You might hear the story of Noah and think of kid’s stuff – cute animals walking two by two, a friendly and bearded hero overcoming the odds, a new utopia marked by a rainbow in the clouds.  That’s how we usually hear the story, anyway.  However, I’m from NWMN where floods aren’t just stories – they’re real.  In a one year period, my hometown significantly flooded three separate times; the last flood was the infamous flood of 1997 that washed away the Red River Valley and left people exhausted, muddy, and homeless.  I still get nervous during the spring thaw, because it’s flood season and I might get washed away.

When I hear the flood story, I don’t hear storybook images and niceties.  I hear destruction. I remember the time when my own family was almost washed away.  Worst of all, I hear God’s promise to Noah: “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” and I wonder why, in my case, God can’t keep back floodwaters.  I see a God who is vengeful enough to wash away the entire earth with a giant tidal wave, and doesn’t quite manage to make good on the promise not to do it again.

But then again, I’m really good at remembering.  In particular, I am good at remembering all the times I didn’t get what I wanted, all the times God seemed so far away, all the times someone wronged me (although in those cases, I’m actually quite good at forgetting when they’ve asked for forgiveness), all the times I hurt.  I remember clearly all the times that God didn’t do what I think God should’ve done.  I will remember those things pretty well, too – usually at the expense of the good stuff.  
In the story of the flood, God tells us what God will remember: promises.  God says “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."  A covenant is a promise, a one-sided declaration by a more powerful party to be faithful.  In this case, God promises not to destroy us.  God promises instead to remember this covenant.  And while I might remember that floods occur anyway, I forget that it doesn’t mean that God has left me behind.  I remember how hard things were, but I forget all that God did to get me through it.

Here is what is most amazing about the flood: God might have caused it to wipe out a sinful humanity, but afterwards, nothing changed.  God says in 8:21 “…the inclination of the human heart is evil from youth”.  In other words, God knows that we are sinful and will probably muck things up again.  Repeatedly, even.  Nonetheless, God isn’t going to give up.  God isn’t going to wash us away with another flood to punish us for our sinfulness.  God doesn’t work that way.  When floods come, it’s because floods come – particularly when you live on an ancient lake bed.  When floods come, it’s not because God has forgotten us or is punishing us.  God made a promise, and God keeps promises.

We sing about God’s faithfulness to us, but that does not mean that God is static.  What we have is a faithful God.  We have a God whose mind can be changed, a God who can be moved by our sinful and broken state and choose compassion, a God who with water and the Word can remember promises and forgets evil.  We have a God whose love for us and for this world moves God to tears when things fall apart.  We have a God who wants to wash away the pain and suffering, but no matter how hard things are, does not want to wash us away – at least, not any more.  God’s faithfulness to us means God has to move and respond to meet us where we’re at.

God is the one who keeps turning, not us.  We are the ones who do not really change.  We are the ones who are wrapped up in our own sinfulness, unable to choose good even if we wanted to.  Instead of remembering our constant sinfulness, God chooses to remember the covenant.  Instead of washing us and all of creation away, God promises to be the one who washes away our sins.  God has been willing to try anything and everything to reach us.  God destroyed the creation that he loved to try and make things right.  Ultimately, God sent his only dear Son to die for us.  God’s magnanimous promise, fulfilled in the gift of his own Son, achieves what we never could: a complete washing of all our sins.

Faced with this broken humanity, God has two choices: to wash us away, or to wash us away.  God can either truly destroy us, actually and ultimately wipe us off the face of the planet, knowing full well that we will always listen first to our desire for sin and destruction, or God can wash us away in the waters of baptism, wiping out our pride and our selfishness.  Our God has chosen to remember us, to look at the promises made to us in Jesus Christ, to let the waters of our baptism wash away everything else.  God remains committed, unchanging in the resolve to love us and turn constantly towards us, no matter what it takes.

If this is a God who can stick with me even when I don’t want it, even when I actively work against it – well, then this is a God who even in the worst of times, even when the water is threatening to wash me away, is truly with me.  This is a God who has promised never to leave us, to change anything possible to be with you and me and every piece of this creation.  This is a God whose love will not dry up, whose commitment will rain down on you, whose mercy will wash over you and make you a new creation.  

