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“We look for the rainbow”
Genesis 9:8-17 & Mark 1:9-15


I was stunned the first time I saw an änuenue kau pö or lunar rainbow.  It happened a few years ago as I found myself driving back home to Kïhei one early evening.

I saw the full moon rising high above Haleakalä as I drove down Kula Highway to Haleakalä Highway.  As I looked across the isthmus towards the Puÿu-kukui and Eke, I saw a canopy of clouds covering the  entrance to ÿÏao Valley.  A light mist was falling and there across the face of the valley I could see the full arc of a lunar rainbow reflecting the light of the full moon.


It was such a remarkable sight I had to pull over to the side of the highway to determine whether or not I was hallucinating or having a vision.  I could not remember anyone telling me during my childhood or adult years about such a rainbow.   But there it was, an iridescent arc of white light filling the night sky.

A few weeks ago I saw another kind of rainbow for the first time in my life.  From the rock wall on the makai or ocean side of the church I could see, off in the distance towards Maÿalaea, a multi-colored rainbow.  


There was no arc rising above the ocean or land.  There was only a multi-colored layer of a rainbow that looked like it had been compressed and flattened over the surface of the water.  It looked like kanten, the Japanese-style jello mold that is done with a multi-layer of primary colors.  Our Hawaiian küpuna or ancestors called such rainbows uakoko or earth-clinging rainbows.

For the ancient Hawaiians, the rainbow symbolized the presence of the gods or chiefs.  For the ancient Hebrews, the rainbow appears after the Great Flood (Genesis 9:12-13) as God’s promise that the world would not be destroyed by flood again.


The Hebrew word qeshet means both “bow” and “rainbow.”  So in some instances the word was used to refer to the lightning, thunderbolts, and rains as instruments of divine wrath (Lamentations 2:4; Habakkuk 3:9-11).  For the ancient Assyrians, the god Ashur is depicted drawing a rainbow as a weapon.  But more often than not the ancient Hebrews associated the rainbow with a manifestation or sign of divine glory (Ezekiel 1:28; Revelation 10:1) perhaps in much the same way as the ancient Hawaiians.


As we begin this season of Lent there are those in places far and near to us who may wonder if God is able to see a “bow in the clouds.”  There are those who may wonder if God remembers the covenant that was made to Noah and his descendants following the great Biblical flood given the devastation of Hurricane Katrina in Louisiana, Mississippi, and other areas along the Gulf last year and the deluge that fell on the islands of Kauaÿi and Oÿahu over the last week.  

But our reading from The Book of Genesis gives us hope in a peculiar way.  The story of Noah and the ark involves one telling detail.  After building the ark and getting his family as well as every animal and bird on board, God shuts Noah in.

We can only imagine what it was like for the next forty days and forty nights.  Someone described the scene in the ark as “that odoriferous, claustrophobic menagerie of grumpy people and noisy animals” and likened such a gathering as a “dramatic version of what we face daily” (Leader’s Guide, Lent/Easter Year B, March 5-June 11, 006, Church Publishing Inc., Denver,Colorado, 2005, page 2).
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In other words our families, our jobs, even our churches may not always be ideal.  But they are for us the place where we meet God.  God places us with the very people who challenge us in our households and places of work and worship to love in a concrete way.  And so in a sense God has locked us in our own arks.


This may sound a bit grim but like Noah and his family we look for the rainbow.  We know like them the delight of waking to a clear morning after several days of rain.  


The rainbow reminds us of the covenant God made to Noah long ago.  It is dramatically distinctive in several ways.  First, it is made between God and all future generations and not just with Israel.  Second, it is made not only with human beings but also with all the creatures of the earth.  Third, and most dramatic of all, it is only God who speaks (Preaching Through the Christian Year, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1993, page132).

No response is required of Noah or of any of us.  No acknowledgment of acceptance is necessary.  The covenant made with Noah and with us is a free and gracious act of God on behalf of the world.  We did not have to ask for it or earn it or even respond to it (Op. cit.).

It is a covenant, a promise God has made.  "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.  When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant . . . " that I have made.

When clouds cover the earth we look for the rainbow.  When we find ourselves troubled or perplexed, fearful or anxious, sad or uncertain, we still persist in hoping.  
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When the fog of pain and suffering and sorrow and despair cloud over our lives, we look for a rainbow of healing and comfort, of joy and hope.  Our hope rests not only in God’s promise but it also rests in the assurance of Jesus' proclamation:  “The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God has come near . . . ” (Mark 1:15).  It is a kingdom for humankind and for every living creature (Genesis 9:9-10).

So we affirm God’s covenant.  We affirm God's promise.  We look for the rainbow and we see the various ways in which God sets the bow in the clouds sometimes in the day around the sun or sometimes in the night around the moon; sometimes as a rainbow clinging to the earth or as a rainbow standing as a shaft of light; sometimes as a rare green rainbow or as fragments of a rainbow.  

As we gather this day to share the bread and the cup, we remember God's new covenant made known to us in Jesus Christ.  In many and various ways – through the rainbow, the cup, and the bread - God remembers and we remember and we rejoice!
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