the animals lived 
together on that ark for a year -- or so the story goes!  You can imagine the difficulties 
they must have encountered.  Perhaps you’ve seen the Far Side cartoon by Gary Larson, 
where Noah and all the animals on the Ark are gathered around eight hooves sticking 
straight up in the air.  Among the animals are two big cats with guilty looks on their 
faces.  The caption has Noah saying "Ok, so much for the Unicorns.  From now on all 
carnivores are confined to C deck."   
 
The first thing Noah did upon leaving the ark was build an altar and offer a sacrifice to 
God in thanksgiving for their safe passage.  God was pleased by Noah's offering, and 



God blessed Noah and his family and established a covenant with them, which brings 
us to this morning's passage in Genesis 9. 
 
God promises never again to destroy the earth by flood – a remarkable surrendering of 
divine power -- and places a rainbow in the sky as a sign of that promise.  Actually, the 
Hebrew word used for this "bow in the clouds" is the same word used for the weapon -- 
as in "bow and arrow."  This comes from the idea, found elsewhere in the Bible and in 
mythology, that lightning bolts were God's arrows shot from God's bow.  The bow was 
a divine weapon.  By setting a bow in the clouds, God was, in effect, hanging up this 
divine weapon -- laying it aside as a reminder never again to destroy the earth by flood.  
The symbol of the bow is thereby transformed in this passage from a weapon of death 
and destruction into a symbol of life and hope, not unlike the biblical imagery of 
beating swords into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks. 
 
God’s rainbow covenant is the first biblical covenant, one of several that we will be 
looking at as we journey through Lent this year. 
 
For me, one of the most interesting things about God's rainbow covenant is with whom 
God makes it.  God makes this covenant not only with human beings (with Noah and 
his family), but with all the passengers on the ark -- with the non-human creatures as 
well as the human ones.  God says to Noah: "I am establishing my covenant with you 
and your descendents after you, and with every living creature that is with you, the 
birds, the domestic animals, and every animal of the earth with you, as many as came 
out of the ark."  God's rainbow covenant is made with "every living creature" and "for 
all future generations." 
 
God's rainbow covenant reminds us that God values both human and non-human 
beings, that God is the Creator and Sustainer of all creatures, that God relates to all 
beings, not just human ones.  It reminds us of our interdependence, our 
interconnectedness with the rest of Creation, our place as human beings in the great 
web of life.  We depend on the rest of Creation for our survival.  We cannot stand alone.  
Likewise, the rest of Creation depends on us to care for it and not to destroy it.  Like 
Noah and his family and the animals on the ark, we are all in the same boat.  The boat's 
name is planet earth. 
 
God's rainbow covenant further reminds us that theology which addresses only the 
divine-human relationship is inadequate theology, because it leaves out the rest of 
Creation.  We human beings are part of a three-way relationship -- a triangle, if you 
will, that links together God, humanity, and the rest of Creation.  Our theology, 
therefore, needs to take into consideration all three relationships: between God and 
humanity, between God and Creation, and between humanity and Creation. 
 
Some years ago, the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (USA) adopted a 
report entitled "Restoring Creation for Ecology and Justice."  It said, in part, 
 
"Despite all the indications in the biblical literature of the importance of the non-human 
creation and its connectedness with the human, theology has generally understood 
justice anthropocentrically, as having to do only with human relationships.  This partly 
explains the church's failure over many years to expose the flaws in cultural 
assumptions, its inadequate sensitivity to the cry of creation, and its uncritical 



acceptance of unecological development.  Now an enlarged understanding becomes not 
only possible but necessary.  Justice must be understood as eco-justice." 
 
The report calls Noah and his ark "the first endangered species project" and says the 
story's "teaching is clear, that God wills for each species on earth to continue, despite 
whatever judgments fall on human wickedness. . . . Anyone who would destroy species 
in the name of development takes, in monstrous arrogance, the prerogative of God.  It is 
past time for the church to call humans to respect the plenitude of being in the wild 
world surrounding us, a plenitude once so vast and now so quickly vanishing." 
 
In recent decades, the rainbow has become associated with the celebration of human 
diversity.  Some of you may remember the Rev. Jesse Jackson organizing a movement 
that sought to bring together people of every color to work for justice and equality and 
to "Keep Hope Alive!"  He called it the Rainbow Coalition.  And Desmond Tutu has 
often spoken of post-apartheid South Africa as a “Rainbow Nation” bringing together 
people of many nations and cultures -- “the rainbow people of God.”  The rainbow has 
become a symbol of racial and ethnic diversity. 
 
The rainbow also has become a symbol of gay pride -- of celebrating the diversity of 
sexual orientation.  Gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender persons, along with their 
straight allies, have adopted the rainbow as a symbol of welcome, of openness and 
affirmation, of hope and human equality. 
 
Looking at God's rainbow covenant in Genesis suggests to me that the rainbow might 
be considered a symbol of even broader diversity -- of not only human diversity, but of 
bio-diversity.  Through the process of evolution, God has created a multitude of diverse 
species, each of which has value in its own right.  And so, bio-diversity is something to 
be celebrated and preserved just as we celebrate human diversity. 
 
This is the first Sunday in Lent, a time of reflection and introspection.  It recalls Jesus' 40 
days in the wilderness being tempted by Satan.  The passage we heard from Mark is 
very different from the parallels in Matthew and Luke.  Matthew and Luke both go into 
great detail about the temptation of Jesus.  By contrast, Mark devotes only two 
sentences to it: "And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness.  He was 
in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and 
the angels waited on him."  But even in this brief reference to the temptation of Jesus, 
Mark includes a curious detail that Matthew and Luke both leave out.  Jesus, Mark 
writes, "was with the wild beasts."  It is a detail the writers of Matthew and Luke both 
chose to ignore, and one that we might easily read over without a second thought.  But 
in the light of God's rainbow covenant, in the light of God's creating, sustaining, and 
valuing every living creature, Mark's passing remark takes on new significance.  How 
appropriate it is that before Jesus begins his ministry to humanity, he first goes into the 
wilderness and spends time with the wild beasts.  Jesus comes not only to save 
humanity, but to save all of Creation. 
 
I wonder what Jesus might have learned during those 40 days in the wilderness with 
the wild beasts?  I wonder what Noah and his family might have learned from the 
animals during their year living together on the ark?  I wonder what we might learn 
from the animals, if we only listened?  What might we learn from the haunting song of 
a humpback whale?  What might we learn from the cry of a red-tailed hawk or the howl 
of a gray wolf?  What would they tell us, if we could only understand them? 



 
In this first week of Lent, I'd like to urge each of us to take time to reflect on our 
relationship with our non-human neighbors, the animals with whom we share this 
planet.  Noah and his family spent time with animals.  So did Jesus.  So should we.   
 
Spend some time with animals this week -- with your pet, if you have one.  Or go bird-
watching.  Take a walk in the foothills or the bosque.  Listen for the animals.  Hear their 
voices.  Show them compassion.  Treat them with care.  Celebrate the great diversity of 
life that God has created on this good earth, and consider what it might mean for us to 
live in right relationship with all of God's creatures.  May it be so. Amen. 
 
 


