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They laughed at Noah,  We would have laughed too.   The old man with white beard builds an improbable ark on the top of a mountain telling everybody who will listen and those who won't of the great inundation to come.
But think of the tsunami.  Think of the people saying to others well inland - run for your lives.  Think of the pictures of whole communities swept away in minutes.  Think of the devastation afterwards - survivors sitting desolate in the midst of desolation - everything gone - home, family, memories.  Not even the photographs left.
The story of Noah and the flood is - as they would say in the US - God starting over.  The flood is his response to the waywardness and sinfulness of mankind.  The rainbow - the sign of the covenant through which he offers a new start and offers to sustain the regularity and reliability of the world and its patterns.
What links the readings together today is that use of water - purger and washer away of the sin and fresh cleanser of life for the future.  So we move from Noah to the baptism of Jesus by John.  As Jesus comes out of the water, the voice from heaven affirms Jesus as the Son of God.  All of us who have passed through the waters of baptism are part of that most basic pattern of life with God - the washing away of sins and the emerging to live the new life.

The big picture behind the readings is the story of what is sometimes called salvation history – ourselves lost, wayward and foolish – either drowning in the flood or lost in the desert – and God in his infinite love trying, struggling, striving to find a way of re-connecting with us and re-establishing a relationship with us.

The season of Lent is one of the times at which we acknowledge that – doing things – receiving things which remind us of the brokenness of our relationship with God.  I was here on Wednesday evening for the imposition of ashes – to hear the words, ‘Remember O man that thou art dust and onto dust shalt thou return’

And the giving up of things is something else which we do
One of the best sermons I ever heard was preached by a friend of mine on this Sunday.  It was about temptation - specifically the temptation brought by a Tunnocks tea cake. ‘ ‘Perhaps if I just nibble a little bit off that extra bit round the bottom and wrapped it up again nobody would know and I could pretend’ At the beginning of Lent, more people are into giving things up - the chocolate, my sister is reporting on Facebook on her alcohol-free Lent, Alastair Campbell challenges us all on our relationship with alcohol - the comforting glass of red at the end of a busy day - or weight loss or taking the bus or whatever.  More seriously, I fell over a phrase in the prayers this week – that we confuse loving with needing to be loved.
These are puny gestures.  Of course they are.  But what do they say?  It seems to me that they are an attempt to say that we can exercise control and discipline in our own lives.  We are not victims or spectators.  Beyond that they say that we understand that some denial of things of the body gives us access to things of the soul.
Some think that all this is a bit silly.  And I agree with that if our understanding of sin and temptation remains on the level of Tunnocks Teacakes.   What we are really trying to get into focus is our part in the whole phenomenon of human sinfulness - the child within, the inner neediness which makes us need the chocolate or the glass of wine.  And beyond that we are both drowning in the flood or lost in the dryness of the desert - dealing with things which seem to come undone faster than we can put them together.  The task of sustaining relationships outdistances our ability and even our willingness to do what is necessary.  Work consumes lives or lives are meaningless without work - either way there is no balance.  We use, consume and devour the resources of the planet as if there is no tomorrow - heedless of our need to honour God's covenant to sustain the earth 

He puts the rainbow in the sky as a sign of his constancy.  Our journey in Lent is to address our inconsistency, uncertainty, unreliability, neediness – secure that our journeying back will be met by God’s love.
