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 One of the most problematic tensions in the Bible, especially in the Hebrew scriptures, is 

over the use of violence to resolve conflict. Considering how much violence there is, that may 

sound a little surprising to you. But from the very beginning there is a concern over the levels of 

violence humans exhibit and what response from God is appropriate. The story of the Flood is a 

perfect example.  

 

 The Flood story has its roots in Sumerian mythology, so it isn’t original to the Israelites. 

But the Israelites do some interesting things with it and use it as a way of exploring the nature of 

God and our relationship with God. The story begins with God seeing the level of violence 

among humanity and deciding to wipe out the whole creation because of it. So at the beginning 

of this story God decides to use ultimate violence to rid the world of violence.  

 

 But by the end of the story that strategy is revealed to be more than even God can handle. 

“Never again…never again…never again,” three times that phrase is repeated in the passage we 

just heard. God is crushed by the enormity of destruction and filled with remorse. That compels 

God to make a covenant that is unlike any other in scripture. There are at least two things unique 

about this covenant. First, it’s not between God and Noah or God and Noah’s descendants or 

even God and humanity. It’s between God and the earth, “every living creature,” another phrase 

repeated over and over.  

 

 This raises God’s sense of connection to the creation to a whole new level. Without it 

God is lost. So “never again” will God allow the creation to be destroyed.  

 

 A second feature of this covenant that’s unusual is it is entirely unilateral. Nothing is 

required or expected of the earth or the people or any other part of creation in return for God’s 

protection. So this commitment is made without any assurance of reciprocation. God simply 

chooses an end to violence.  

 

 I think that’s a remarkable claim. We live in a world that is driven almost entirely by 

violence or the threat of violence as a way of controlling behavior and ensuring cooperation. We 

extol the power of redemptive violence to settle differences and justify our actions. But we 

seldom consider the toll violence takes on our psyches and our spirits. This story provides a 

warning to us; it’s a corrective to our natural tendency toward violence.  

 

 And it tells us something about our ancestors’ understanding of God’s nature. They 

portrayed God with ambivalence. God’s character is so complex and all-encompassing that the 

writers of scripture were moved to offer contradictory images, to use paradox, as the best way to 

convey a full portrait of God. And of course those contradictions are the ones we carry within 

ourselves.  

 

 We long for peace, yet we’re addicted to violence. We value compassion, yet we tolerate 

the suffering of so many. We cherish relationships, yet we ignore the needs of strangers. There is 



light and darkness in us, violence and tenderness. It’s never a matter of which will win out over 

the other so much as whether we can bring ourselves to an awareness of the deep connection we 

share with others near us and far removed and even the whole creation of which we’re a part.  

 

 I think it’s that connection that motivates God in the story to give up on violence. To 

destroy the creation was to destroy God’s self. In light of that one question worth considering is 

how we can enter that relationship with God and participate in God’s love for creation by 

bringing an end to violence in our own lives. God resolves the tension over violence by taking a 

stance against it and saying, “never again.” How can we take that stance? 

 

 I think that concern lies at the heart of every religion. For Judaism that stance is taken 

through following Torah and allowing it to shape how they live and act in the world. For 

Muslims it is done through submission to Allah as revealed in the Quran. For Buddhists it’s done 

by acknowledging the Four Noble Truths and following the Eight-fold Path. For us, for 

Christians, we participate in God’s love through our commitment to Jesus, by following his 

teachings and dying to our egos to find new life in Christ. Paul often speaks of our becoming 

imitators of Christ, of dying and rising in Christ.  

 

 Christ’s death and resurrection, much like the Flood story, demonstrates God’s decision 

to put an end to violence. Even the terrible violence of crucifixion is met with life, not for 

retribution or vengeance but for restoration. Jesus’ resurrection is God’s stance against violence 

and for compassion. In his book Strength to Love, Martin Luther King writes, “Darkness cannot 

drive out darkness, only light can do that; hate cannot drive out hate, only love can do that.” We 

first learn that in this story of the Flood and we’re shown it in the power of the resurrection. 

 

 This past week many of us have been struck nearly dumb by the darkness that occurred in 

Florida on Wednesday. The violence resulting in 17 deaths at a school has left us reeling. What’s 

even more devastating is knowing that this is the 8
th

 such act at a school in this year already. But 

taking a stance against violence in the face of such a tragedy means facing a lot of hostility. I 

don’t see how we can hope to bring an end to such violence without placing restrictions on guns 

and access to them. That won’t change what’s in people’s hearts but at least it can limit their 

ability to act on it. 

 

 And I realize that talking about love and compassion in the abstract is all well and good, 

but trying to apply it is meddling. But surely we can at least have the conversation, at least 

consider the affect living with such violence has on our psyches and spirits. Perhaps opening 

ourselves up to God’s influence on this issue is one step we can take toward participating in 

God’s love, one step toward joining God in saying “never again” in our own small effort to begin 

bringing an end to violence. 

 

Amen 


