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The Flood (2)
Kevyn Harris                                                                                                                                         30th May 2010
Readings

Isaiah 43: 1 - 7

Philippians 3: 1 - 12

“How could God allow such a thing to happen?”
We are back with the Flood and the story of Noah and when we think about this account lovely pictures of smiling people come to mind.  There they all are, Noah and his family, disembarking from a large wooden vessel perched on a mountain surrounded by pairs of animals, all nicely cleaned up for the photo opportunity.  Oddly enough, they look like us; just a bit older and with longer beards (the men I mean, not the women!) We rarely imagine them as an odd collection of humanity, stumbling around, vaguely malnourished and looking for the nearest lavatory!
And notice how we have no pictures on church walls or in Sunday school rooms depicting the reality of the flood.  There are no families clinging to floating materials desperately seeking their children’s survival.  Our faith is uncomfortable in the presence of misery and terror.  

We feel uncomfortable.  Other people may feel outrage and revulsion and ask 
“How can God allow this to happen?”

A famous German theologian and preacher lived through the bombing of Germany in the Second World War.  He remembered hearing the same question put to him during the bombing ... as a sea of flames raged over the city.  He remembers people running through the streets like living torches.  Children suffocated in the cellars.  The refugee centre crashed to the ground, killing thousands of refugees.  Dresden perished in horror and mortal terror.  And, sure as death, always there came this same question: “How can God permit such a thing to happen?”
Of course, we say that the flood, like the firebombing of German cities, wasn’t without cause.  There was a reason God was grieved he had made man.  And something happened as a consequence of Hitler’s panzers rolling over the Polish border and much of Europe.  There was cause and effect.  
We know about cause and effect but it’s amazing how we can disconnect them in our thinking when it suits us.  

It is rather like an experience I had with a Japanese student who stayed with us in Masterton.  At the time much was being made of Hiroshima Day.  This young lady expressed horror and amazement that such nice people as Americans could drop this bomb.  I asked her why they did and she thought for a moment and with a very perplexed look on her face said she had no idea.  For her, it was as if one day an American bomber decided to fly over peace loving Japan and drop its dread cargo.  She accepted there might have been a war at the time but then couldn’t understand why we all attacked Japan. 

It’s very common for us to see everyone else’s hand in our trouble except our own. 

But let’s treat this question seriously and take it further: Why did God allow Hitler and Tojo and their herd to exist at all and have power in the first place?  Why didn’t he intervene the moment he saw their dark thoughts.  And while we are at it, why does he allow well healed investor bankers to fleece investors of their life savings?  Why doesn’t he kick some butt and eject the regime in Harare?  But perhaps these examples are pleasantly remote from us.  
So how about these?
Why didn’t God stop your mouth before you repeated that choice bit of gossip the other day, or me before I lost my temper with my children?  Or do we think our deeds less evil and obnoxious than the Hitler’s and petty crook and tyrants because they are somewhat less spectacular?  Do we suggest that our errors are too trivial for God to worry about?  That we should get rid of New Testament sins that include gossiping and impatience and keep ones like murder and adultery? 

All this must cut both ways. 
And when we ask “how could God allow this to happen” we make him the number one suspect.  We suggest his creation is “no good”.  We deflect blame and refuse any responsibility.  “It’s the woman you gave me”, said the man in the garden thus shifting blame to both his wife and God.  “it was the serpent” said the woman.  They didn’t say what was obvious.  They didn’t admit they had misused the gifts given them but demanded to know why God had them in the first place.  
We want to be free but not freely reap the consequences – either our chickens coming home to roost or the effects of someone else misusing their freedom.  
You know how much the story of the Prodigal son echoes human reality?  You can imagine the prodigal son talking to the pigs and saying “Why did my father let me go?  Why did he give me my inheritance? It’s his fault.  He put me in this situation.  If only he had chained me up and given me nothing.  My life wouldn’t be the disaster it’s become without him giving me what I wanted”

And here’s the thing.

He was able to return home and to a great welcome because that’s precisely what he didn’t do.  If he had played the blame game he would have been stuck in the mud of the pig pen in that far country.  It was because he could say ‘I am no longer worthy to be called your son” that he could come home and be a son again. 

This is why God cares and he cares so much he puts an end to judgment.  He limits it.  If he repented he had made man it was that he was sorry and grieves over the mess we make of ourselves.  But He is a father who takes no pleasure in his children’s distress even when that distress is of our making.  He is like any parent.  We give an increasing amount of freedom to our children and, even though the consequences must be theirs, their troubles deeply effect us.  They become our burdens too. 
But we must not see God as bewildered and remorseful over the flood.  There is no regret here over its rightness.  It is only regret that it came to this but it has and now the determination to see it end.  He is the father of the Prodigal story who makes no soothing noises when his son admits his sin and accepts the consequences.  The prodigals father didn’t say “there, there, son.  We all make mistakes.”  But neither does he say, as the elder brother would have said “well, it’s your bed, lie on it” No.  He makes an end to the judgment already on his son.  And does what no reasonable person can expect him to do.  He embraces us with joy and welcomes us home even though we came back with guilt and reeking of faithlessness. 

And this is more than kind heartedness.  God calls an end to the judgement on us or we are totally lost to him. He makes an end to flood and judgment precisely because he has set a destination for us that make us his sons and friends.  And so he holds back the full impact and result of our mistakes.  He limits the chastisements because it is his love which insists we are spared.  We can remember that when passing through the fire or the flood.  God will not allow judgement to have final say.

And so He remembered Noah because he had never forgotten his aim in making man in the first place. 

But who is Noah that God should make him the ancestor of mankind?  It’s worth noting that the line of Cain is not the ancestral line of humankind.  The ancestor of mankind after the flood is a descendant of Seth.  There are no descendants from Cain living among us.   We cannot claim “bad blood” or having the wrong genes. 
And the line of Cain is something more.

They are a type of those who fall in the last judgement.  They do not survive and enter the new world.  Therefore Noah and his family are a type of the redeemed because they are saved by God’s promise.
He is called a righteous man and straight away we might think that means he didn’t smoke, gamble, or drink and mix with those who do.  And so was his faithfulness to a moral code the secret behind his survival?

If there is a secret it’s not here because we are told very little about his ethics or religious observance.  This does not seem to make the real difference.  Instead we are told Noah was a man who listened for God and did what was asked of him.  He did even the unusual but only because God said to.   He was prepared to do something in which he had no understanding whatsoever and kept open to guidance as he made it according to the directions he received from the Lord.  He talked with God about more than just the big things – how he and his family would escape the deluge – but also the small details - the planking, materials, the measurements, the partitions and everything else that would make this vessel watertight.  He was no shipbuilder.  He lived far from the sea.  He had no experience or knowledge.  He had to listen and obey. 
This then was his true virtue – he was a trusting man.  It wasn’t great experience or skill God wanted.  The Lord looked after the detail and wanted someone who would listen and be guided.  Noah played no decisive role, not even the closing of the Ark’s door.  The Bible says “the Lord shut him in”.  He left even this important detail to God and while he laboured mightily there is no sense of anxiety or desperation on his part.  Like his descendant Abraham, he believed God, and this alone qualified him as a righteous man in spite of any defect of personality or character he would otherwise have had.  And there is no doubt he did.
Secondly he was prepared to allow himself to be an instrument in a great purpose.   
Our world and age might wonder at his sanity.  Not because there are no people serving great values and causes bigger than themselves.  No, but because he really had no idea what the cause was.  Noah didn’t serve some lofty humanitarian ideal.  He served someone who only told him what he needed to know. He toiled on for hundreds of years and if anyone asked him why he was doing it Noah would try and explain in such vague terms they would give up in frustration and think of him as an idiot of the first order. 

No one said that being a friend and co worker with God is easy to explain.  The Gospel is so profoundly simple the book of Romans takes 12 chapters to try and explain it.  But neither we nor Noah are caught by an ideal or a vision as much as we are caught by the Lord who gave it.  Paul pointed to this truth when he says that he struggles to understand that which has caught and held him.  These words and the idea behind them make very little sense outside of a relationship between two persons which is so profound very little of what goes on in it is identifiable to those outside it.  

But one thing you and I can say is “not us, but Christ”.  That’s both the least and the most we can say. We have found our freedom in serving a cause much bigger than ourselves  because there never is any freedom found in serving our own will.  Freedom, as Thomas A Kempis discovered is found in serving someone else.  Our freedom then looks rather like some sort of slavery. But remember Noah gained a great reputation by losing his reputation for the sake of something he couldn’t explain, not even to himself. 
And all this trust and service led him to where it will lead us.  We too find ourselves at sea with no mooring or anchor.  No idea where the wind of the Spirit will take us and how long the journey will last.  Perhaps there are times when we bemoan our fate in following God who tells us so very little but invites us to trust and enjoy the adventure.  For that is what faith is – a great and marvellous adventure.  

And perhaps this is why we love the story and children connect so easily with it.  It is the first adventure story and Noah the first action hero. 

But shouldn’t it also serve as a warning?  If we are absolutely certain we know we are going in life and have every t crossed and every i doted, it can mean we are clear on where we are and where we are going.  But that same confidence asks whether we are on the journey of faith or following a plan we made. 
However we see it we must not be tempted to complain over cramped conditions and hardships but trust in him who has allowed no locks or bolts on our side of the door but has shut us in to himself, securing us even against our mistakes.  We don’t know how our voyages will end but we do know that our ark will one day land safely and he who locked us in will open the door and that all the zigzagging ways of our life will still end at the Father’s House.   It is an adventure to sail with God.  We may have no idea where we are half the time but it is not a wasted journey. 

Noah builds an altar and this is where we must leave him this morning.  
It was the first thing he did.  Before he built a house for himself, or set about exploring this new world, he turned to God and worshipped.  Noah had always been about a bigger thing than himself.  He had invested a great portion of his energy and time in the service of God and now that the mission was complete he didn’t hurry back to pick up his life and all of its ambitions and hopes but bowed in worship because God was more than a religious object or subject of speculation.  God because his saviour.

And isn’t true what Jesus observed? Those that have been saved from much, love, serve, and worship much.  Noah knew only too well the fate of his old life. And, being saved and preserved for this new life, was determined to never forget where his priorities must lay.

And it remains true for us.  Having been saved and enlisted in the Lords service we find another cause much greater than any other.  Should we therefore be about our ambitions and following patterns of life and priority as if it had never happened?  Will we clothe worldly priorities in pious clothing? 

What is this cause of Christ you are called to?  What is it that you serve more than the growth of your estate and a circle of friends?  What is it you would risk both for?

Will you instead build an altar at the centre of your being that says to God “Lord, you have saved me for yourself.  Use my life so that men and women might say ‘praise be to God that he allowed such a thing to happen’”. 
