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This is the first Sunday in Lent. This Lenten season we will be reflecting together about Covenant. The
covenant with Noah, the covenant with Abraham and Sarah, the covenant at Sinai, the new covenant in
Jeremiah (when God writes God's law in people's hearts), the covenant through the passion of Jesus Christ, the
covenant through baptism. And we will be invited to tell stories which express the different ways in which we
have experienced or are experiencing covenants in our lives.

The Old Testament reading for this morning is part of the Hexateuch, which is the collection of the six first
books of the Bible. In Reformed land, not only the Hexateuch, but the whole Old Testament and New
Testament are understood within the scope of Covenantal Theology. Covenant Theology is a conceptual
overview and interpretive framework for understanding the flow of the Bible as a whole.

Gerard von Rad, a well known German Old Testament scholar, teaches that the word "covenant", in the period
of the Hexateuch, is a translation of the Hebrew berit, which meant the treaty established between two parts
encompassing the ceremony in which the treaty was established and the mutual relation between the two
parts. So, berit is not only the treaty itself, but what comes with it, and what is implied in it.

According to von Rad, the concept of "covenant" in Noah's story is the most primitive one, for it does not
require Noah's participation in it. It is an action by God and God alone -- God makes the promise and
establishes the sign; Noah receives it, but he doesn't need to do anything, he is not an active part of the
covenant. This is not the same with Abraham, Moses and others. In the case of Abraham, he is expected to do
the sign himself, and then circumcision becomes a practice. In the case of the Law, people are active in
accomplishing it. In the case of baptism, we are expected to live out the commitments we make when we are
baptized, or later, when we are confirmed. The concept of covenant evolves throughout the bBible. But all of
them are initiated by God and are an expression of a God who reaches out towards us.

In our text this morning, the rainbow is the sign of a covenant between God, humanity and the whole of
nature. A pact is established. A pact of non-destruction. God would never destroy the earth again with the
waters of a flood. But then, what about tsunamis, Katrina and all sorts of water related disasters that have been
devastating numerous parts of the world? Is the covenant broken?

First of all, it is important that we understand that the text we read from Genesis is inserted in a larger group
of texts which comprise Genesis chapter 1 to chapter 11; they are in the category of symbolic texts. Milton
Schwantes, a famous Brazilian biblical scholar, wrote a book on this section of Genesis entitled "Projects of
Hope â�� meditations on Genesis 1 to 11." He teaches that several of the texts of this collection are written
(or organized) in the context of the captivity in Babylon in the sixth century B.C. In the context of exile,
people were exposed to all kinds of displacements: cultural, religious, social, emotional, territorial. They
suffered violence, they didn't have rights. So, telling stories expressing their faith was one way of preserving a
sense of identity and affirming a future not yet given. Even if those stories were draw from an imported
imagery. The creation story, for instance, speaks of a garden that can be located in Mesopotamia and the flood
speaks of the Babylonian experience. The flood story in the Bible, though, is a confluence of various
traditions, voices and cultures. It is written by slaves, oppressed by the Empire. The story uses the language
and imagery of the oppressor in order to say the contrary - in order to say that the power of the Empire had no
dominion over them; in order to affirm that no flood would submerge their desire to be free. The story of the
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flood doesn't intend to be a report of what really occurred; it is a proclamation of people's hope; their vision
for the future; their way of organizing their expectations.

The covenant therefore is not to be understood in the restricted sense of the promise about the waters, but in
the wider sense of an alliance that brings about life. Covenant is a pact of love that implements integrity,
searches for justice and leads to peace. It is a strong commitment aiming to undo the systems of exploitation
and violence, to bring alternatives to those who lack them, to create a vision when the present seems locked in
darkness.

In Noah, we are all invited to enter this covenant with ourselves, others, the world, and with God. Noah
invites us to look at the sky and see rainbows. Rainbows speak of the immense force of grace penetrating into
our lives and the life of the universe. It speaks of the possibilities hiding behind a dark heavy rainy sky.

When I was trying to understand how the phenomenon of the rainbow happens, I found this short explanation:
The light is first refracted as it enters the surface of the raindrop, reflected off the back of the drop, and again
refracted as it leaves the drop. Two times refracted. Now, refraction is the change in direction of a wave due
to a change in its speed. In fact, what happens is that when the light encounters the drop of water, it changes
its speed and consequently its direction. The explosion of colors is a consequence of this movement. See, how
surprisingly beautiful changing directions can be?

Lent is traditionally a period for penitence. A time to reflect upon our lives as individuals, community,
society, humanity, and nature. As we enter Lent, we are invited to take time to look backwards identifying our
mistakes and searching for ways to correct them. We are invited also to identify what was good and reaffirm
that. We are called to commit ourselves to decisions that ensure life with integrity for our families, our
community, our world. But more than looking backwards, we are challenged to look forward and see which
new directions God's promises are taking us. What other colors we are able to visualize, or to reflect.

Rainbows don't come so easily; nor does the possibility of new directions. But it is important not to loose the
perspective that behind our tempestuous lives and stormy world, there is the potential of a rainbow. And with
that rainbow comes the promise of a love that implements integrity, searches for justice and leads to peace.
The covenant God makes with us today points to a colored sky which is the reflection of God's love. Hurry
up!! We cannot miss the spectacle of this loving force refracting itself into red, orange, yellow, green, blue,
indigo and violet.
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