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I have to admit that I always am struck by the sixth verse of Psalm 25: 

Remember not the sins of my youth and my 
transgressions;  

One of the sins of my youth – or, at least I thought it was – was, as a good 
Roman Catholic, eating meat on Friday. After all, the Popham side of the 
family never met a cow it couldn’t or wouldn’t delight in cooking to a red 
warm center and devouring with great glee. They would have eaten meat 
four meals a day, eight days a week, 53 weeks a year. And one of their 
greatest joys came on the years Christmas was on a Friday, so they could 
eat meat. 

Then one Saturday afternoon when I was in college, I went to confession at 
Holy Name of Jesus Church on the Loyola University Campus on St. 
Charles Avenue in uptown New Orleans, right next to the “heathen” 
school next door, Tulane, where I was a student. But I still remember this 
old Jesuit priest, whom I think lived in that confessional and, I swear, was 
keeping a notebook in which he compiled a list of sins and how often each 
of them was confessed to him. So I confessed to him that I had eaten meat 
on Friday. And he says, without a moment’s hesitation…”That’s not a sin.” 
And I knew at that moment the relief and joy that Noah must have felt 
when God told him, “Every creature that lives shall be yours to eat.”1 

Had I only known during my earlier years in school when Friday in the 
school cafeteria meant soggy mac ‘n cheese and/or limp fish sticks. And if 
ever there were hellish moments on earth, it was those Fridays when some 
sanctimonious nun was standing at the tray return insisting that we eat all 
the food on our plates before escaping the cafeteria for the playground.  

But, of course, that is not all the good news God had for Noah, as revealed 
in our reading from the book of Genesis this morning. God told Noah: 

 
1 Genesis 9:3 (JPS TANAKH). 
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I am establishing my covenant with you and your 
descendants after you, and with every living 
creature that is with you, the birds, the domestic 
animals, and every animal of the earth with you, as 
many as came out of the ark. 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. 

This is known as the Noahide Covenant and is the first of many covenants 
that are revealed in Scripture. But what does that mean for us?  

First, God’s covenant with Noah is made to all humanity and all creation. 
God will make other covenants with Abraham, David, Moses, and the 
Hebrew people, but God’s covenant with Noah is with Noah and with 
“every living creature.” That by definition includes us.  

Second, the covenant is everlasting, made with Noah and his “descendants 
after him.” That affirms that we, too, are beneficiaries of the Noahide 
covenant.  

Third, God attached no conditions to the covenant. Some of God’s 
covenants come with conditions, the most obvious example’s being the 
Mosaic covenant, which obligates the Hebrew people to obey the 613 
commandments delineated by Moses in the book of Deuteronomy to 
remain in God’s good graces. Notably, the Talmud, which explains and 
elaborates on the commandments in Deuteronomy, states that Gentiles 
“meet with God’s full approval” by observing only seven commandments.2 
And Cecil B. deMill and Charlton Heston have etched the 10 most 
prominent commandments permanently into our psyches. 

But the Noahide Covenant imposes no conditions or obligations on 
humanity. God’s promise never again to destroy the earth and all its 
creatures is a matter of God’s grace. It is unconditional. We humans are 
obligated to do nothing to benefit from this covenant.  

Why would God promise unconditionally never to destroy the earth again? 
Probably because he knew it would be futile. God has realized that the 
human beings he has created and given free will always will be inclined to 
evil.  

 
2 The Jewish Study Bible, Jewish Publication Society, TANAKH translation, ed. Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler 
(New York, Oxford University Press:2004) 25. 
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Jesus, as we see in the reading from the Gospel according to Mark today, 
ably resists temptation in the wilderness, but not so much for the rest of us. 
Paul will write that we never will be tempted beyond our means to resist, 
but God knows as well as we do that at times we fail and succumb to 
temptation.3  

Does God still have expectations of us? Of course, but what we learn from 
the Noahide covenant is that whether we live up to those expectations, 
God never will give up on us again.  

That is not to say that God will not allow us to destroy ourselves. The so-
called “doomsday clock” now stands at “100 seconds to midnight, the 
closest it has ever been to civilization-ending apocalypse.4” But that will 
not come at God’s hand. Self-destruction is a particularly human concept. 

Now, here is the really good news that flows from God’s Noahide covenant 
not to destroy humanity and creation again. Yes, it applies to all humanity 
forever. Yes, it is unconditional. But there is a greater depth and dimension 
than that, as the Gospel reading today further suggests. 

In basic terms, a covenant establishes a relationship, especially where none 
has existed before. In creation, God formed an implicit relationship with 
humanity. But humans had rebelled, and God destroyed creation and 
ended that relationship. But God gave himself a mulligan. God started over 
with Noah, the one righteous man, and his clan, and formed a new 
relationship with an expressly defined covenant.  

God’s initial relationship with creation, human, animal, and otherwise, was 
in a sense like a family relationship. It existed without need for expression 
or acknowledgement.  

Parents, for example, do not expressly covenant to look after their children. 
Children have a relationship with their parents that is implicit and 
instinctual, based on the natural obligation and commitment of parents to 
care for their children.  

 

 

 
3 1 Cor. 10:13 (NRSV)(“No testing has overtaken you that is not common to everyone. God is faithful, and he will 
not let you be tested beyond your strength, but with the testing he will also provide the way out so that you may 
be able to endure it.”). 
4 “This is your Covid wake-up call: It is 100 seconds to midnight,” Science and Security Board Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists, ed. John Mecklin (January 27, 2021) https://thebulletin.org/doomsday-clock/current-time/, accessed 
February 18, 2021.  

https://thebulletin.org/doomsday-clock/current-time/
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But when people marry into a family or adopt children, those relationships 
require a religious or judicial rite that is sealed in blessings and promises 
and always in our modern times … paperwork. So after God’s relationship 
with humanity had been rent by human rebellion, God needed to reinvent 
his relationship with humanity and creation in terms that were express and 
sealed with a sign. That sign we all know is the rainbow. And as one 
prominent theologian has mused, Noah, who had endured the hardship 
and horrors of the earth’s destruction, must have nervously hoped God 
was looking out the right window every time it began to rain.5 

In the story of Jesus’ baptism, I like to think we get a hint about what the 
new family relationship with God established in the Noahide Covenant 
looks like. We know that the God who created us has committed not to 
destroy us. We know God accepts us as who we are, warts and all. 

And now we hear God call Jesus his son. And take delight in him: 

“You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well 
pleased.” 

Does God not delight in us, too? Are we not like the adopted children of 
God? After all, Paul calls us, “heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ.”6 It 
took some official recognition, but isn’t that what the covenant with Noah 
does? God says, I know you are bunch of rascals, but I created you, and I 
will hang with you no matter what. It is very much the posture of ideal 
parents in relation to their children.  

So we pray with wholehearted confidence: 

Remember not the sins of my youth and my 
transgressions; * 
remember me according to your love 
and for the sake of your goodness, O LORD. 

All out of God’s love and God’s goodness. Our sins are acknowledged and 
forgotten. 

And bonus, “Every creature that lives shall be yours to eat.”7 So let’s  go on 
out and snag that Big Mac®,  Butterburger®, Whataburger®, or Whopper®.  

 
5 Frederick Buechner, Noah, from Peculiar Treasures, HarperOne, San Francisco (September 30, 1993), republished 

in Quote of the Day, https://www.frederickbuechner.com/quote-of-the-day/2016/5/17/noah  (May 17, 
2016). 
6 Romans 8:17 (NRSV). 
7 Genesis 9:3 (JPS TANAKH). 

https://www.frederickbuechner.com/quote-of-the-day/2016/5/17/noah
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Amen. 


