
 

 

Genesis 1-11 

Sermon Series 

 
INTRODUCTION:  The mis-use and mis-interpretation, of the creation stories in 

Genesis has had a tragic impact on the way humanity has mis-treated our planetary 

home.  Domination rather than stewardship became has been the guiding force of a 

human-centered rather than creation-centered abuse of the earth’s resources and 

diverse life-forms.  Similar mis-interpretation of the Genesis 1-11 stories has also 

promoted a life-diminishing understanding of and relationship with God.  These sermons 

are based on a dedicated and demanding effort to revisit the stories and see within 

them a God of whom it can certainly be said, “God Is Just Love.” 

  



GENESIS 1-11 SERMON SERIES 

 

In the Beginning, God Is Just Love 

 

Before the beginning there was Love.  The Pure Spirit of love, flowing bountifully, 

sumptuously, lavishly, and eternally within and among what we call the Trinity, Father, Son, Holy 

Spirit bound together as One, before and beyond time and space and everything else that we call 

material reality.  Love as Being Itself.  Love Eternal, pre-existing the creation.  Love not yet spoken 

yet uncontainable.  Love bursting at its seams. 

Somehow—no one knows how—but somehow God, the Pure Spirit of Love (This is a true 

mystery!) brought the world of space and time and matter and energy into existence.  Pure and 

Infinite and Eternal Spirit was altered, converted, transformed, transmuted into a creation, a 

finite world of time and space and matter and energy, and us!  

None of us, even with our magnificent minds and deep spirits, not even with the help of 

the most inquisitive scientists and brilliant philosophers and theologians, will ever answer the 

question, “How was Pure Spirit changed into matter and energy and particles and planets and 

people and puppies and pretty things and potential and possibilities and plans and progress?”  

No one can know “how.”  But what holy scripture gives testimony to and what millions of people 

of faith give testimony to is:  IN THE BEGINNING—GOD!  First things first!  Let’s start at the very 

beginning.  The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing, and the main thing is that, 

IN THE BEGINNING—GOD.  IN THE BEGINNING GOD, THE PURE SPIRIT OF LOVE, CREATED. 

How?  As I said, no one knows or can know, but Genesis does have a word for the mystery.  

Genesis 1:1 identifies the mystery with a single word.   “SAID.”  But the English word “said” does 

not quite say it.  The Hebrew for “said” takes as a given the power of the spoken word to make 

things happen, to bring into existence that which is spoken.  God spoke a word of power.  What 

did the Pure Spirit of Love say?   All words used to describe God are of course limited and 

incomplete.  Human language can only point us towards the character of God and the activity of 

God.  Still there are some very good answers to the question, “What did God say?”  Genesis 

records that the word God said was:  LIGHT.  What happened when God spoke the world into 

being with the word, “light?”  How much light was created by a word spoken by the Pure Spirit 

of Love?  When God spoke, ”Light,” was the result something like the beam of light sent forth 

from a single candle or from a searchlight?  Or was it more like an explosion of intergalactic 

intensity, brighter than a thousand times a thousand suns?  I wasn’t there; but I would vote for 

the explosive light of a million times a billion suns, and that’s just for starters. 

On the other hand, when pondering such matters as the creation spoken into being from 

the mouth of God, I and many others have concluded that the single word that God spoke that 

brought the entire universe of universes into being was the word:  LOVE.  GOD is LOVE.  LOVE is 



GOD.  God cannot cease being Love and God cannot cease the action of Loving.  The creative 

energy of the Pure Spirit of Love burst forth from the mouth of God and that is enough creative 

energy to fill a universe with Love, from the beginning and continuing through all eternity.  

Remember, the main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing.  When it comes to all things 

Godly, the main thing is Love. 

However, there is one more possibility for us to consider.  When God spoke the creation 

into being, what was the word that God spoke?  Consider this possibility.  There is good Biblical 

evidence that the single word that God said was:  WORD.   Word?  This requires some explanation.  

What book of the Bible begins with the words, “In the Beginning…?” This is a trick question 

because there are two correct answers.  Two books of the Bible start at the very beginning.  When 

beginning to create a world we are invited by Genesis to consider the possibility that God said 

LIGHT, or maybe LOVE.  When beginning to create a world we are invited by the Gospel of John 

to consider that God said, WORD. 

Listen to the beginning of the testimony of John, the beloved disciple:  

    In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the 

beginning with God.  (John 1:1-2)  

Did you hear that.  The Gospel of John emphasizes that the Word is a person.  Who is this person 

with God in the beginning?  We know this, person by the title:  CHRIST.  John 1:1-2 testifies to the 

existence of the Christ, One with the Father, existing together before time.  We human beings will never 

see past the beginning but if we could, what we would see is The Father, The Christ, and The Spirit 

existing as One is an eternal and indissoluble indwelling and outflowing of Love.  Even the most brilliant 

and wisest scientists know they can never penetrate the reality that was before the creation.  But by 

faith every mind can know the Christ. 

To know Christ personally is also to know, according to John’s Gospel in chapter 1 verses 3-5:  

     3 All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come 

into being 4 in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. 5 The light shines in the darkness, and the 

darkness did not overcome it.”  (John 1:3-5)    

Once again, beginning at the very beginning, what according to the Gospel of John was the Word 

spoken in the beginning to create all things?  What Word contained all the creative energy and Love of 

God?  That Word was…CHRIST. 

 



 

All the purpose of God, all the creative energy of God, all the Love of God went forth at the 

beginning to make a world.  Not only that, Christ is everywhere to be found; even in an ever-expanding 

universe, Christ is everywhere.   Christ, the creative energy of Love, holds the entire universe together.  

We are, in actual fact, One in the Spirit and One in the Lord.  We too often behave as if we are divided, 

separate, alienated; we behave as if some people are strangers, aliens, immigrants, of no consequence to 

us.  But it is not so.  In Christ we are one and everyone is brother and sister and we are intimately 

connected as one with all of creation.  (Repeatedly through this book I have been reminding you, and will continue 

to do so, that science also knows that everything is one.) 

This testimony to the Christ being the Word that brought everything into being and holds 

everything together is repeated in the resplendent hymn of the early Christian church preserved for us in 

the letter to the Colossians 1:15-17:   

     15 He [Jesus] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; 16 for in [Christ] all things in 

heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or 

powers—all things have been created.  

 

Author’s Note:  The theology and spirituality of this book is grounded upon the understanding of the 

Universal Christ as represented in the writing of Fr. Richard Rohr and others.  Consider reading his 

newest book, The Universal Christ.  

The Universal Christ 

What if we’ve missed the point of who Christ is, what Christ is, and where Christ is?  I believe that a 

Christian is simply one who has learned to see Christ everywhere.  Understanding the Universal or Cosmic 

Christ can change the way we relate to creation, to other religions, to other people, to ourselves, and to 

God.  Knowing and experiencing this Christ can bring about a major shift in consciousness.  Like Saul’s 

experience on the road to Damascus (see Acts 9), we won’t be the same after encountering the Risen 

Christ. 

The Universal Christ is present in both Scripture and Tradition, and the concept has been understood by 

many mystics, though not as a focus of mainline Christianity.  (See John 1:1-5, Colossians 1:15-20, Ephesians 

1:9-12; if you think this is some new idea.)  We just didn’t have the eyes to see it. 

The Universal Christ is Divine Presence pervading all of creation since the very beginning.  My father 

Francis of Assisi (1181-1226) intuited this presence and lived his life in awareness of it.  John Duns Scotus 

(1266-1308) put this intuition into philosophical form.  For Duns Scotus, the Christ Mystery was the 

blueprint of reality from the very start (John 1:1)  Teilard de Chardin (1885-1955) brought this insight into 

our modern world. 
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God spoke.  God condensed all the divine love and divine purpose into the single word, “Christ.”   

Christ—an explosion of Light.   

   

 Christ—an infinity of Love.  All things by Christ came into being and the universe is held together 

by Christ.  I cannot go into all the details today, but we all need to know--because we live in a world that 

is so filled with doubt and despair—we need to know that this conclusion, “In the beginning God,” “In the 

beginning Christ,” “In the beginning Love,” is consistent with what the wisest and the most authentic 

scientists are discovering and saying about the reality within which we all live and move and have our 

being.  Astrophysicists, astronomers, physicists, biologists, psychologists are discovering truth that is 

entirely consistent with the spiritual knowledge that:   

     In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the 

beginning with God.  (John 1:1-2)  

 In the beginning, God.  Let me share an example of what just one scientist has concluded. 

 I worked hard to follow the main lines of thought of the first 228 pages of Biologist J. Scott Turner’s 

2017 book Purpose & Desire, subtitled, What Makes Something ‘Alive’ and Why Modern Darwinism Has 

Failed to Explain It.  Dr. Turner did an excellent job of summarizing his arguments and drawing clear 

conclusions that I could follow.  I arrived at pages 229-230 and was rewarded by Professor Turner’s 

deductions.  If you desire to understand his full argument, you have your work cut out for you.  For now I 

invite you to simply suspend doubt and hear him out.  Dr. Turner teaches us that life requires the complex 

Spiritually and Scientifically Speaking 

We Are One 

 Although its systematic study has only just begun, consciousness…is an 

absolutely fundamental part of this universe and cannot simply be computed 

away or dismissed as airy metaphysics.  As we have seen, this conviction is 

based firmly on a careful examination of the quantum nature of primary 

reality….Basil Hiley suggests:  “Mind and matter are but different projections 

from this deeper implicate order where such a division does not 

exist….According to Bohn and Hiley the universe is an undivided whole—

everything is connected to everything else...,  Based upon this thesis, it would 

be logical to infer that the one source of the world’s great spiritual traditions is 

grounded in scientific reality.”   

Code Name God, pp. 176-177)  

Mani Bhaumik 
 



interaction of two attributes which he calls “heredity” and “metabolism.”  Each requires the other to be 

present.  Neither process can begin without the other being already present.  The only way for life to begin 

is for each attribute to come into being simultaneously, which is logically impossible, but still had to 

happen.  And here is his conclusion: 

     “The dilemma is obvious: each of the two necessary attributes of current life—heredity and metabolism—

must exist for the other to exist.  It is impossible (deluded actually) to imagine such an intertwined system 

coming together all at once, with no intelligence guiding it.” 

I must hasten to add, Dr. Turner is one among many biologists and other scientists coming to this 

scientific and fateful conclusion, that life is driven forward in our universe by purpose and desire and some 

kind of guiding will/intelligence.  

Let me conclude this chapter by introducing two clues that will continue helping us to 

understanding the purpose behind the Genesis 1-11 stories. 

Clue # 1:  The stories in the early chapters of Genesis are all first and foremost stories about the 

character and the purpose of God.  Keep first things first.  When reading each and every Bible story always 

ask and seek to answer the question, “What does this scripture lesson teach us about God?  Teaching their 

neighbors about God, a loving God who brought into being a good creation populated by beloved children 

of God, was one of the vital reasons the Israelites authored and told these stories generation after 

generation.  Their God stories stood in opposition to the dark and frightening tales of their neighbors.  We 

will return to this key insight as we read and seek a living word of God that can transform our lives and 

save our world.  What is that transforming, healing, saving word?  God is just love.  We are unconditionally 

loved—and so is everyone else, including our enemies. That is clue # 1. 

Clue # 2:  Though the stories in the opening chapters of Genesis were passed on orally for 

hundreds of years, they were written down at a particularly dark and dangerous time in the history of the 

people of God.  Oral tradition was finally written down and became Holy Scripture at specific times and 

for specific reasons.   In the case of the opening chapters of Genesis, one critical reason was a struggle the 

Jews “knew” they were losing.  They struggled to hold on to faith and to hold on to their identify as the 

people of God.  That time was the Babylonian Captivity; their nation destroyed, their people in bondage, 

again.  The Israelites were captive in an empire where both the rulers and the ruled believed they were 

created as a by-product of hateful and violent gods trying to destroy each other.  The Biblical creation 

story and the other stories we will be encountering in this sermon series, were written down for many 

reasons.  One of the most important was so that the stories of God’s presence could be told and retold in 

worship.   “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”  “God saw that it was very good.”  

This message, to those who were lost in bondage, was an expression of hope when hope based on 

circumstances had perished.  The Biblical book of Psalms, # 137, includes these verses sung during works 

by Israelite captives in Babylon: 

By the waters, the waters of Babylon,  
   We lay down and wept, and wept,  
      When we remembered thee Zion.   
    
They carried us away captive and required of us a song;  
   And they required of us mirth;  
      Telling us to sing one of the songs of Zion.    

         How shall we sing the LORD's song in a strange land?   



 Their hopelessness in Babylon was so great that the Psalmist continued the lament by declaring 
that the fate of children would be better if they were smashed against rocks.  You can read more of their 
despair in Psalm 137.  In worship the Israelites recited the creation stories and the other stories of Genesis 
in order to recover their hope.  These same stories are preserved for us that we might find hope, light, 
love, abundant life no matter the circumstances that have us surrounded.  They inspire us, invite us, to 
cast doubt aside, tear fear into little pieces and throw it away.  We were not created for fear and doubt 
and despair.  We were created for life, for joy, for love.  We were birthed for meaning and blessed with 
everything we need to love God in return.  I read of one scientists who concluded that our brains are hard-
wired to experience God.  This is clue # 2. 

Keep these two keys to understanding in mind throughout these Genesis chapters.  Maybe you 

can remember them even when your circumstances seem hopeless.  

  



 

 

In the Beginning, God Is the Creator 

Genesis 1:1-2:4a 

 

Once again, keeping first things first, what does God create?  Everything!  What does God care 

about?  Everything!  The whole world.  Remember, please, how the locus of God’s loving concern and 

saving activity is emphasized in what may well be the most important proclamation in the Bible, John 

3:16-17:    

“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not 

perish, but have everlasting life.  For God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the 

world through him might be saved.”  (John 3:16-17, KJV)  

 God creates the whole world, God loves the whole world, God acts to guide the entire creation 

towards its fulfillment in Christ.  We listen again to the opening 5 verses of Genesis 1: 

      1 In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, 2 the earth was a formless 
void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the 
waters. 3 Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. 4 And God saw that the light was 
good; and God separated the light from the darkness. 5 God called the light Day, and the darkness 
he called Night. And there was evening and there was morning, the first day. (NRSV) 

 Remember, this proclamation was read during worship. It was read by the People of God who 
were in bondage.  The primary chaos of their lives was the fact that their foreign rulers were powerful and 
they were weak.  This meant that the Babylonian gods must also be stronger than the God of Israel.  Their 
consuming fear was that God’s weakness and their weakness were exactly why they were a conquered 
people. However, as they worshiped the Israelites heard the story from Genesis 1 1:5-2:4a, a story 
wherein chaos is transformed into order, with time left over for rest.  Those listening to or speaking these 
words were being reminded that their frailty was not what it appeared to be.   God’s seeming defeat was 
not what it appeared to be.  Feebleness and floundering and failure were only temporary.  At exactly the 
right time, God would again speak a word of power and the proper order of creation would be restored.  
The Prophet Jeremiah issues a new proclamation in chapter 50, verses 4 & 5: 

     In those days and in that time, says the LORD, the people of Israel shall come, they and the people of Judah 
together; they shall come weeping as they seek the LORD their God. They shall ask the way to Zion, with faces 
turned toward it, and they shall come and join themselves to the LORD by an everlasting covenant that will 
never be forgotten. (NRSV) 

Continuing with Genesis 1: 

     6 And God said, “Let there be a dome in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the waters from the 
waters.” 7 So God made the dome and separated the waters that were under the dome from the waters that 
were above the dome. And it was so. 8 God called the dome Sky. And there was evening and there was 



morning, the second day. So God made the dome and separated the waters that were under the dome from 
the waters that were above the dome. (NRSV) 

These poetic words describe how the earliest devotees of the Creator God, the Maker of heaven 
and earth, understood their physical world.  Dry land where we stand.  Water up there.  Water down 
there.  God puts and keeps everything in its place.  We don’t drown.  Yeah God!   So much more important 
than what they knew or didn’t know about the physical world was what they believed about God.  Those 
who told the creation story orally, and those who wrote it down, and those who celebrated God in worship 
had, I suspect, no interest in the kind of debates that divide people today.  They did not care if the language 
of their stories was literal or metaphorical.  What they cared about, what we need to care about, is 
proclaiming God and having the faith that God can order the chaos of our lives and our world.   

Do you get this?  Every time that you and I gather for worship, no matter what community of faith 
we are part of, we ourselves or others in our midst will be gathering from disordered or even messed up 
lives.  What we all need to hear when we worship is the good news that God is still in charge of everything 
and that there is hope for us, hope for a new beginning.  Wherever and whenever Christians gather for 
worship many believers bring their experience that the world seems to have gone crazy mad.  What we 
need to hear is the good news that God is still in charge of everything. What God is calling us to be is a 
living, breathing, vibrant expression of that hope. That’s why we keep having children and keep seeking 
with all body, mind and spirit to raise them up in the ways of the Lord.    

          9 And God said, “Let the waters under the sky be gathered together into one place, and let the dry land 
appear.” And it was so. 10 God called the dry land Earth, and the waters that were gathered together he 
called Seas. And God saw that it was good. 11 Then God said, “Let the earth put forth vegetation: plants 
yielding seed, and fruit trees of every kind on earth that bear fruit with the seed in it.” And it was so. 12 The 
earth brought forth vegetation: plants yielding seed of every kind, and trees of every kind bearing fruit with 
the seed in it. And God saw that it was good. 13 And there was evening and there was morning, the third 
day. 

 Are you aware that there is a great struggle going on today within the science of biology?  
Biologists, especially those who may be called Darwinian Evolutionists, are trying to come up with some 
kind of reasonable definition of the word, “life,” and some kind of plausible explanation, based on 
evidence and not on speculation, for how in the world life could possibly begin.  There is no widespread 
scientific understanding of what the word “alive” means and no consensus on how, scientifically speaking, 
intelligent life could be birth from chaos or how consciousness could emerge from dead matter. 

 You may have heard about a group of scientists who claimed they had created life in a proverbial 
test tube.  Actually, there was an event, a scientific breakthrough, that the media wildly acclaimed as 
“scientists create life!”  It happened in 2010 after the investment of $40,000,000 at the J. Craig Venter 
Institute. The institute claimed only that “Synthia,”—that’s right, the micro-organism was given a name—
was a synthetic life form.  But we, the public, were primed by a century of belief that science could perform 
miracles, that scientists could “play God,” that we were ready to believe anything.  And, of course, there 
was the promotional value, the fund-raising benefit, of being the first to “create life.” (J. Scott Turner, 

Purpose & Desire, p. 225) The truth is that the scientists at the J. Craig Venter Institute had indeed 
accomplished something amazing.  They had reorganized life into a new form using organisms already 
alive.  But they had not turned something dead into something living.  Listen to Biologist J. Scott Turner’s 
conclusion:  



     If Craig Venter needed a platoon of the smartest people in the world to cobble together a poor imitation 
of life, just imagine the intelligent force that had to have brought the original into being!  …the origin of life 
remains a mystery.  Perhaps it is unsolved because it is unsolvable by direct evidence or observation.  (p. 
227) 

God said, “tree there,” “savannah grass over there,” “apples over there,” and “yummy 
strawberries over here!”  This is the miracle and the mystery of creation.  God is!  God speaks, A good 
unaversive had its beginning.  And the love of God continued to manifest itself in an unfolding and 
expanding creation: 

      14 And God said, “Let there be lights in the dome of the sky to separate the day from the night; and let 
them be for signs and for seasons and for days and years, 15 and let them be lights in the dome of the sky to 
give light upon the earth.” And it was so. 16 God made the two great lights—the greater light to rule the day 
and the lesser light to rule the night—and the stars. 17 God set them in the dome of the sky to give light upon 
the earth, 18 to rule over the day and over the night, and to separate the light from the darkness. And God 
saw that it was good. 19 And there was evening and there was morning, the fourth day.   

 When I read these verses slowly, repeatedly, contemplatively, the impression I got from this 
encounter with the Word was of the slow and purposeful passage of time and the proclamation of God’s 
presence everywhere, in all times, in all circumstances.  Lights.  Separating day and night.  Days passing 
slowly.  Nights…sometimes peaceful…and sometimes frightful.  Seasons.   Winter.  Spring.  Summer.                      
Fall.   The biting cold of winter.   The sweltering heat and humidity of summer.  Or the beauty of a creation 
in black and white after a heavy snow.  Or the exotic pleasure of a warm day at the beach, waves rolling, 
children splashing.  Days and years.  Those time acknowledging words are also in the text.  A friend named 
Tim wrote a song entitled, “The Days They Pass Slowly, but the Years Go Ever Faster.”  Those of us who 
are older, doesn’t it seem that time has passed by too quickly?  Where have all the years gone?  How 
could I have gotten to be so old?  Grey hair?  Creaking joints?  A tedious daily regimen of pills, aches, 
sitting, waiting?  God says that this passage of time is good!  Day and night, summer and winter, aches 
and pains, memories, all good, all reminders that our time, however short or long, is precious.  Remember 
daily, hourly, minute by minute that you live and move and have your being within the eternal and 
unconditional circle of Father, Son, Holy Spirit Love.  And, be this Love.  See what love the Father has given 
us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are…  Beloved, we are God’s children now; (1 John 
3:1-2) 

And so it was that the People of God, bent under the oppressive yoke of the Babylonian King 
Nebuchadnezzar, waited for freedom.  As they waited they learned to sing the Lord’s song in a foreign 
land.  Maybe that new song felt something like:  “Behold what manner of love the Father has given on to 
us; Behold what manner of love the Father has given on to us.  That we should be called the children of 
God; that we should be called the children of God.”   

       20 And God said, “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth 
across the dome of the sky.” 21 So God created the great sea monsters and every living creature that moves, 
of every kind, with which the waters swarm, and every winged bird of every kind. And God saw that it was 
good. 22 God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let birds 
multiply on the earth.” 23 And there was evening and there was morning, the fifth day.  24 And God said, “Let 
the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind: cattle and creeping things and wild animals of the earth 
of every kind.” And it was so. 25 God made the wild animals of the earth of every kind, and the cattle of every 
kind, and everything that creeps upon the ground of every kind. And God saw that it was good. 



 An Earth teeming with life—that is the image that blesses us in these verses.  Abundant life, 
plentiful, copious, profuse, lavish life—everywhere.  Verdant green.  I experience this vibrant creation 
every day where I live in the Catskill Mountains of Upstate New York.  The icy cold river in front of our 
home is a perfect habitat for trout.  The mountain forest is exotic with life and calls out to all who seek 
adventure.  One kayak trip down the river brought forth for our joy the sighting of dozens of bald eagles 
and deer uncounted.  Two flocks of wild turkeys graze our land.  That’s the world as God created it to be.  

 Unfortunately, “Whitt’s End” and all the vitality of life we experience around us in the Catskill 
Mountain Region, is not the way much of the world is now.  Too much of God’s earth has become barren 
or inundated with floods or swamped with garbage.  In our carelessness and greed, we stewards of the 
earth have been saying “NO” for a long time to the responsibility God gave us to care for the creation.  
God’s Love and God’s unending blessings have been rejected and God as # 1 has been supplanted, 
exchanged for idols.  We have not kept the main thing as the main thing.  What has become the main 
thing?  Power. Violence.  Technology.  Consumption.  Ungodly distribution of God’s blessings and the 
Earth’s resources so a few may bask and bake in opulence while far too many perish and God given life is 
squandered.  

 Do you see how this description of the way things are today jives with the two interpretive keys 

that I hope we are all keeping firmly in mind?  The people of God in the sixth century BC were captive in 

Babylon. They too had been careless with the blessings of God.  God created them, and us, to be free 

partners with God.  We always have the option of choosing death over life.  Israel was free to put first 

things first. They could keep the main thing the main thing, or they could bow down to lesser gods.  

They chose death.  The crazy thing is that though the People of God chose death over and over again—

so do the children of God today--God kept, and God keeps, choosing life.  God never abandoned them, 

or us.  God keeps pursuing God’s children.  God keeps forgiving.  God never gives up.  And, the cards 

have not all been dealt.  There is still time to play our next hand well.  I believe that even when we fail or 

fall flat on our faces, God does everything possible to deal us a winning hand. We can still choose to play 

that next hand well.  That is the message the Israelites heard in the darkness of Babylon.  We continue 

hearing the creation story: 

       26 Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them have 
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild 

animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.”  27 So God created 
humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them, male and female he created them.  
28 God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue 
it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living 
thing that moves upon the earth.” 29 God said, “See, I have given you every plant yielding seed that 
is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food. 
30 And to every beast of the earth, and to every bird of the air, and to everything that creeps on the 
earth, everything that has the breath of life, I have given every green plant for food.” And it was 
so. 31 God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good. And there was evening 
and there was morning, the sixth day. 

      2 Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their multitude. 2 And on the seventh 
day God finished the work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all the work 
that he had done. 3 So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from 



all the work that he had done in creation.  4 These are the generations of the heavens and the earth 
when they were created. 

We have introduced what needs to be said about the responsibility of humankind to care for God’s 
creation.  What burst forth to me in the reading of these final verses is a phrase imbedded in the creation 
story three times, as if this watchword is too important to be missed.  Did you notice this repetition?  Did 
this critically important word of the Lord take ahold of you?  Humankind in our image.  According to our 
likeness.  In His image.  Created in the Image of God.  Male and Female in His image.  There is something 
altogether unique and awesome about us, about humanity!  We are created in the image of God!  There 
are many theories about what it means to be like God.  What matters most to me is that our similarity to 
God announces how extraordinarily important humanity is to God and to the entire creation.   What we 
are and what we choose to be will either complete or impede the purposes of God that have been working 
itself out in the physical universe from the very beginning.  We are a fragile thread upon which hangs the 
unfolding purpose of Love.   

Specifically, what does it mean to be created in God’s image?  There is literally a legion of good 
possibilities and our dance card is far too short to rumba or tango with all of them.  So, we will just ask a 
few of these beautiful ideas, those most closely related to our text, to swing with us.  First let’s sway with 
the God-given aptitude that adorns every child of God invited to the dance of life—the capacity to love.  
Second, let’s acknowledge that all of God’s children must learn to foxtrot with freedom—freedom to 
choose is a perilous gift—dance with this gift, cautiously, carefully, fully conscious of the extremity of 
God’s trust and the consequences of abusing freedom.  Third, God is a God of blessing, and we are on this 
earth to be a blessing to others.  God waltzes with everyone.  We are to exclude no one from the party. 
Fourth, within the Trinity God’s being overflows with joy.  We too, in any and all circumstances, can 
experience this joy.  Like the Israelites in bondage, we can learn to sing the Lord’s song in any land, at any 
time.  We can dance a jig or pirouette with God as our partner, no matter how feeble our legs or how 
broken your hearts.  As it has been sung, “The joy of the Lord is my strength.” 

   
  



 

 

The Snake 

Genesis 3:1-15 
 

If there ever was a story that was difficult to read again, as if for the first time, this is it.  From 

every point of view, snakes are maligned creatures.  And THE snake, the one who tempted Eve and Adam 

in the garden of Eden; oh my!  If there ever was a creature that had a bad “rep,” this is the one.  The snake 

has been identified as satan, evil incarnate in slime.  But what would we learn—what might God teach 

us—if we could encounter Eve and Adam and THE snake in the garden, up close and personal, as if we had 

never met those three creations of God before?   

Such a reading may be a bit easier for me than for many of my readers, simply because during 

forty years of pastoral ministry, teaching, and preaching I never bought into the common belief that the 

snake was the vile darkness.  I learned to artfully dodge the Genesis creation stories and, for the most 

part, I was able to avoid fighting on this battlefield, from which few emerge unscathed.  I held, hid, my 

own point of view quietly.  Long ago, around the family dinner table, I had once and for all time, I thought, 

resolved the conflict that surrounds the Genesis creation story (stories, if you like) in our culture and in the 

church, with the simple formula, “God created the world and evolution is God’s tool.”  End of story.  Just 

don’t recite this mantra in anyone else’s hearing! 

 Before we turn to THE snake story I want to tell you my favorite snake story.  This snake story has 

been told often in my family; it has obtained the status of legend.  Mom had a very large garden.  In this 

garden, in addition to the potatoes and tomatoes, corn and cabbage, yellow squash and orange pumpkins, 

there were enemies and friends.  Among the enemies there were slugs which mom squashed between 

her fingers.  Among the friends were the garter snakes that ate the bugs that attacked the vegetables that 

grew abundantly in mom’s garden.  That’s how mom told the story. 

My sister-in-law, Monica, had a different point of view.  Monica is a lover of animals; except for 

snakes.  She hates snakes. They frighten and sicken her and the mere thought of one turns her otherwise 

unbounded love for God’s creatures, great and small, into ferocious hatred.  You know what happened 

next, don’t you?  An adorable, cute, innocent little baby garter snake crawled out from under a head of 

leafy green lettuce into Monica’s field of vision.  She shrieked, my mom told me, and began thrashing and 

smashing pounding and cutting and fragmenting that baby snake into a million tiny pieces until you could 

no longer tell where the soil began and the snake ended. 

I told that story once during a sermon on fear—how perfect love casts out fear—but Monica, and, 

I suspect, all of us are all still growing towards such perfect love.  We are still possessed by fears and act 

out of fear that at times makes us quite vicious.  We all have irrational fears, fears that shake us and break 

us and turn us into mush.  We fear snakes or flying or public speaking or failure or success or poverty or 

weakness or being without a security blanket or loneliness or death or hell or the preacher who preaches 

about hell.  We fear what we fear, often unconscious about the reason for our dreaded anxiety. 



But this I can tell you.  Much fear is grounded on prejudice or misinformation and not truth.  I am 

going to tell you a few true things about snakes and we are going to seek together the truth about THE 

Snake.  So, what is the truth about snakes?  Let me give my answers to three questions, and you can think 

about your answers: 

1) What is one important thing you know about snakes?  My granddaughter Alison loves snakes.  

She has three for pets and since she is a very busy teenager she likes the fact that they are easy 

to care for, don’t require a lot of her time but are always there when she wants to play.  Another 

very important thing I know about snakes is that they have been symbols for many things and 

ideas.  For example, I am always wearing a snake.  I never take it off.  I bought a ring from Navajo 

Indians in Arizona.  It is a symbol of the Native American belief in unity, peace, and the essential 

connectedness of all peoples.  The ring has two semi-precious stones, coral and turquoise.  Where 

did the desert--living Navajos get coral?  They traveled and traded and bonded with peoples far 

away who lived near the ocean.  The body of a snake is wrapped around the two stones, 

symbolizing unity, the oneness of all the peoples of the earth.  That is just one example of the 

literally hundreds of ways snakes have been used as symbols throughout humanity’s history. 

 

2) What has a snake ever done to you or for you?  Since I have never been bitten or even threatened 

by a snake, I have to think of things that have nothing to do with being harmed.  So, OK, snakes 

are my friends because they continually, as a matter of their created purpose, eat rodents and 

bugs that might otherwise consume the earth.  They are part of the balance, the mysterious circle 

of life within God’s good created earth community.  Therefore, whenever I am thanking God for 

the gift of life, snakes are included.  Another thing, I find snakes marvelously mystifying and 

entertaining.  For years, when I would take my children to the Columbus Zoo, they were always 

excited about visiting the reptile house snakes and observing the amazing variety of snakes. For 

me snakes are part of the joy of life I share with my children, and now grandchildren. 

 

3) What is THE snake up to in the 3rd chapter of Genesis?  Now, this is a more difficult question.  It 

is tough to separate fact from fiction and even harder to separate the story’s original purpose 

from centuries of interpretation.  I cannot tell you what the snake was up to in Genesis 3 unless, 

as with all Biblical texts, I study it afresh.  What I must especially do is ask God to speak to me in 

my reading and study of the text.  I must faithfully ask God what God wants us to hear from and 

learn from Genesis 3 about THE snake.   

So, let us ask and listen as if for the first time, without preconceptions and prejudices, and 

certainly without the ignorance and hubris that comes from thinking we already know what God wants us 

to know about THE snake. 

 
     Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the LORD God had made. He said to 
the woman, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the garden’?”  

 
I learn two things in this verse about THE snake.  I learn that the snake is crafty, cunning, sneaky, 

though another possible translation is “subtle.”   I also learn that the snake is God’s snake.  God made the 
snake as one of the many and immensely varied creatures that God formed on this Earth.  And God made 
THE snake crafty.  Because God made THE snake as a part of a good creation, I must trust that God knew 
what God was doing and that THE crafty snake is thus good.  Does that make sense to you?  Let me read 
it again.  “The serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the Lord God had made.”  Sorry 



folks, but either all the creatures God made are part of a good creation or none of them are.  Cute and 
cuddly kitty cats are good, but so are ferocious and roaring and devouring lions.  Colorful flitting butterflies 
are good and so are pesky blood sucking mosquitoes.  Bright orange gold-fish swimming slowly in your 
fish tank and calming your spirit are good and so are man--eating sharks swimming just off your favorite 
beach.  They are all good, but not because of their impact on our lives.  They are good because God made 
them that way.  We can be certain that they are all necessary parts of a good and magnificent world—
even if we can’t quite see it.  By the way, I hate mosquitoes and am truly frightened by the disease carrying 
ticks that call our meadow “home.”  But my loathing is not the final word on the subject.  I will be much 
happier if I can somehow learn to conform my attitude towards God’s creatures to my beliefe that God’s 
love is in everything.  So—there you have it.  The Bible story says that THE crafty snake is good.  Back to 
our text: 

       2 The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden; 3 but God said, ‘You 
shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall 
die.’” 4 But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not die; 5 for God knows that when you eat of it your 
eyes will be opened, and you will be like God,  knowing good and evil.”  

Did you just learn something else about THE crafty/subtle yet good snake?  THE snake seems to 
be operating here with some kind of agenda.  It is sneaking around the edges of the truth to accomplish 
some purpose.  What could that purpose be?   Remember, the Bible says that the snake is God’s good 
creature.  THE snake is not pure evil, at least not as THE snake as presented in this story. 

Readers, to answer that question I am going to have to give you some background, some things I 
learned along the way and during my recent study.   I learned—or in some cases simply remembered what 
I learned some time ago—that the creation story in Genesis is just one of many creation stories that were 
taught in that part of the world at that time in history.  But the Bible story of creation is very different 
than all the others.  The Genesis story is the only creation story that teaches that the world, and all that 
dwell therein, was created by a loving God whose intention was purely loving and where the result was 
to be a good and peaceful world. People who have really studied all of these creation stories from that 
time in history tell us that every other civilization, most notably the Babylonians, believed that the world 
was created by violence and hatred, gods fighting it out to the death until with the residue from all that 
destruction they created an ugly and violent and terrifying world.  Bible scholars believe that the Biblical 
creation story was specifically written to counter the cruel and violent stories of Israel’s warring neighbors.  
Israel was intent on declaring two things in its story of the creation:  1) God is love.  2) The creation is 
good. 

However, the Israelites knew all too well, that the creation, life, the world, is not perfect.  In fact, 
terrible temptations exist in the world. Probably the worst temptation is that human beings who are 
created good, with an enormous capacity to be loving, are constantly making bad choices and are thus 
making something other than God the Lord of their lives.  Snakes and hamsters and lions and tigers and 
bears do not make bad choices.  All they can do is be themselves, living out the purpose of God for their 
lives.  It’s you and I who can make choices for good or ill.  You and I can choose freely to allow money or 
pleasure or our addictions or work or our political opinions and moral convictions and our beliefs and 
doctrines or just about anything to be more important than God.   

In the Genesis 3 creation story THE snake symbolizes—there are other interpretations but this is 
definitely a good one--the temptations we all face each and every day of our lives to choose death, in one 
of its many forms.  The story then reminds us, as declared in the Old Testament book of Deuteronomy, 
that we have also been given the freedom to Choose Life, that we and our descendants might live.  It is 
well worth our attention to read and remember this passage:  Deuteronomy 30:19—"I call heaven and earth 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Deuteronomy+30:19&version=NRSV


to witness against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you 

and your descendants may live.’  Back to Genesis 3: 

       6 So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that 
the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her K, 
who was with her, and he ate.  

Listen to those seductively lovely words again, “good for food,” “delight to the eyes,” “the tree 
was to be desired.”  Such words make it sound like we too are being seduced, and are seducible; that it is 
not all that difficult to make the wrong choice seem mighty attractive.  Advertisers make millions because 
they know all about our seduce-abilities.  Making good decisions requires that we remain always alert, 
mightily aware of the ways we are easily distracted, tempted, and seduced. 

 As we read Genesis 3 this way, all of us must see ourselves in the story and give thanks to the 
subtle snake whose job within the good creation is to warn us that God must be first.  Sorry, but the snake 
is not bad as most of us were told.  The snake is not a symbol of evil, as most of us were told.  The snake 
is us.  The snake is the part of ourselves that is often trying out some new and crafty way of putting 
ourselves first and God second, or even last.  

Let me try to explain why I am so certain that this is a correct interpretation of THE role of the 
snake in Genesis 3.  In the garden humanity, not just Adam and Eve, is tempted to listen to a voice other 
than God’s voice and in so doing to disobey God.  I once heard a Bible Scholar say that one can understand 
the entirety of scripture as one long and repetitive story of nations and individuals turning away from God 
and returning to God, time and time again. I think that Jesus summarized this repetitive story of God’s 
relationship with us when He told the parable of the Prodigal Son.  The younger son leaves and then 
returns.  He abandons the Father but the Father never abandons the son.  We fail to love, but God never 
fails to Love us.  We sin.  God forgives.  We abandon God.  God welcomes us home.  This story is repeated 
again and again in Genesis, Exodus, and most every book of the Bible.  Remember always to be alert for 
voices that attempt to trick and deceive with half-truths at best, like:  You deserve more—take it!  
Politicians, economists, scientists, and gurus will save us.  Technology will save us.  The distortions and 
the deceptions and the lies are endless. 

This remains the truth.  Jesus loves me, this I know, and with every word from his mouth and from 
every action of his body Jesus tells us, “For God so loved the world…” So, you can love your neighbor as 
yourself and you can Love the Lord your God with all your soul, and with all your strength and with all 
your mind.  Be this love and you will have life and have it abundantly.  

  



God Never Abandons Us 

Genesis 4:1-16 

 

Many versions of the Bible add headings and sub-headings to the text.  These titles are really 

only the opinions of editors as to what the Bible story is about.  I use the phrase “really only” not to 

diminish the value of the headings.  Rather, I want to acknowledge that when I begin to create my own 

subtitles, I will be in fact beginning to interpret the Genesis 4:1-7 text.  My NRSV version of the Bible, 

along with most others, interprets the Cain and Abel story with the headline, “Cain Kills Abel.”  This title 

suggests to the reader that the story they are about to read is focused on the crime of murder.  And it 

certainly is a murder story.  But the crime itself is not what I have been led to pay closest attention to, to 

focus on as the main point.    

What is the main point?  What if I were to give the story this heading?  “God Never Abandons Us.”  
I could also add a sub-heading;  “We May Abandon God.”  If those were the heading and the sub-heading, 
what would you assume must be the sermon’s main point?  Obviously, I would from the beginning be 
pointing you towards a message on the character of God and a message about humanity’s choice for or 
against God.  That is exactly my intention.  

 
 Remember, the considered opinion of most Bible scholars is that the creation stories in Genesis 

were written specifically with the purpose of opposing the predominant creation stories of, for example, 
the Babylonians; stories of violent and hateful gods fighting battles in other worldly realms.  Their creation 
stories taught that the earth and all creatures of the earth, especially us, are nothing but the debris left 
over when one dark divinity defeated the rest of the malevolent demi-gods.   Not a good creation, as 
declared by Genesis.  A foul, revolting, wicked creation.  Not a loving God but a ferocious and merciless 
god.  Israel introduced to the world another vision of creation and especially another vision of God-- whose 
name is Love.  If this is true, doesn’t it make sense that we would find the same God, even within a terrible 
tale of murder and its consequences?   So, let’s turn the story that opens the fourth chapter of Genesis 
and experience its lessons, especially its message about the character of God and the blessing of choice 
God has given to us.   

 

God Never Abandons Us 
We May Choose to Abandon God 
Children Are Born, Grow Up, Worship 

     Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, “I have produced  a man with 
the help of the LORD.” 2 Next she bore his brother Abel. Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a tiller of 
the ground. 3 In the course of time Cain brought to the LORD an offering of the fruit of the ground, 4 and Abel 
for his part brought of the firstlings of his flock, their fat portions. And the LORD had regard for Abel and his 
offering, 5 but for Cain and his offering he had no regard.  

 The only comments I want to add to these opening verses of chapter 4 are:  First, please notice 
that Eve gives credit where credit is due and announces God’s significant role in the birth of her first-born 
son.  Eve gets us off to a good start when reading this story by reminding us that God is involved in every 
facet of our lives.  God never leaves us.  Second,  I do not know why God favored Abel and his gift but did 
not favor Cain and his sacrifice.  Many people have guessed but no one knows.  If I was pressed to hazard 
a guess I would suggest that, based on the rest of the story, Cain’s problem was his attitude, not his gift.  



There may also be evidence of Cain’s attitude in verse 3.  The NRSV translation makes this evidence less 
accessible to us so let me try a couple of other translations, and underline just one word: 

 

3 In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the LORD.  (NIV).   3 At 

the designated time Cain brought some of the fruit of the ground for an offering to the LORD.   (NET) 

 The word, “some,” suggests the possibility of a casual attitude, especially when compared to 

Abel’s “fatted portions of firstlings.”  Maybe Cain’s attitude toward worship and sacrifice was less an 

expression of gratitude and more an act of obligation.  We can’t know for sure, but the question alerts 

us to look for other evidence of a lack of enthusiasm in Cain’s relationship with God. 

God Announces the Blessing of Choice 
God Counsels Cain to Choose to Master Sin 

 
       5 So Cain was very angry, and his countenance fell. 6 The LORD said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and 
why has your countenance fallen? 7 If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin 
is lurking at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master it.” 

 See that!  Cain definitely has an attitude, an angry attitude.  God tells Cain that he, Cain—and I 
believe all of us—have a choice.  God tells Cain that he has the power to master his anger and every other 
feeling or motivation that would drive him towards sin.  Cain has a choice.  So do we.  As Christians we 
know that we have the choice and the capacity to grow towards “a greater measure of the fullness of 
Christ.”   The Israelites who recorded and transmitted our Old Testament knew that they could choose life 
or they could choose death. 

Cain Chooses Rage and Sin, and Kills Abel 
 

        8 Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let us go out to the field. And when they were in the field, Cain rose up 
against his brother Abel, and killed him. 

 
 Cain chose murder.  He did not have to sin.  He chose sin.  We also are free to choose.   This fact 
is extraordinarily clear in this story.  God told Cain and God tells us in stories like this—and there are 
hundreds of them in the Bible—that we can chose life.  Cain choose murder.  Just yesterday, I choose 
anger.  I didn’t have to.  I experienced anger and I chose to hurt someone with my anger.  What about 
you?  What did you choose yesterday?  More important, what will you choose today and tomorrow? 

God Encounters Cain Again, On the Transgression Field 

       9 Then the LORD said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” He said, “I do not know; am I my brother’s 
keeper?” 10 And the LORD said, “What have you done? Listen; your brother’s blood is crying out to me from 
the ground! 11 And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your 
brother’s blood from your hand. 12 When you till the ground, it will no longer yield to you its strength; you 
will be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth.”  

 Cain chose murder.  Now we have to pay particular attention to the crime of murder, especially 
the murder of a brother.  Cain murdered his brother, Abel.  It was a premeditated murder; intention and 
plan making the crime even more heinous.  I paused in the writing of this sermon to think of my particular 
brother, Jim, with whom I once had a relationship that was raw with conflict.  If Jesus is right when he 
talks about murderous thoughts being equivalent to murderous behavior—both destroy fraternal love—
then I murdered him many times, and he me.  However, we each did not carry that rage that far, giving 
us time for God to work on our hearts and souls until the time came when the sin of murderous anger no 



longer threatened us.  Actually, quite the opposite—I now love and honor Jim at a depth no one, especially 
my parents, could have ever imagined. 

What if this is God plan not just for particular brothers and sisters?  What if this is God’s grand 
design for all of humanity?  What if still have time to invite God into our hearts at a sufficient depth, to 
allow God to do transformational work on our hearts and souls?  What if we were to, at this critical time 
in human history, learn to allow God to redeem all of humanity; all God’s creation?  In this historical era, 
having the technological capacity to murder everyone, there are no more second chances.  What if 
humanity has finally arrived at the time, the Kairos moment, where it is, metaphorically speaking, God’s 
way of the highway?  Think about it.  Let’s pause in these most penetrating ponderings and return to the 
story. 

Tragically murder was not the end of Cain’s sin.  Next, Cain chose the denial of responsibility.  This 
pattern repeats itself in all of our lives with terrible frequency and a vast array of consequences.  You see, 
it is always injurious when we sin.  But when we lie, when the guilty protest their innocence, injury can 
become catastrophe.   First, the sin that could be forgiven, say stealing, can begin to become for the 
sinner a way of life.  Then the sinner becomes a thief.  Sin begins to take over the personality and the 
character of a person.  People become addicted to sin, say pornography, and it is so much more difficult 
to escape from an addiction than it is to repent from a sin.  Second, when we deny responsibility and 
blame others we may cause irreparable damage to their lives, as when the wrong person is executed 
because of the testimony of fraudulent witnesses. 

 Speaking of the denial of responsibility, have you ever been to camp?  You sing all kinds of dumb 
songs at camp.  My dad, an American Baptist Pastor, used to lead many camps, such as the Junior High 
Camp at Pathfinder Lodge in Cooperstown, New York.   One chant that was performed nearly every day 
in the dining room was all about blaming others and shamelessly denying responsibility.  One kid, let’s call 
him Joel, would begin by getting his entire table to point at a hapless victim and scream: 

 “Jason stole the cookie from the cookie jar!”  Jason, if his mouth was not stuffed with spaghetti, 
and even if it was—that was half the fun of the chant—would protest:  “Who me?”  Joel screeched back:  
“Yes you!.”  Jason retorted:  “Couldn’t be!”  Joel’s turn:  “Then who?”  The chant continues with Jason 
shrieking and the entire table pointing at another accused:  “Brenda stole the cookie from the cookie jar…” 

 Blaming is a habit.  Pointing the finger at others is not a requisite of our human nature.  God tells 
us that we can master this habit, modify this routine, heal the addiction to irresponsibility, convert our 
character to candor, and especially get to know a merciful God who forgives and protects and loves us as 
an unalterable, fixed, attribute of the character of God.   Yet, as the subtitle reminds us, “We may 
abandon God.”  In what way, abandon God?  Let’s go back to verse 9: 

       9 Then the LORD said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” He said, “I do not know; am I my brother’s 
keeper?” 

 We know the answer to both questions.  God knew the answer to both questions.  The fact of the 
matter is that even Cain knew the answer to both questions.  Everyone knows that Abel is dead!  
Murdered!  With intention and forethought.  First degree murder, we call it.  Christians, I hope, and many 
others, know that we are our brother’s and our sister’s keeper.  We are responsible to and for everyone.  
Everyone.  All of God’s children.   Of course, this is a story of one man’s choice to be a murderer.  Of 
course, this is a story of one man’s choice to take no responsibility for his brother.  Yet, told in the context 
of the first 11 chapters of Genesis, this is also a universal story, God’s story and humankind’s story; our 
story. 



 Friends, who is your brother?  Your sister?  Do not these questions have a ring of familiarity about 
them?  Do you also remember the question, “Who is my neighbor?”  That’s quite a question!  Was not 
that question, “Who is my neighbor?” included once upon a time is a story told by Jesus?  And was not 
that question being asked by a person who wanted to avoid most of his responsibilities to the “All” who 
are the children of God?  Did not that man, steeped in the sins of prejudice and discrimination and 
exclusion and superiority and racial and ethnic hatred, want Jesus to tell him just exactly to whom he was 
obligated to be good neighbor, while tossing everyone else out like the garbage?  

 Jesus loved questions like these, and Jesus even loved people who asked questions like these.  
Questions like these created occasions for Him to tell his best stories, stories that had the potential to 
change the hearts of individuals and even all of humanity.  “Am I my brother’s keeper?”  That is and always 
has been humanity’s question.  God’s answer reverberates through the millennia, “Yes!”  Who is my 
neighbor?  That question is and always has been humanity’s question.  Jesus’ answer echoes through the 
millennia.  “Everyone.”  But, the fact of the matter is, time is now running out for the human family to get 
these answers right. 

 I used to sing a song with my children and during the children’s time in worship.  The title of the 
song is, “What Color Is God’s Skin?”   In the second verse the child asks her father a question:  “Daddy, 
why do the different races fight if we’re all the same in the good Lord’s sight?”  The dad answers:  “My 
child, that is part of our suffering past, but the whole human family is learning at last, that the thing we 
missed on the road we trod was to walk as the daughters and sons of God.” 

 
 Was I dodging the truth when I sang that song to the children?  Are we actually, in fact, learning 
at last to walk as the daughters and sons of God?  The future for our children, all the children of the 
creation, will be an unmitigated disaster if we do not learn this lesson soon, very soon.  Yet, here we are, 
still divided by gender, race, nationality, religion, politics, social class and who we choose to love.   od 
never abandons us; however, we may abandon God. 
 

Cain Is Horrified by the Consequences of Sin 
Cain Is Terrified by the Loses of Vocation, Relationship with God, and Life Itself. 

 
       13 Cain said to the LORD, “My punishment is greater than I can bear! 14 Today you have driven me away 
from the soil, and I shall be hidden from your face; I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth, and 
anyone who meets me may kill me.”  

 Please note—three things terrify Cain.  1) He has lost his vocation.  2) He has lost his bond with 
God.  3) He is possessed by the fear that his doom could be the same as that of his murdered brother.  
God addresses the sinner: “Not so!”  A modern reader, drowning in the cesspool of fear, revenge and 
retribution might protest:  “Excuse me!  What is that you say? No vengeance!?”  Again God pronounces, 
“That is not My way!”  Addicted to the myth of redemptive violence, the modern reader of Genesis 4:1-
16 again protests: “You call that justice?!”  Someone else shouts, “No, hang him from the highest tree!”  
God never abandons us, however we may abandon God. 

God Protects Cain (No Matter the Sin, God Never Abandons Us) 

       15 Then the LORD said to him, “Not so!  Whoever kills Cain will suffer a sevenfold vengeance.” And the LORD 
put a mark on Cain, so that no one who came upon him would kill him. 16 Then Cain went away from the 
presence of the LORD, and settled in the land of Nod, east of Eden. 

God pronounces God’s justice and at the same time the People of Israel declare to the world that 
God is our protector.  Throughout the scriptures the People of God continue to proclaim to the world that 



God never abandons God’s sinful people.  God does not abandon sinners like Moses and David and God 
does not abandon Peter and Paul.  In fact, God chooses them!  So, what then does God’s justice look like?  
God informs Cain, “You will be a marked man.”   

But this marked man, still able to make his way in the world and to even make better choices, is 
not wearing a ball and chain that will drag him down like the ghost of Marley in Dickens’ “A Christmas 
Carol.”  This man Cain will not be wearing a mark that will forever shame and humiliate and endanger 
him, like the Scarlet Letter in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s tale about—about what?  A sinful woman?   Yes.  But 
even more, The Scarlet Letter is really about a village and the entire puritan culture possessed by 
condemnation and self-righteousness.  Certainly, Hester sinned, but the world around her was trapped in 
sin, utterly unable to even dimly reflect the brilliantly luminous mercy of God.  This word of the Lord has 
never, and will never, change. “God is always a God of blessing who seeks always to protect us.”  This 
word is the affirmation that God loves us, forgives us, longs to be reconciled with us.”  This word is the 
Word of the Lord that has been given to me to share that we all will believe with all body, mind, and 
spirit:”  God will never, no never, no never forsake. 

 

  



Expelled as Punishment or Sent Forth to Grow Up? 

  

Genesis 3:8-24 

Isaiah 43:1-3a 

Matthew 6:25-33 
 

I am going to give you two distinct summaries of what happens to Adam and Eve in the story from 

Genesis 3: 8-24.  Please give your thought to which statement comes closer to the truth as you understand 

it: 

1)  Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden of Eden as punishment for their sin of 

disobedience.  They were banished from paradise where life was abundant, comfortable, and 

predictable and forced to live in a world of labor and suffering, separated forever from the 

perfection of God’s presence and blessings. 

 

2) Adam and Eve were sent forth from the Garden of Eden because they needed to grow up and 

take responsibility for their decisions, especially the choice to live for or against God.  Eden, 

for Adam and Eve, was the season of child-like innocence.  Now they must face as adults all 

the difficulties of life and the challenges of freedom.  

 
Both are plausible interpretations, but I want to acknowledge that in the beginning of my lectio 

divina of Genesis 3, my personal preference was to see the Adam and Eve drama as very much like a 

“Coming of Age Story.”  We will see if the story changes my preference, or yours.  And, before we dig 

deeply into the story of Adam and Eve’s departure from the garden, I want to share two scriptures that 

may help us as we interpret their story: 

 Matthew 6:25-33 

       25 “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about 

your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? 26 Look at the 

birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. 

Are you not of more value than they? 27 And can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of 

life? 28 And why do you worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil 

nor spin, 29 yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of these. 30 But if God so 

clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much 

more clothe you—you of little faith? 31 Therefore do not worry, saying, ‘What will we eat?’ or ‘What will we 

drink?’ or ‘What will we wear?’ 32 For it is the Gentiles who strive for all these things; and indeed your 

heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. 33 But strive first for the Kingdom of God and his 

righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 

Isaiah 43:1-3a 

But now thus says the LORD, 

    he who created you, O Jacob, 

       he who formed you, O Israel: 



Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; 

    I have called you by name, you are mine. 
2 When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; 

      and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; 

when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, 

    and the flame shall not consume you. 3 For I am the LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior. 

Both of these texts are reminders that God cares about our daily needs.  God is with us as provider.  

God cares about the crises of our lives.  God is with us as Protector.    

We continue our encounter with God as found in the Word of the Lord from Genesis 3:8-24: 

       8 [Adam & Eve] heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze..,  

 I have to stop right here, even though I have presented only the first half of verse 8.  Something 
about this image of God walking about the garden is startling and beautiful.  Can you sense the intimacy 
that Adam and Eve shared with God in the garden?  What a tragedy if such closeness, tenderness, affection 
between God and God’s children were to be lost!  Does the story of the departure of Adam and Eve from 
Eden suggest that humanity, including you and I, no longer has the potential to experience such a loving 
relationship with God?  Outside the garden does God still love and care for God’s children?  Beyond Eden, 
is God still Provider and Protector?  I hope you immediately realize how easy it is to answer that question!  
Of course, God still loves his children outside the garden!  Of course, God is still Provider and Protector.  
The Psalms are filled with poetic expressions of the blessing and joy of a personal walk with God.  But, 
what first came into my soul as I began reading this story while preparing this sermon was the hymn, “In 
the Garden.” 

           I come to the garden alone, While the dew is still on the roses 
 And the voice I hear falling on my ear, the Son of God discloses. 
     And He walks with me, and He talks with me 
         And He tells me I am His own. 
            And the joy we share as we tarry there 
                None other has ever known.  
 

“In the Garden” brings tears to my eyes because for me it expresses with exquisite accuracy what 
I often feel when I enter the presence of God in prayer.  I often become overwhelmed with gratitude the 
moment I realize that God is with me.   God is listening to me and is reminding me once again that I need 
not fear because I live and move and have my being within the circle of God’s unconditional and eternal 
love.  What God tells me in the first half of the first verse of today’s story from Genesis is that nothing, 
absolutely nothing can happen that will separate me from God’s love.  Even East of Eden we can still walk 
and talk with God!  And that is the greatest blessing of all.  In the midst of suffering, never forget this.  You 
can always walk and talk with God.  That is God’s gift and it our choice.  The capacity to be with God can 
never be taken from you.  You can, however, abandon it. 

       8 [Adam & Eve] heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze 
and the man and his C hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden.  

 I don’t know about you but when I recently read this verse about Adam and Eve hiding from God 
my first reaction was, “Oh my God—That’s Me!”  So often I hide from God.  Despite all the times I have 
walked and talked with God and despite how certainly I know God loves me and how often I experience 



God’s provision and protection, I still have days when I go into hiding.  Literally, I avoid prayer because I 
am caught once again in a stubborn mood and want to run my own life—to be a control freak once again.  
And even more to the point, there are ongoing issues in my life that I do not want to talk to God about, 
especially judgement and unforgiveness I do not want to surrender.  What does hiding from God look like 
to you?  Just think about it.  

        9 But the LORD God called to the man, and said to him, “Where are you?” 10 He said, “I heard the sound of 
you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.” 11 He said, “Who told you that 
you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?”  

 Nakedness is not a popular topic of polite conversation.  It’s an embarrassing word to say out 
loud.  “Naked, naked, naked!.  But it occurred to me as I read and reread these verses that once upon a 
time, when I was a little boy, nakedness was pure joy.  But oh, what trouble we would be in if, when we 
grew up, we did not put this childish thing behind us!  I was babysitting for my little brother Tom when he 
was 3 years old and I was 12.  I gave Tom a bath and went looking for a towel.  By the time I came back to 
dry him off, all of 10 seconds, he was gone!  I heard the door of the parsonage slam shut.  I jumped down 
the stairs, threw open the door and there was Tom bounding gleefully across the yard towards the church, 
where mom and dad were attending a meeting.  By the time I caught up to him he was displaying his 
nakedness to the entire church.  Fortunately for me, everyone was laughing hysterically.  Even mom was 
not angry.  She said that I had escaped from her more than once! 

 When little ones are naked, well, it is more or less cute.  Most parents takes photos of their naked 
children in the bathtub; and are sorely tempted to show the photos around someday, at just the “wrong 
time,” according to the child.  When our children are putting childish things behind them, naked photos 
of themselves are no longer cute.  Appropriately for teenagers, they are wickedly embarrassing.  So here 
is an appropriate question to ask of our text:  Were Adam and Eve more like little children or more like 
teenagers when they lived in the garden unawares, even of their nakedness?  Did they, in fact, need to 
mature and become properly modest?  I have never thought of that question before, but maybe Adam 
and Eve needed to give up many childish things.  Is God asking us to consider the possibility that whatever 
else the Garden of Eden story may be, it is also a parable about how everyone must grow up?  “When I was 
a child I spoke and acted like a child but when I grew up I put childish things behind me.” (1 Corinthians 13:11)  
Continuing with Genesis: 

     The man said, “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate.” 
13 Then the LORD God said to the woman, “What is this that you have done?” The woman said, “The serpent 
tricked me, and I ate.”  

Talk about childish!  “Mommy, I didn’t do it.  Johnny did it.” “ Jimmy did it too.”  “Not me.”  The 
default setting for most children seems to be to deny responsibility.  Blame someone else.  All through 
the scriptures we are taught that learning to tell the truth is one of the ways we all must grow up.  All 
through scripture God is striving to teach us to confess and then to let it go and begin again.  Spiritual 
maturity requires such honesty.  

We have arrived at the part of the story where the consequences of disobedience begin to hit 
Adam and Eve like a smack across the face.  So, I pause once again to ask, “Does disobedience mean that 
we lose the capacity to have a loving relationship with God?  Are Adam and Eve about to be cast out from 
God’s presence, never to be intimate with God again?  Let’s see. 



14 The LORD God said to the serpent, 

“Because you have done this, 
    cursed are you among all animals 
    and among all wild creatures; 
upon your belly you shall go, 
    and dust you shall eat 
    all the days of your life. 
15 I will put enmity between you and the woman, 
    and between your offspring and hers; 
he will strike your head, 
    and you will strike his heel.” 

 If ever there was a prophecy that came true, this is it!  Snakes crawl and lots and lots and lots of 
people are freaked out by them. 

16 To the woman he said, “I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing; 
    in pain you shall bring forth children, 
yet your desire shall be for your husband, 
    and he shall rule over you.” 

 That prophecy also came true. Childbirth is painful and in most cultures men oppress women.  
Another question to be explored, on another day, is: “Are relationships of domination  God’s will for God’s 
people for all time?  Or, is God’s will that we one day, in Christ, learn that those who are first in the 
Kingdom of God express their leadership by way of servant love, not domination? 

17 And to the man he said, “Because you have listened to the voice of your wife, 
    and have eaten of the tree 
about which I commanded you, 
    “You shall not eat of it,” 
cursed is the ground because of you; 
    in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life; 

 It is hard to imagine a satisfying life that is achieved without meaningful work.  It is also hard to 
imagine a fulfilling life where accomplishments and happiness are attained without struggle.  In the real 
world, success and triumph are not handed out like cotton candy at the end of a meal at the Golden Corral 
restaurant.  Accomplishment always requires effort and even sacrifice.  Maybe it was never intended that 
humanity remain in the garden forever.  Maybe human beings were created to live in the real world of 
risk and possibility where we have to choose to love God and choose to love our neighbor.  Maybe a world 
of choice and freedom and responsibility was God’s plan from the beginning. 

I don’t think that I have ever heard anyone interpret the departure of Adam and Eve from the 
Garden of Eden was this way.  I have always before heard interpretations of this text that assumed that 
living effortlessly in paradise was the equivalent of abundant life.  But a life where everything is just 
handed to us does not sound to me like the kind of relationship God wants to have with God’s offspring.  
Was a life of ease that what Jesus meant when he said, “I have come that you may have life and have it 
more abundantly?”  Abundant life, according to Jesus in Matthew Chapter 6, is a life that is confident of 
God’s presence and provision even when circumstances are frightening.   According to the Prophet Isaiah 
in Chapter 41, abundant life is knowing that God is with us through all the difficulties, all the storms. There 



is no such thing as a life without struggle. All through the scriptures, from Genesis to Malachi, from 
Matthew to Revelation, we meet children of God who live imperfect and mixed up, yet abundant, lives.  
Noah, Moses, David, Jeremiah, Nehemiah, the prophets Amos and Micah, the Apostle Peter and the 
missionary Paul all struggle.  All fail, all fall, and all rise again.  Their lives are full of both sorrow and joy, 
failure and success.  What makes their lives abundant is learning to trust God.  Does not the entire Biblical 
witness encourage us to conclude that in pushing Adam and Eve out of the garden God is requiring of his 
children, all of us, that they grow up, learn to overcome adversity and learn to trust God in all things?  As 
parents we hope our Children will find such abundant life, not by lazing around while we wash their 
clothes and pay their bills and cook their meals.  No, we want them out in the world, learning in the 
university of hard knocks what they must know to be happy.  We want them to grow up, maturing as they 
survive inevitable mistakes and trials.  We send them on their way, push them out the door if necessary, 
hoping and praying all the while that they will learn—we hope they will learn without the proverbial 
baseball bat on the side of the head—to let God take ahold of their lives.  Personally speaking, that is 
exactly what I think happened to Adam and Eve. 

       20 The man named his wife Eve, because she was the mother of all living. 21 And the LORD God 
made garments of skins for the man and for his wife, and clothed them. 

 Interesting.  God clothed them.  When they first knew their nakedness, Adam and Eve 
immediately clothed themselves with fig leaves.  Fig leaves are not very warm.  I understand that they are 
also very scratchy.  They couldn’t have been very comfortable, certainly not durable.  So now, before their 
departure from the garden, God provides for them new clothes.  Adam and Eve were given leather 
garments, the text says, that were appropriate for the world outside the garden; clothes that were warmer 
and more lasting than leaves.   God provides, even as Adam and Eve continue their journey East of Eden. 
God provides and God remains available. 

However, now we come to the climax of the story in verses 23 &24: 

       24 He drove out the man… 

Notice the word, “drove.”  Cowboys drive a herd of cattle--to the slaughter house!  “Drove” seems 
to imply that God forced Adam and Eve out into the cold and cruel world, dooming them to a miserable 
life.  “Drove,” suggests they were headed for a plentitude of misery.   

Remember the title of this sermon; “Expelled as Punishment or Sent Forth to Grow Up.”  Did God 
drive them out as a consequence of their sin or did God send them forth to grow up?  Or both?  What has 
been your experience of life?  Are the difficulties and labor and suffering you pass through in your life 
experienced only as punishment meted out because you are a human being related to Adam and Eve?  Or 
are these harsh circumstances necessary for you to grow up or get back on the right track?  Are we “Cast 
Out as Punishment or Sent Forth to Grow Up?”   

I have already confessed that I approached this text with a bias.  Then my study and my struggle 
with the text, as well as the input of friends, convinced me of a different right answer.  Finally, I have 
decided that my difficulty is caused in part by the text itself.  The Bible story is ambiguous.  Genesis 3:23 
and Genesis 3:24 use different words to describe what happened to Adam and Eve.  Essentially, verse 23 
says they were “sent forth/blessed on their way”.  Verse 24 says they were driven out/expelled.  One 
Biblical scholar has resolved the conflict by creating a new phrase.  Harold Bloom says that Adam and Eve 
were “driven forward”.  



“Driven forward?!”  My immediate response to that phrase was, “I resemble that remark!”  I have 
experienced being driven forward.  I have been stuck or trapped in situations from which I could not or 
would not extricate myself.  By the hand of God, I was driven forward.  You too have probably been in a 
job, a friendship, a living situation, even a marriage or a moral predicament, where you could not or would 
not make the faith-full decision required for you to get on with your life. I would guess that all of us have 
been driven forward, more than once.  And now, out and about in the world, faced with new 
circumstances and temptations, what do we do next?  Confronted once again by the most critical of all 
questions--Will we choose God?   God always chooses us.   

  



 

Humanity’s Response to God’s Grief 

Selected Verses from Genesis 6-9 

The first working title of this chapter was, “The Terminal Reality of Sin.”  At first hearing my wife 
protested, “That is a downer!”  So, we talked about the message I hoped to communicate and changed 
the title.  This simple conversion helped change my attitude towards the Noah saga.  I had begun with a 
feeling of aggravated necessity, thinking that, though the Noah and his ark needed to be the subject of a 
chapter, I didn’t have to like it.  Having changed my point of view, I saw some hope that somewhere in 
Noah story, though well disguised, I would find good news.  But why didn’t I like it?  Because!  Noah, 
despite its common inclusion in Bible story books for children, is not a children’s story.  It is a dark and 
frightening tale of disobedience and destruction; death on an almost unimaginable scale.  And, it raises 
demoralizing questions: 

     God told Cain that sin was a devouring beast.  What if Cain chooses, and keeps on choosing, to be 
devoured? 
     God chose humankind to steward the creation.  What if we choose to consume it? 
     God is love.  The creation is good.  But what happens within the heart of God when we are not 
good and are not loving? 
     God birthed a creation, a cosmic adventure.  God spoke and the Pure Spirit of Love was somehow 
transformed into a living and breathing universe, with humanity positioned just below God.  Can this 
birth be aborted? 

I am surrounded by a cadre of smart, spiritual, and faithful people.  I shared with quite a few of them 
my deep struggle when it came to writing about Noah. Their responses were uniform and can be 
summarized by my friend David’s email comment: “Noah!?  Never anything easy!!!!!” 

 At the beginning of my lectio divina (holy reading) of the Noah story, I read the entire saga out 
loud to my wife.  “Good grief. It just goes on and on and on!”  That was my first reaction.  To a couple of 
verses Kathy protested in shock, “That’s not really from the Bible!?”  Then we got into the really tough 
stuff--God’s anguish, God’s grief at the wickedness of humanity; God’s angst as God knows that the 
beloved will not change; the decision God faced to give up or not to give up on humanity.  Will God 
continue to be revealed in Genesis as just love?   

So, here it is that we run into a quandary, a problem of universal proportion.  Does God in fact 
continue as God was in the beginning, or can God’s mind change?  Can God’s purpose in speaking the 
universe into being be so utterly opposed by sinful humanity that God is forced to decide to un-create 
what God created?  I can’t think of any more fear-provoking questions than these.  The Noah saga forces 
us to pay attention to these questions.  

And, there is another immense problem I found myself struggling to resolve.  The Noah saga is 
just too long, too complicated, and too thick with details that can distract the reader from the core 
message.  After hours of reading, re-reading the story, praying for guidance, and reading the 
commentaries for insights, I decided to present the Noah Saga to you by simply making the main thing 
the main thing.  I began an editing process to both shorten the story and eliminate details that do not help 



us to answer the big questions that I presented earlier, the critical questions like:  God chose humankind 
to steward the creation.  What if we choose to devour it?  God is love.  The creation is good.  But what 
happens within the heart of God when we are not good and are not loving?  These are the kind of 
questions that have to be addressed as we immerse ourselves in the Noah story.  Will we drown?  We will 
see.  Here I begin to offer you my edited version. 

God Grieves Over the Creation, For Humanity Is Wicked 

     6:5 The LORD saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of 

the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually. 

 The consequences of the angry decision of Cain to be devoured by sin has become the reality of 
the whole human race and there is nothing to mitigate our shared guilt.  God can only…what?  Rage?  No.  
God can only grieve—suffer the pain of betrayal—weep for the children who though still beloved have 
chosen to say an habitual, and addicted, “NO!” to their Creator God.  Friends, this is as bad as it gets.  We 
read: 

     6 And the LORD was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. 7 So 
the LORD said, “I will blot out from the earth the human beings I have created—people together with animals 
and creeping things and birds of the air, for I am sorry that I have made them. 

 So there it is, the devastating truth.  God’s mind-changing and mind-bending determination to 
obliterate all human beings, all animals, creeping things, and birds.   I cannot even allow a hint of this 
possibility  to enter my consciousness.  It is so terrifying that, for me, this is the first time in my life that I 
even noticed the inclusion of puppy  dogs, salamanders and cardinals in the coming onslaught!  

 It didn’t take the story long to announce the terrible reality of disobedience and destruction.  You 
cannot edit out the grieving heart of God as some inconsequential detail.  You can’t ignore the earth-
shattering damage of sin.  The storyteller, speaking for God, will not let us mis-understand the nature of 
the problem.  Humanity is the problem.  (Please note, the problem is not embodied or disembodied evil.  The 

“devil” did not make us do it.  Collectively, we are all responsible for the coming fate of the earth.)  It appears in 
these opening verses of the Noah story that all is lost!  The grand plan of God is about to be aborted.  Let 
that sink it.  Many will die very soon and in the future millions and billions will never be born.  God is about 
to shift the creation into reverse and take back the fifth and sixth days of creation.  No animals.  No people.  
That is how the storyteller understands God’s intent. 

     I have to step out of the flow of this chapter to say something about God’s love as the fabric of all of 

creation.   God exists outside of time and space.  I believe that all the possibilities of God’s love were fully 

present at the beginning of the creation. (Remember, the anthropic principle; remember, “As it was in the 

beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end…)   There are no moments in time, our reality, 

when God changes the purpose behind creation.  For us, as well as for the story-teller, the only way to tell 

the story is sequentially.  One thing follows another.  The story progresses from point A to point B to point 

C and on and on through history. At point D Humanity may experience a revelation of God’s character 

unknown before—such as God’s unconditional love or God’s suffering—but in the heart of God these 

revelations to us were all present at the beginning, all pre-existent in the heart of God. 

     In Genesis 6:5-7 God seems to be considering a course correction.  We learn about God’s grief and how 

God’s pain is leading towards a decision to reverse the creative process.  Then we learn about God’s 

remembrance of Noah.  Later we learn about God’s decision to establish a new covenant with Noah.  That 



is of course the only way we can learn anything, sequentially, one step at a time.  For God, however, all 

that is being revealed to us was always present, always God’s character, always an expression of God’s 

love.  Do you see now why I did not want to write about Noah?  In just a few verses we get 

dreadful answers to our questions.  Yes, it does indeed appear that God’s purpose in speaking 

the universe into being can be so utterly opposed by sinful humanity that God is forced to un-

create what God created.  Yes, it certainly does seem that God’s Creating Love can be un-done 

by the created ones.  I wish I knew that my readers are being grasped by this message the way it 

is impacting me.  I do not want to be hearing this story alone!   But we are absolutely not alone 

as we read this story.  All the children of God living through the Babylonian Captivity heard the 

Noah Saga.  From their point of view, they were living the story of destruction and they were 

asking all the pain soaked-questions like, “Has God abandoned us?  So, what do the captives 

hear when they hear the Noah saga within their services of worship; when they themselves 

recite a few lines of the story like: 

    6:5 The LORD saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of 
the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually. 

I think the captive Israelites heard that there was nothing, absolutely nothing, they could do to 
save themselves.  They, like all of humanity in the Noah saga, were utterly lost.  But they continued to 
listen to the story, and we will continue to listen to the story.  Suddenly, surprisingly, against all hope, 
they heard the following: 

God Sees an Alternative to Total Destruction—Noah, A Righteous Man: 

      8But Noah found favor in the sight of the LORD. 

 Shocking!  Utterly unexpected.  The people of God have learned something new about God.  God 
grieves.  Deep in the heart of God is a quality of love not previously revealed. It is this suffering love that 
cannot abandon all the sons of Adam and the daughters of Eve.  God looks up from grief and remembers 
Noah.  Humanity is lost beyond redemption and we are all about to die.  Then God remembers and backs 
off total annihilation.  

     13 And God said to Noah…, 14 Make yourself an ark of cypress wood; make rooms in the ark, and cover it 
inside and out with pitch. 15 This is how you are to make it: the length of the ark three hundred cubits, its 
width fifty cubits, and its height thirty cubits…. 17 For my part, I am going to bring a flood of waters on the 
earth, to destroy from under heaven all flesh in which is the breath of life; everything that is on the earth 
shall die. 18 But I will establish my covenant with you; and you shall come into the ark, you, your sons, your 
C, and your sons’ wives with you. 19 And of every living thing, of all flesh, you shall bring two of every kind 
into the ark, to keep them alive with you; they shall be male and female. 20 Of the birds according to their 
kinds, and of the animals according to their kinds, of every creeping thing of the ground according to its 
kind, two of every kind shall come in to you, to keep them alive. 21 Also take with you every kind of food that 
is eaten, and store it up; and it shall serve as food for you and for them.” 22 Noah did this; he did all that God 
commanded him. 

God remembers, but it is still not a very swimming future for most of the earth 
community.  There are consequences to all those millions of choices against God. God cannot 
reverse those consequences.  The flood is coming.  Most dogs, cats, babies, children, young 
people, and men and women will die; whether or not they are guilty!  We dare not miss the 



gruesome extent of the tragedy.  Hope is so ridiculously fragile!  The great adventure of creation 
and life and love hangs by the fragile thread of a grieving and suffering God seeing though the 
divine tears just in time, to see--Noah, one righteous man. 

The Great Flood 

     7:1  Then the LORD said to Noah, “Go into the ark, you and all your household, for I have seen that you 
alone are righteous before me in this generation…. 10 And after seven days the waters of the flood came on 
the earth.  11 In the six hundredth year of Noah’s life… all the fountains of the great deep burst forth, and the 
windows of the heavens were opened. 12 The rain fell on the earth forty days and forty nights. 13 On the very 
same day Noah with his sons, Shem and Ham and Japheth, and Noah’s C and the wives of his sons entered 
the ark, 14 they and every wild animal of every kind, and all domestic animals of every kind, and every 
creeping thing that creeps on the earth, and every bird of every kind—every bird, every winged creature. 
15 They went into the ark with Noah, two and two of all flesh in which there was the breath of life. 16 And 
those that entered, male and female of all flesh, went in as God had commanded him; and the LORD shut 
him in. 

     17 The flood continued forty days on the earth; and the waters increased, and bore up the ark, and it rose 

high above the earth and blotted out every living thing that was on the face of the ground, human beings 

and animals and creeping things and birds of the air…; they were blotted out from the earth. Only Noah 

was left, and those that were with him in the ark. 24 And the waters swelled on the earth for one hundred 

fifty days.  

“Blotted out.”  “Blotted out.”  Blotted out everything that breathes.  Why does the story teller 

have to repeat, “Blotted out?”  Aren’t we already suffering enough?  Maybe some of us are deep into 

the pathos of this story and are allowing the story to penetrate our hearts and souls.  Oh my God, how 

terrible are the consequences of sin!  We are supposed to be grieving right now.  We are supposed to be 

experiencing some portion of the suffering God knew when those who were created in the image of God 

betrayed the Divine Love, and the Divine Joy and Hope for humanity.  We are supposed to suffer when 

we see the evidence of our continuing betrayal, children dying from hunger, creatures becoming extinct 

and the earth contaminated by greed.  We are supposed to be suffering because suffering may lead to 

repentance and repentance to transformation.  

 There is this often overlooked text in the New Testament that I think applies here.  Why is it so 
important that those created in the image of God become aware of God’s suffering?  Consider Romans 
8:18-22: 

     18 I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be 
revealed to us. 19 For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God; 

[emphasis mine] 20 for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one who 
subjected it, in hope 21 that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the 
freedom of the glory of the children of God. 22 We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labor 

pains until now. 

 I believe that our repentance leading to transformation is exactly what the unfolding purpose of 
God has required from the beginning.  The entire creation cannot reach its fulfillment without us!  So very 
much is at stake! 

God Remembers Noah and The Flood Subsides 



     8:1 But God remembered Noah and all the wild animals and all the domestic animals that were with him 
in the ark. And God made a wind blow over the earth, and the waters subsided…; .6 At the end of forty days 
Noah opened the window of the ark that he had made 7 and sent out the raven; and it went to and fro until 
the waters were dried up from the earth. 8 Then he sent out the dove from him, to see if the waters had 
subsided from the face of the ground; 9 but the dove found no place to set its foot, and it returned to him to 
the ark, for the waters were still on the face of the whole earth. So he put out his hand and took it and 
brought it into the ark with him. 10 He waited another seven days, and again he sent out the dove from the 
ark; 11 and the dove came back to him in the evening, and there in its beak was a freshly plucked olive leaf; 
so Noah knew that the waters had subsided from the earth. 12 Then he waited another seven days, and sent 
out the dove; and it did not return to him any more…. 

15 Then God said to Noah, 16 “Go out of the ark, you and your C, and your sons and your sons’ wives with you. 
17 Bring out with you every living thing that is with you…so that they may abound on the earth and be fruitful 
and multiply on the earth….” 

 The most important line in these final verses of the Noah story is chapter 8, verse 1.   

8:1 But God remembered Noah and all the wild animals and all the domestic animals that were with him in 
the ark. 

 Remember, the creation was saved from total destruction only because, in the midst of God’s 
grief, God remembered Noah.  We are reminded in Genesis 8:1 that everything depended on God 
remembering.   

 God remembered Noah. God remembered that, despite humanity’s sin, God would not be the 
one to end the adventure of creation.   For God’s own sake, God will never again intend the total 
annihilation of humanity. In fact, I think it is fair to ask if God ever intended this.   However, what do we 
intend?  Have we learned anything as we witnessed the grief of God and had revealed to us for the first 
time that our Loving God is also a suffering God?  

God’s Promise to Noah 

20 Then Noah built an altar to the LORD.  The LORD said in his heart, “I will never again curse the ground 
because of humankind…,  

22 As long as the earth endures, 
    seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, 
summer and winter, day and night, 
    shall not cease.” 

The Covenant with Noah 

     9:1 God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth… 

Do you get the irony in this?  In one sense the story announces that God and the creation and 
Noah and his family are back on course.  But of course, nothing in all of the creation has changed, except 
that there are now a lot of dead animals and people and plants rotting into the ground.  The beloved 
children of God created in God’s image can still choose to rage and murder and destroy.  We still do not 
have to love God and our neighbors.  Humanity, should we choose, can still be the warmongers, the drug 



addicted, the racists, the rapists, the creation exterminators, and the inquisitors who butcher anyone who 
believes differently or loves differently or worships differently.  The world God loved into being still faces 
grave risks.  Nothing in all the creation has changed.  What hope is there?  

 If there is any hope to be found it is not going to be found anywhere within the created world.  
On the other hand, hope is to be found everywhere because God is everywhere.   Hope is not found in us, 
nor in our technologies, politicians, economies or military machines.  On the other hand, hope is found in 
us and in anything we use according to the purposes of God.  We are the ones, created in the image of 
God, who have been gifted with the freedom and the power to say to God, “YES!”  Up to the time of Noah, 
the world did not say yes.  Within the rest of the Bible and recorded history, the creatures who ruled the 
earth did not say yes, with a few notable exceptions.  In the time of their national greatness even the 
People of God, the Israelites, did not say yes.  What are we saying today, a resounding “YES” or a booming 
“NO!”  Or a dim-witted “duh…”  What is God to do? 

I had never before seen an answer to that question within the Noah saga.  What is God to do?  
What did God do within the Noah story that God had never done before?  What changed?  The creation 
did not change.  We see no evidence that human beings changed, not even a wit.  So what changed?  Here 
is the only answer I can find in the Noah story or anywhere else in the Bible.  In the Noah story God reveals 
to humanity that God is a suffering God.  God as Love, God as creator, has long been revealed.  But for 
most of humanity, that was not enough.  Now we have come face to face for the first time with the 
revelation that God suffers on behalf of the beloved.  What? Some reader has got to be saying, what 
difference does that make?”  How is the revelation that God is a suffering God going to change anything? 

We know that the revelation, “God is a suffering God,” did not change anything quickly.  But we 
also know that within the hundreds of stories and poems and history lessons and songs and wisdom 
sayings and prophecies of the Old Testament, God continued to reveal that within the Divine Heart God 
suffers deep pain, bottomless grief, cavernous betrayal, and profound longing for fellowship with God’s 
beloved.  The story continues: 

.8 Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, 9 “As for me, I am establishing my covenant with you and 
your descendants after you, 10 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.  

Did you catch that twist in the announcement of God’s love and blessing?  God’s establishment 
of a covenant was not dependent on our response.  The beginning of verse 9 announces, “As for me, I am 
establishing my covenant….” No matter what you do, God says, I am doing this!  What God is about to do 
in establishing a covenant with humanity is what God, given the character of God as suffering Love, must 
do, regardless of what we do.  God created the cosmos because that that was God’s desire.  God restores 
the creation because that is still what God wants to do, no matter what we deserve.  The decision is God’s 
alone.  God continues to love us and bless us and watch over us—even when we continue to live our 
darkest, “NO’s!”   

God continues to speak: 

      11 I establish my covenant with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, 
and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.” 12 God said, “This is the sign of the covenant 
that I make between me and you and every living creature that is with you, for all future generations: 13 I 
have set my bow in the clouds, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth…. 17 God 



said to Noah, “This is the sign of the covenant that I have established between me and all flesh that is on 
the earth.” 

God sets a rainbow in the sky as a symbol of God’s promise. The rainbow also reminds us to 
remember that God never forgets.  God remembers.  We forget.  God never abandons us.  We do abandon 
God. 

Now, before we go back to the question of what has changed, I just want to make sure you notice 
something.  By some kind of miracle, we have found within two Noah sermons a way to read the story of 
Noah that is consistent with the image of God found throughout all the stories in the opening chapters of 
Genesis.  Maybe that does not seem like such a big deal to you, but to me, the writer, it feels like a wonder. 

We now get back to the premise that the only thing that has changed as a result of the Noah saga 
is that now humanity knows something new about the character of God.  God suffers.  Here is another 
story revealing this same image of God.  I recommend for your reading the entire book of the Prophet 
Hosea.  There you will encounter a story of love extended and love betrayed, over and over again. 

Hosea 11--God’s Compassion Despite Israel’s Ingratitude 

1When Israel was a child, I loved him, 
    and out of Egypt I called my son. 
2 The more I called them, 
    the more they went from me;  
they kept sacrificing to the Baals, 
    and offering incense to idols. 

8 How can I give you up, Ephraim? 
      How can I hand you over, O Israel? 
How can I make you like Admah? 
    How can I treat you like Zeboiim? 
My heart recoils within me; 
    my compassion grows warm and tender. 
9 I will not execute my fierce anger; 
    I will not again destroy Ephraim; 
for I am God and no mortal, 
    the Holy One in your midst, 
    and I will not come in wrath. 

Call to mind the parable of Jesus that we have entitled, “The Prodigal Son.”  The father in that 
story is a personification of a God of unlimited and unconditional love.  Likewise, the Prophet Hosea is a 
personification of a God whose love includes deep suffering on behalf of the beloved.  In both stories, if 
we are willing, we meet a God who waits and waits and suffers and suffers, never giving up hope that 
the beloved one will choose to come home.  OK, but someone out there is still asking what difference 
this makes.  How does our knowledge and experience of a God who grieves change anything?  I will get 
right to the Good News; a single word and three short Bible texts.  The word is:  “Jesus.”  The verses are:  



     Isaiah 53:5--But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities: the 
chastisement of our peace was upon him; and with his stripes we are healed.  (KJV) 

    John 12:32--And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” (NRSV)  

 

   Philippians 2:8  
     And being found in human form, 

                he humbled himself 
                          and became obedient to the point of death— 
                    even death on a cross. 

 

 We love because God first loved us.  Jesus suffered and died for us.  Is that suffering love 
a sufficient cause for humanity to turn and be saved?  We will see.  In the mean time I leave you 
with this wisdom: 

 

6 Seek the LORD while he may be found, 
     call upon him while he is near; 
7 let the wicked forsake their way, 
     and the unrighteous their thoughts; 
let them return to the LORD, that he may have mercy on them, 
     and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon. 
8 For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
     nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD. 
9 For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 
     so are my ways higher than your ways 
     and my thoughts than your thoughts. 

  (Isaiah 55:6-9, KJV) 
  



Response and Response--Ability 

Genesis 11:1-9 

 

Does not wisdom call, and does not understanding raise her voice? 

On the heights, beside the way, at the crossroads she takes her stand; 

beside the gates in front of the town, at the entrance of the portals she cries out: 

“To you, O people, I call, and my cry is to all that live. 
5 O simple ones, learn prudence; acquire intelligence, you who lack it.  

Take my instruction instead of silver, and knowledge rather than choice gold; 
Proverbs 8: 1-5 & 10 

 

 Good news!  And it is very good news!  Humanity has the ability to respond to God with 

a resounding, “Yes!”  Whether this good news is announced in the Old Testament, the New 

Testament, or any other source of knowledge and wisdom, it is very good news to know that we 

have the capacity to choose to be on God’s side.  We can respond by loving God, neighbor and 

enemy.  We can respond by choosing good over evil.  We can be one with God. 

In the beginning we were commissioned and empowered to steward the creation and to 

be fruitful and multiply and to love as God loved us.  We were charged with: 

1) responsibility 

2) and given the response--ability to put into practice all the ways of God, to experience 

and to be the love of God. 

 History repeats itself.  What goes around comes around.  Once again the offspring of God 

choose, in the Tower of Babel story, to say “Yes,” but only to their own desire.  God keeps being 

the Creator by blessing the created ones, one and all.  Still humanity keeps trying to be like God, 

giving the glory only to themselves.  The creatures keep trying to find their own way into 

heaven—in this case by building of a great tower fashioned from the dust of the earth.  The truth 

remains.  The mandate of humanity is to build on earth the rule of God, known by Jesus as the 

Kingdom of God.  We are to build the Kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.  Earth is our domain, 

but what will we build here?  

Genesis 11 New Revised Standard Version 

11 Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. 2 And as they migrated from the 

east, they came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there. 3 And they said to one another, “Come, 

let us make bricks, and burn them thoroughly.” And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for mortar. 4 Then 

they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a 

name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.” 5 The LORD 

came down to see the city and the tower, which mortals had built. 6 And the LORD said, “Look, they are one 

people, and they have all one language; and this is only the beginning of what they will do; nothing that 



they propose to do will now be impossible for them. 7 Come, let us go down, and confuse their language 

there, so that they will not understand one another’s speech.” 8 So the LORD scattered them abroad from 

there over the face of all the earth, and they left off building the city. 9 Therefore it was called Babel, because 

there the LORD confused the language of all the earth; and from there the LORD scattered them abroad over 

the face of all the earth. 

 The 11th chapter of Genesis opens with a very short story about humanity, then and now, 

them and us.  All of humanity, as the tale is told, gathered in the land of Shinar—we still gather 

at all kinds of places with a similar purpose in mind.  All of humanity decided to build a tower to 

reach to heaven.  What will we build?  The Tower of Babel is a story of a unified humankind 

attempting to make a name for itself.  By way of introduction I want to make three salient points: 

1) As with all of the stories from Genesis 1-11, the account we know best as, “The Tower 
of Babel” had been told, in various forms, for hundreds, if not thousands, of years 
before it was written down.  Eventually the tower tale was included in scripture so 
that Israel could teach people, then and now, about God and about what God requires 
from humans made in God’s image.  On the plain of Shinar humanity, once again, 
pronounced a rebellious “NO!” to God.  Consequences of mankind’s inflated pride 
inevitably followed. 

 
2) The story in Genesis 11 alludes to various themes and sub-themes.  For example, at 

one time the people who listened to the account were probably interested in why the 
surrounding nations spoke different languages.  However, what we are looking for in 
this story is the main thing, the essential message of the Tower of Babel story.  Is that 
core instruction the same as the lesson taught throughout the first 11 chapters of 
Genesis?  Did God create humankind in the image of God and did God give us the 
responsibility and the capacity to respond positively/lovingly to God?  Yes.  Charged 
to say “Yes!” to God, did human beings repeatedly said, “No!”?  Yes.  Did God indeed 
keep on loving?  Did we indeed keep on negating God’s purpose?  Yes, and yes again. 

 

3) The Tower of Babel is not a story that opposes people gathering in cities.  It is not a 
tale that opposes people coming together for the purpose of great achievements. The 
Tower of Babel is a story that opposes humanity’s pursuit of goals in opposition to the 
purposes of God.  God is creator.  We are the creatures.  Let God be God.  Let men 
and women be men and women who freely choose to live their lives as the offspring 
of God. 

 
So, there they were, building their city on the plains of Shinar in order to give themselves 

the glory.  They were hotshots determined to make a name for themselves.  Imagine what that 
must have looked like and felt like.  It was a very ugly sight!  Most likely, thousands of slave 
laborers were working themselves to death.  Add to them a necessary number of slave drivers 
cracking their whips; a necessary number of craftsmen taking pride in their work, stone cutters, 
stone carvers, designers and architects and artists—they are doing fairly well; but not as well as 
a few powerful men shouting commands and a few others enjoying the opulence of the city.  Can 



you imagine that scene, that city?  If you can’t, maybe it would help to remember a few scenes 
from a movie like, “The Ten Commandments.”  Many suffering. A few glorifying themselves.  
Maybe it would help to remember what happens in our cities and towns as the poor get poorer 
and the rich get more and more prideful.  This is nothing but bad news. 

 

I am about to tell you some good news, a story of people gathering in a city for an entirely 
different purpose.  But first, two passages from scripture.   

To help the first text sink in I’d like you to read three translations of Isaiah 58:11-12—
from the “Complete Jewish Bible,” “The Good News,” and “The Message.” 

Isaiah 58:11-12 (CJB): 

     12 You will rebuild the ancient ruins, 
raise foundations from ages past, 
and be called “Repairer of broken walls, 
Restorer of streets to live in.” 

Isaiah 58:11-12 (GNT):: 

     You’ll use the old rubble of past lives to build anew, 
    rebuild the foundations from out of your past. 
You’ll be known as those who can fix anything, 
    restore old ruins, rebuild and renovate, 
    make the community livable again. 

Now the second text from the Old Testament Prophet Zechariah 5: 4-5 (NRSV):  

     Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets… each with staff in hand because of their great age. 
5 And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets. 

Imagine, if you can, a city like the one described in these texts from the Prophets Isaiah and 

Zechariah.  The folk living in that city have a great reputation.  They know how to fix things, including fixer-

uppers.  They are making their neighborhood safe again and building and rebuilding homes where 

abundant and joyful lives can be lived.  From all around people visit just to walk around in this safe and 

beautiful, even stunning, neighborhood.  When you compliment them for the exquisite work they have 

done they quickly remind you how much everyone in the neighborhood depends on their neighbors and 

how blessed they are to live in this community.  As you walk along the avenue, many residents will wave 

to you from their front porches or chat with you, should you have the time and interest for conversation 

that could build friendship.  

I was a part of a community like that once, for ten years.  I was not a leader among the builders, 

restorers, and fixers.  I was a participant and one among many who celebrated our neighborhood.  And as 

pastor of the brick church at the intersection of South Fountain and Miller, I was a leader when it came to 

calling our social and spiritual enterprise, “Good!” 



In the 19th century, Springfield, Ohio was a prosperous community, and many of the wealthy built 

Victorian mansions on South Fountain Ave.  But with the local and national decline known as the Great 

Depression magnificent homes were cut up into small pieces and the neighborhood, with all of its stunning 

architecture, decayed.  Eventually crime, prostitution, drugs and deep poverty took deep root in the 

community and one property after another was abandoned.   

When the South Fountain neighborhood was in its glory, one corner of the neighborhood was 

anchored by the First Baptist Church.  But the church’s building also aged badly and the church was faced 

with the decision—as were thousands of once prosperous urban churches—to rebuild on site or rebuild 

in the suburbs.  The church stayed in the city, but membership declined, and the neighborhood went from 

decay to ruin.  All around the church was deterioration and devastation; in fact, the police occasionally 

used a room on the second floor of the church to keep an arresting eye on a crack house right behind the 

church.  Some children who lived in that house of iniquity were drawn to the safety and love of the church, 

and they and the rest of the neighborhood gave the church a renewed purpose. 

The story of the South Fountain neighborhood could easily take up all 500 pages of a book.  I am 

going to settle for a dozen or so more sentences and head quickly towards the main point.  With the 

church’s decision to stay in the neighborhood, plus the arrival of a few pioneers with a passion towards 

restoring old homes, the pulse of the possibility for change began to beat.  The pulse quickened when a 

member of the church, Dr. Warren Copeland, became the mayor of Springfield and when the Rev. Dr. Wes 

Babian “recklessly,” it was said, moved his family into the neighborhood.  Add to that another courageous 

decision.  The First Baptist congregation decided to mortgage its property to buy up most of the block on 

which the church sat, leading to the Rocking Horse Medical Center becoming the new occupant of most 

of that block.  Many more families made bold decisions to take up residence.  Under the leadership of 

Pastor Babian’s son, Benjamin, the South Fountain Neighborhood Association was established.  Among 

many other deeds of hope, hundreds of trees were planted. 

When I became pastor of the First Baptist Church of Springfield in 2005, it was the easiest decision 

in the world for me to move into a grand old home across the street from the church and to eventually 

purchase a superlative restored Victorian home a few blocks away.  It was a no-brainer for me to invest 

my time serving on the board of the medical center and to become an active participant in the 

neighborhood association.  It was a privilege to pastor a richly diverse congregation; all committed to the 

well-being of our community and the entire city.  It was nothing but fun, one Halloween, to invest the 

church’s resources, mostly passionate people, into offering a festival that attracted hundreds of delighted 

children and their parents to South Fountain.  Somewhere along the way, as the streets were becoming 

safer and the homes were being restored and the community was being transformed, a text from the 

Prophet Isaiah found us and described us: 

Isaiah 58:11-12 Complete Jewish Bible (CJB) 

12 You will rebuild the ancient ruins, 

raise foundations from ages past, 

and be called “Repairer of broken walls, 

Restorer of streets to live in.” 



The church and the neighborhood and I grew one step closer to understanding our 

purpose. I began to believe we were also a grand step closer to knowing the One who called us 

to be the “Restorer of streets to live in.”    

In both the South Fountain and the Tower of Babel stories you have people united for the 

purposes of building a city.  But in the South Fountain story where I was blessed to live for a 

decade, we came together for the purposes of God.   The Bible presents various visions of the 

greatness of such livable cities.  This is the Prophet Micah’s vision: 

Micah 4:1-5:  
In days to come 
 the mountain of the LORD’s house 
shall be established as the highest of the mountains, 
    and shall be raised up above the hills. 
Peoples shall stream to it, 
2     and many nations shall come and say: 
“Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, 
    to the house of the God of Jacob; 
that he may teach us his ways 
    and that we may walk in his paths.” 
For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, 
    and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 
3 He shall judge between many peoples, 
    and shall arbitrate between strong nations far away; 
they shall beat their swords into plowshares, 
    and their spears into pruning hooks; 
nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 
    neither shall they learn war any more; 
4 but they shall all sit under their own vines and under their own fig trees, 
    and no one shall make them afraid; 
    for the mouth of the LORD of hosts has spoken. 
5 For all the peoples walk, 
    each in the name of its god, 
but we will walk in the name of the LORD our God 
    forever and ever. 

 

What kind of communities are we building today?  I know what we were striving towards 
at the First Baptist Church of Springfield and the South Fountain neighborhood.  We were focused 
on beauty, restoring the brokenness of human lives, homes, neighborhood, and city.  I know that 
all around the world there are millions of individuals and groups re-creating neighborhoods, 
saving lives, loving God and neighbor and even enemies.  I know that many members of the earth 
community today share the grief of God when witnessing the troubles and betrayals of mankind. 
We lament the abandonment of our calling to be stewards of the creation.  We agonize over the 
countless children that are murdered and abused and neglected and grow up utterly convinced 
that they are unlovable. 

I know that I have a daughter who by the time she was nine years old knew that her calling 
in life—her reason for being alive on this earth--was to provide a loving family to children; her 



own and others the community needs her to foster.  I know that my mom and dad raised me up 
so that loving God with all body, mind and spirit I might simply be a blessing to others. “Being a 
blessing” that is my life-mission. To be a blessing is my vocation.  What’s yours?   Deep in her 
heart and soul, my wife, Kathy, has always known that her calling was to gardening.  But only 
recently has she experienced sufficient healing of her life purpose to begin making the 
commitment to practice that vocation.  Has God revealed your true calling to you? 

I know that there is a quivering and shimmering movement of the Spirit of God whooshing 
its way all across this planet, and throughout the whole universe.  Everyone who seeks to learn 
to know and to be God’s love is being carried forward on the wings of this spirit.  All you have to 
do is to say “YES.”  I know there are a 1,000 X a 1,000 such “I know’s,” each one illustrating the 
success of God’s adventure in creating humanity.   

  I know how difficult it continues to be for humanity as a whole to believe that we are 
loved unconditionally by a God who longs to bestow on us every blessing that leads to abundant 
and eternal life.  As a whole, humanity fears the lack of love and abundance so deeply that we 
allow the devouring beast of sin to consume our lives.  Remember the Cain and Abel story.  Cain 
was so angry that God was not satisfied with him and his gift.  God tried to have a conversation 
with Cain, the kind of talk I might try to have with one of my children who was being eaten away 
by anger.  Listen again to Genesis 4:6-7: 

     So Cain was very angry, and his countenance fell. 6 The LORD said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why 
has your countenance fallen? 7 If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is 
lurking at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master it.” 
 

What was the sin that threatened to devour the city of Babel?  There was probably more 
than one, but I am quite certain that the biggie was pride, often called the worst of the seven 
deadly sins; the kind of pride that utters pronouncements like, “Let us make our name great!”   
No mention of God.   We will do this ourselves.  Come hell or high water, we will build our city 
where we will for whatever purpose we will.  If it suits us, we will destroy the habitat of whatever 
creature stands in our way; hell, we will destroy vast swaths of the planet earth, if that is what 
we want to do.  If we have to, we will exterminate native populations.  Millions more may die for 
the sake of progress, and to feed our greed.  Make it happen! 

As in the days of Noah, God sees and God grieves the choices we are making.  But God 

has also promised that no act of God will destroy the creation.  But who needs God for that 

purpose? We now have the power to destroy anything we choose to obliterate.  Physics and 

biology and chemistry and all manner of technologies have cursed us with the evil of weapons 

of mass destruction.  A-bombs and H-bombs.  Chemically and genetically engineered poisons 

and diseases.  We don’t need God to make a flood that kills millions.  We can do it ourselves!  

That’s what humanity wants, is it not.  “God, please, if you are there, and we doubt even that, 

we would rather do it ourselves!”  

Humanity’s response to God these days seems to be something along the line of, “This is 

our earth, our country, our home and we will manage it any way we want.”  What do you and I 

say to that? Have we joined the crowd on a death march towards Babel, like a herd of 



unconscious lemmings committing suicide?  That’s what one of the readers, who edited various 

versions of this said about my earlier take on the Noah saga.  David wrote: 

      “This was a fine interpretation.  

      “However, if I were preaching this text in the current context I would go in a different and 

somewhat more literal direction.  If we look around the country and the world, we’ve had nonstop 

rain and floods and catastrophes and can easily imagine other unstoppable tragedies that are 

coming our way.  The flood story in Genesis raises the question, is human life so interconnected 

and human evil so potent, that such evil can undo creation? The answer is yes.  The impact of 

greed and negligence upon the planet has now reached a critical mass, and catastrophe has 

begun.  What, in God’s name, will it take for us to repent and turn.  I know this sounds apocalyptic, 

but for me it’s literally true and is the clearest Word that comes to me when I ponder this text.  

We could take comfort in the covenant with Noah.  But that’s too glib.  The Biblical covenants 

were not independent of sustained action by humans to destroy them.  Isaiah believed in the 

inviolability of Zion, but then Jeremiah came along and said: 

      Do not trust these deceptive words:  The Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord, the 

temple of the Lord.(Jeremiah 7.4).  

      We can take the covenant with Noah as God’s intent, but we cannot take it to mean it will be 

impervious to any measure of human folly.  We are not invulnerable to the collective 

consequences of sin. “   

 Gee, thanks Dave, for those encouraging words!  Maybe we could just murder the prophets of 

truth in our midst, you included, and then proclaim plausible deniability.  “We just didn’t know!”  

 A word of the Lord penetrated the darkness of our denial as I typed those word,  “We just didn’t 

know!”; a word of God from a very popular hymn of past years:  

 
Open my eyes that I may see, glimpses of truth You have for me;  

place in my hands the wonderful key, that shall unlock and set me free.   



  

Friends, I know that you, and I, may resist seeing or hearing truth, often because truth 

will compel us to acknowledge our responsibility and our ability to respond.  Too often we would 

like to protest to God, “Too bad there’s nothing I can do!”  That is a lie.  We always have the 

ability to take action, in one form or another. The truth is that we, mankind, have once again, as 

in the days of Noah, brought ourselves to the precipice of catastrophe.  That may seem like more 

honesty than we can bear.  Not so.  The truth will set us free!  We can repent and turn away from 

the sin that has broken our lives, our country and the entire planet earth.  We can act on behalf 

of the creation, on behalf of the future of our children and grandchildren.   

 

How Do We Open Our Eyes? 

(Author’s Note:  How do we open our eyes, or our ears, or our hearts, to the experience of God?   

Mystic Hope,  Rev. Cynthia Bourgeault, an Episcopal Priest and 

retreat leader, is  among the most insightful and prophetic Christian writers of our era.) 

 

“The problem, essentially, as we approach this important issue of contemplative prayer and 

compassionate action is that we are working with an outgrown metaphysics.  You could say we are still using 

a Newtonian theology in a quantum universe.”   (p. 85) 

“If we really wish to change the planet, to become a sign of hope in a broken world, all we really 

need to do (and it is one simple thing, but it is everything) is to narrow the gap between…the gospel we 

profess and the gospel we live out, moment to moment, in the quality of our aliveness.  St. Francis, Dorothy 

Day, Mahatma Gandhi, Oscar Romero, Henri Nouwen:  have not all these saints…pointed us in exactly the 

same direction, toward the power of simple integrity?” (p. 94)  “Deep prayer and compassionate action have 

become fused as one.” (p. 97) 

Author’s question—“What is this deep prayer? 

“Whether by centering prayer or some other method, I consider meditation a fundamental starting 

point for Christian understanding and practice.  Why?   Because, meditation, more than any other spiritual 

practice, nurtures the latent capacities within us that can perceive and respond to divine hope…Mercy is 

always with us; it is the ground and wellspring of our being.  But unless we can connect with it, we miss the 

whole show—and we do not really understand the “good news” that our gospel is founded upon.  It is 

possible to be swimming in a sea of mercy and still experience ourselves as stranded on shore.  This distorted 

perception is what meditation is intended to fix.”  (p. 43) 

 

 



 

As all the stories of Genesis 1-11 remind us persistently and categorically, we make life 

and death choices all the time; choices for or against God, for or against creation, for or against 

abundant life.  Our Creator God of infinite and eternal love is with us, always.  But, are we with 

and for God, with and for life, all life, here, there and everywhere, for all time? We have both the 

responsibility and the response—ability to say a courageous and hope-filled “Yes!” to God.  “As 

it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end.  Amen.” 
 

 

Author’s Note:  Wanting to be certain that I am not writing in mere generalities  about our 

response-ability, our capacity to act on behalf of the future, let me share with you a version 

of “The Ten Commandments for Today” written by a friend of many years, Michael Dowd, 

who wrote the book, Thank God for Evolution:  How the Marriage of Science and Religion Will 

transform Your Life and Our World.   Michael calls these a “stern example.”  

 
1) Stop defining and measuring progress in short-term, human centered ways. 

2) Stop prioritizing the wants of the wealthy over the needs of the poor. 

3) Stop idolizing profligate living and its role-model celebrities. 

4) Stop defining good and evil without consulting your ancestors and descendants. 

5) Stop extinguishing other species by overharvesting and destroying their habitats. 

6) Stop permitting the free or subsidized polluting of the commons. 

7) Stop creating chemicals and substances that cannot be consumed by other life forms. 

8) Stop using renewable resources faster than they can be replenished. 

9) Stop using non-renewable resources in ways that harm and rob future generations. 

10) Stop exploring for coal, oil, and natural gas-keep most of it in the ground. 

 

Michael Dowd, “Christ as the Future Incarnate,” in the magazine, 

“Oneing, An Alternative Orthodoxy, Universal Christ.” (Center for 

Action and Contemplation)  
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