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God Can Do It with a Broken Heart!

Earlier this summer—inspired by questions from our wise and curious kids—we had a
chance to explore the two creation stories in Genesis, the first which gives us a grand and
orderly description of God speaking creation into being and the second where God shapes the
first human creature from topsoil and charges the human with tending God’s garden. This
morning, we kick off the program year and dive back into our walk together through the
Hebrew Scriptures or Old Testament beginning with the story of Noah and the flood. [Read
Genesis 6:5-13]

In the midst of everything going on in this full and familiar text, | am struck by God’s
broken—or grieved—heart and what God does with that broken heart. In the beginning, God
called humanity to be fruitful and multiply. What has in fact multiplied over the course of
generations is not so much humanity itself but evil or outrage and lawlessness, and God is
done, it seems.? In the verses | just read there are echoes of Genesis 1, the orderly work of
creation that God had declared good. Now all God can see is that the good creation is broken,
“corrupt” the text tells us more than once. And God decides to undo that work of creation

from beginning to end, “from human to cattle to crawling things to the fow! of the heavens, for

[God says] | regret that | have made them.”?

TWith apologies and gratitude to Taylor Swift for the earworm ever present in my brain over the past week.
2 Robert Alter uses the term outrage and lawlessness where other translations use evil.
% Robert Alter’s translation, Genesis 6: 7



But wait, there’s Noah. We know very little about Noah except that he is righteous—not
self-righteous, but righteous—meaning he lives in right relationship with God and with his
neighbors. He is the only human described in this way in the entirety of the Old Testament.
Noah walks with God, we are told, a companion of sorts. Humanity is not entirely lost it seems;
God finds hope in Noah. After giving Noah detailed instructions on how to build the ark, God
tells Noah exactly what God plans to do. [Read Genesis 6:17-22]

If you are singing twosies, twosies and muddy, muddy in your mind, you’re not alone. |
do, too, every time | read this text. And yet, this story is far from a happy, little children’s song.
Yes, we’'ll get to the rainbow, but we can’t skip the hard, heart-breaking parts to do that, even if
that’s what I'd prefer. The flood comes first. Our tradition is not the only one with a flood story.
Throughout the ancient world, people told stories for generations about a devastating flood
event that wiped out much of the human population. And then they told more stories in an
effort to make it make sense. In cultures with many gods, they could make it make sense by
pitting good guy gods against bad guy gods, as scholar Cameron Howard points out. Our
ancestors don’t have that option, nor do we.* We worship one God, and so we are left to
wrestle with why this God, our God, the creator of the universe would cause or allow flood
waters to wipe away entire populations.

As | have said before, the biblical narrative was not written down in real time. There was
no court reporter recording every moment of creation, nor was anyone on the sidelines

offering a play-by-play when a catastrophic flood apparently hit much of the ancient near east.

4 https://www.workingpreacher.org/podcasts/677-flood-and-promise-september-13-2026



Scholars believe that this story of the flood was eventually written down during the Babylonian
exile, many generations after the flood event occurred. This account of Noah and the animals
had been shared orally for generations, as this small band of people tried to make sense of the
world around them and this God whom they trusted and worshiped, this God who had claimed
them and called them. Once Jerusalem fell and the Israelites were decimated and scattered,
the priests felt an urgent need to write these stories down, to patch together different tellings,
and preserve them as they tried to make sense of the devastation they had witnessed and to
hold fast to their shared identity and history as God’s people. Very little of what had happened
to send them into exile made sense, very little around them offered true hope, so they leaned
on the stories their parents and grandparents had passed down to them, trusting that the God
who had brought new life out of devastation generations before could do the same with and
for them.

And so they tell us about the flood, and they tell us about Noah, this one who walked
with God. | am tempted to argue with the text and with God to say surely there were others
worth saving, and yet that stands outside of the scope of the text we’re given. Yes, it is good
and right and faithful to argue with God and question God, but if that is all we do with texts
like these we may miss at least one of the rich and important things that the text does actually
try to tell us. And | don’t want to miss that; | need that. We need that.

In chapter 7 of Genesis, we hear about the flood itself, and the devastation brought by
the waters being unleashed. In chapter 8 we read about the waters receding. Noah sends out a

raven who flies to and fro until the land dries up, followed by a dove who returns because it



has no place to land. In one small poignantly tender detail, when the weary dove initially
returns after finding no place to rest its feet, Noah reaches out and draws the bird back into
the safety of the ark.> After waiting another seven days, Noah sends the dove out again and it
returns with an olive leaf in its beak. And after another seven days, Noah sends the dove out
again, and it does not return. Creation is complete enough for the dove to make its home away
from the ark, and the world is also restored enough for Noah to do the same. God
acknowledges that humanity has not changed in any fundamental sense. The human race is
deeply flawed and will break God’s heart again and again and again. And still, God chooses to
start over, not with a new Adam or a new Eve, but with Noah and his sons. At the beginning of
chapter 9, God blesses Noah and his sons and tells them to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the
earth,” just as God told Adam and Eve generations before.® The command is the same. God is
determined to begin again, with a remnant from what came before. [Read Chapter 9: 8-17.]
Yes, God is determined to begin again, and God chooses to make a covenant not simply
with Noah but with the entirety of creation. God covenants, God promises not to destroy the
earth with a flood again. And God states this promise not once but three times. Noah does not
seem to buy in at first; he remains silent. As scholar Robert Alter writes, “The flood-battered
Noah evidently needs further assurance.”’ Yes, God chose Noah to ride out the flood in the ark,
but the world looks different than it did when the first drop of rain fell. Everything has been

wiped away. Noah and his family have waited and floated and waited some more while the

5 Genesis 8:9
6 Genesis 9: 1
7 Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary, vol. 1, p.33.



waters subsided. The world has changed. | have to believe Noah has changed, too. Maybe
Noah is hesitant to believe that God can be trusted not to unleash this power again. Or maybe
he simply can’t find the words. There’s no script that dictates out how one begins again after
such devastation. So God spells out the covenant again and goes on to promise a sign, God’s
own bow placed in the clouds, aimed not at creation but away. This upended bow serves as a
visible reminder of God’s promise that such destruction will not happen again. God promises a
new beginning for all of creation, and God does all this with a broken heart.

Because that rainbow does not simply look forward. It points back, too, reminding
God—and all of creation—of what came before. The rainbow marks the spot between the
before and the after, the ending of one chapter and the beginning of another, but it does not
wipe away the memory of the before. God knows that humanity will break God’s heart again
and again and again, just as we did before.

Maybe it’s because Sesame Street and | were born one year apart, or maybe it’s because
The Muppet Movie is a core memory from my childhood, but | have always had a soft spot for
rainbows and for a frog with banjo singing about rainbows. | can remember drawing rainbows
in my Trapper Keeper in middle school. When | got them just right in my mind, my rainbows
had symmetrical bands and perfectly puffy clouds on either end. But no rainbow | have ever
seen actually looks like they did in my tweenager mind. Real rainbows are fleeting. Real
rainbows are a bit more undefined with faded edges. Some even look a bit ragged, but |
treasure real rainbows all the more now, because truth be told I'm a bit faded and more than a

bit ragged, too. I’'m more than a bit broken-hearted by the state of the world, the outrage, the



evil, the lawlessness | see at almost every turn. And | am broken-hearted by the ways |
participate in and contribute to that outrage, too. And yet, when | look at a rainbow, | see what
God chose to do and still chooses to do, broken-hearted as God must be. God chooses
redemption, renewal. God chooses faithfulness to an embattled and heartbreaking world, a
world where towers fall and flood waters still rage. God chooses to partner and covenant with
the entirety of creation, including humanity, corrupt as we may be. God chooses hope. God
chooses to stick with me, with us when we give God so many compelling reasons not to. If God
can love the world and keep loving the world with a broken heart, then by the grace of God,
maybe | can, too.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.



