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When Judy Garland sang, “Somewhere Over the Rainbow”” the song

caught the attention of many people. Still today the song carries with it a sense
of magic. We all, at some time, dream of a place where there is peace, love,
beauty, and wonder. Maybe such a place exists somewhere---over the
rainbow.

Rainbows have been an important image in human history including
religious history. Infact it is hard to find a religion that does not have
something about rainbows. One finds references to rainbows in Sumerian
mythology, Nordic mythology, Greek mythology, and even Australian aboriginal
my’[hology.2 In Australian aboriginal mythology the rainbow snake is the
Creator.

In Genesis the rainbow was the sign of the covenant whereby God
promised to never again send a destructive flood to cover the earth.

-

The text in Genesis is the familiar story of Noah and the great flood. This
story is so familiar to us that we may confuse popular versions with the actual
biblical version. For instance, how many animals did Noah bring to the Ark?
Most of our children’s books, movies, songs, and art displays depict that the

animals came to the Ark, “two by two”. What does the biblical text really say?

! GDver the RainbowQ music by Harold Arlen and lyrics by Ed Harburg (1939).
2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rainbows_in_mythology.




Then the Lord said to Noah, “Go into the ark, you and all your
household, for | have seen that you alone are righteous before me in this
generation. Take with you SEVEN pairs of all clean animals, the male and
its mate...””

What just a minute!!! 1thought that Noah brought animals in “two by
two”---where did this “seven by seven” come in? Well here we have one of
the first instances of genetic manipulation. They were to bring in more of the
“clean” animals than the “unclean” animals so that in the New World the
“clean” animals would dominate. The designation “clean” and “unclean” had
nothing to do with sanitation habits but with religious designations. It had to do
with whether or not an animal had a hoof. Sometimes our popular notions are
different from what the biblical text really says.

This passage in Genesis is a story---a theological-spiritual story about
the covenant and promise that God the creator has made with all creation
following the great flood. We miss the point of the story if we become bogged
down in trying to find evidence of a great flood, pieces of the ark or try to
mathematically figure out how anyone could get seven pairs of some animals,
reptiles, bacteria, and so forth and two pairs of other kinds of animals into what
would be by our standards a small boat.

This is a story of God and the covenant that God has made with ALL---
mind you---all humanity and interestingly with ALL CREATION. Listen again to
the text and see if you can hear something very interesting:

Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, “As for me | am

establishing my covenant with you and your descendants after you, AND
WITH EVERY LIVING CREATURE THAT IS WITH YOU.”

% Genesis 7:1-2



Wow, did you hear that!! The text reads that God has made a
covenant with the grasshoppers, the squirrels, the dogs, the lizards, and the
bacteria along with human persons.

That is pretty progressive theology for an ancient people who lived out of
tents and had barely moved from hunter-gatherers to semi-settled
communities. The Creator of the Universe has made a covenant with all
creation---equally with all creation. Stewardship of the earth is a fundamental
biblical teaching and concept.

-2-

Yet, on the other hand such teaching has not been the primary
interpretation of life that has dominated Jewish-Christian-and Islam thinking for
most centuries. That is because the ecological stewardship message is
present but so is the “dominate the earth and subdue it” interpretation. The
second interpretation has dominated humankind for most of our history.

The Hebrew Scriptures have for the most part been interpreted with the
primary message being “fill the earth and subdue it.” This interpretation

derives from Genesis 1:26;

“‘Let us make man in our image, after 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 earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps
upon the earth.”



The word used for “domination” is the Hebrew word “radah” which

** The word

means to “tread down, subjugate, prevail against, and rule over.
“subdue” means in Hebrew to “tread down, conquer, subjugate, violate, and

bring into bondage.”

The basic theology found in the Hebrew Scriptures is that God has made
humans to be complete master of all living things on the earth. There is only a

whisper of the idea of stewardship.
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The New Testament continues the idea of domination. Early Christian
communities were not concerned with the functioning of the world but believed
that the world was passing away.® The main idea once again was that humans
were superior to all.

This idea of domination actually provided the basis and foundation for
the development of science, experimentation, and altering the environment to
be more conducive to humans that has distinguished western cultures from
other cultures. Our Christian ancestors in the 16", 17", 18" and 19" centuries
had few scruples about clearing the land for farming, killing off indigenous
peoples who they believed to be inferior and using what they wanted and then

moving on to fresh new lands.

* http://members.aol.com/panthei sm0/ethicenv.htm. (Practice of Scientific pantheismOby Paul Harrison.
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In more recent decades the message of earth stewardship—which has
always been present but often ignored---the message of earth stewardship
has gained in prominence.
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Part of the reason for this shift is that we have reached a point where our
survival may be dependent on managing the resources of the planet in more
responsible ways. We have finite resources and growing demand. All we
have to do is to look at the dwindling resources of oil, water, available land,
various precious metals, and so forth to realize that there is a finite amount of
resources. Since the Industrial Revolution of the 18" and 19" centuries we
have managed to use a large portion of available resources to the point that
most experts, although they disagree on the exact time, do agree that we are
using resources too quickly and will run out at some point in the future.

Not only has a finite amount of resources sparked a renewed interest in
stewardship of the earth, but so has the declining conditions of our global
climate. Although the debate continues about how much human pollution and
use has contributed to global warming the fact remains that our climate is
shifting. The year 2005 has been a year of extremes where weather has set
records and wreaked havoc worldwide. Among the events of 2005 were a
record downpour in the Nevada desert, glaciers melting in Greenland, an

“‘unprecedented series of major hurricanes and tropical storms in the Atlantic”,

® http://members.aol.com/panthei sm0/ethicenv.htm. Early Christians, including Paul believed that Jesus
would soon return.  Why worry about an earth that was soon to be replaced with a new heaven and new
earth?




and “the worst drought in a century in the Amazon rainforest.”’

According to a
report published on the website “About” at “least 214 U.S. climate records were
broken or tied in 2005 and wildfires burned across 8.64 million acres of U.S.
land nearly a quarter million more acres than a previous record set in 2000.”®

A third reason for the shift in thinking is not only the finite nature of
resources and the changing climate but the reality that we humans possess
the ability to destroy much of the ecological systems of the planet. The
weapon systems we possess, the vast use of chemicals and toxic substances,
the greed that drives us ever forward or onward, have created a situation where
we could bring about the destruction of much of the eco-system of the planet
and perhaps destroy the ability of the earth to sustain life.

| believe that the reality of today combined with the changing attitudes
have led to a shift in thinking that is reflected within religious traditions. |
believe that the shift is not just reality wagging the tail of theology but is a
merging of reality and theology. | believe that God, who continues being
involved in the world and continues to enlighten us must be credited with part of
this shift in thinking.
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In the Noah story God is portrayed as being involved in the world. God,

in the story, is not some far removed creator who turned the universe on and

then let it run its course. God is in relationship with the world. God has a vision

7 http://environment.about.com/od/environmentev ents/a/2005weather.htm.
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of what the world can be. God speaks to Noah, changes God’s mind in relation
to great floods, and makes a covenant with all creatures---humankind included.

If God is indeed in an active relationship with the world then
understandings do change and what might have been believed to be the way of
life in one age is not appropriate for another. The thread of stewardship has
always been present but often ignored until today.

Today one thing that does united conservative to liberal Christians is an
agreement that earth stewardship is the will of God for today. What was at one
time seen as a “liberal” issue has now become a “Christian issue”. In 1983,
Rev. Billy Graham said, “I find myself becoming more and more an advocate
of the true ecologists where their recommendations are realistic. »

Poor stewardship of the earth is dangerous, costly, and is not a true
reflection of our faith. Many denominations are adopting statements and
studies that encourage the stewardship of the earth as a continuing value of
faith. This is the case for the six denominations represented here at the United
Church.
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Today is the first Sunday of Lent. Lentis a time for confession. ltis a
time to confess that each one of us has been and continues to be part of the
problem. | have consumed and continue to consume far more than my share.

| am often lazy-unwilling to take the extra steps---throwing my small piece of

° O\ pproaching Hoofbeats() 1983.



paper out the window of my speeding car so that it becomes someone else’s
problem—not mine.

Today is the first Sunday of Lent. Lentis a time for repentance---for
change. ltis time to become serious about our call to be faithful stewards. Itis
time to recognize that God has an interest in this world. Itis a time to realize
that we must have an interest in the world.

Long ago the Hebrews told a story about God. God became angry and
flooded the world. God however, changed and promised never to flood the
earth again. God made a covenant with all creation---with all creatures. The
rainbow was the sign of that covenant---the sign of a God involved in life---a
sign of a God who loved the world.

Perhaps the kingdom is not somewhere over the rainbow---it is here---
under the rainbow---where you and | live and work. Here we can make a

difference if we take seriously our role as stewards of the earth. Amen.



