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Do you ever have those moments when you have an idea and you just can’t 

let it go? That happened to me this week as I pored over the texts for today 

and commentaries and devotional materials. Especially when I’m preparing 

a sermon, I have a habit of looking to secular poetry and music to help get 

my thoughts going. Our texts this morning have rich nature imagery, so I 

turned to the nature poets and was gripped by one of my favorite works. So, 

in addition to our lectionary texts, I have a preacher’s choice selection to 

offer up for our theological imagining together this morning. 

 

This is Mary Oliver’s “Wild Geese”: 

 

You do not have to be good. 

You do not have to walk on your knees 

For a hundred miles through the desert repenting. 

You only have to let the soft animal of your body 

Love what it loves. 

Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine. 

Meanwhile the world goes on. 

Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain 

Are moving across the landscapes, 

Over the prairies and the deep trees, 

The mountains and the rivers. 

Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air, 

Are heading home again. 

Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, 

The world offers itself to your imagination, 

Calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting – 

Over and over announcing your place 

In the family of things. 



 

As a poet, Mary Oliver is most known for her beautiful descriptions of 

nature. She is always noting the color of the sky, describing the careful 

movements of an animal. She writes absolute love songs about flowers and 

how sunlight hits water in the early morning. She has written lines about a 

grasshopper that make me feel things about a grasshopper that I never 

thought I could. She writes about all things observable in the natural world: 

growth, destruction, life, stillness, love, death. I wonder what she would 

have had to say about Genesis 9. 

 

In our text from the Hebrew Bible this morning, we get the storybook ending 

to the Great Flood narrative in Genesis. This text is complicated. Over time, 

we have whittled this story down to a sweet cartoon with giraffes poking 

their heads out of windows, lions suddenly not being carnivorous predators 

out of respect, funny memes about dinosaurs and unicorns getting the day 

wrong and missing the boat. We have a tendency to do this, don’t we? 

When something feels too complicated or too painful or too scary, we 

minimize those bits and try to find something that makes us feel better. We 

prefer the cartoon and lovely rainbow image. We prefer the feel good news 

story in the midst of a harsh reality. 

 

In our text this morning, the flood is over. The waters have abated. The 

earth was starting to recover. The pre-flood world that Noah knew is gone. 

The “new normal” of life confined to the inside of an ark is now gone, too. 

We can imagine that Noah was just glad to be out of the ark. I’m sure after 

forty days, Noah was over it. But forty days is just how long it rained. In this 

story, Noah, his wife, his family, every creeping thing that creeps on the 

earth, were all in the ark for hundreds and hundreds of days. This is not 

really a cute story. This flood was not a mere inconvenience that kept 

people home for a week. There were very few survivors of this disaster. This 

flood was thorough in its destruction.  

 

In our text this morning, God promises to never do it again. 

 



God, the creative and terrifyingly powerful force of the universe, sets a 

boundary. God is infinitely capable to bring about life and beauty and 

flourishing. In the beginning, God created and created and it was very good. 

A few chapters later, we see that God is not only capable of bringing about 

life, but God is also infinitely capable of intense destruction and devastation. 

 

God promises Noah that God will never destroy the earth like that ever 

again. Well, Noah is there, but God is monologuing. God promises Godself 

that such destruction won’t happen again. God declares that a rainbow will 

forever be a reminder of this promise. The rainbow,an atmospheric 

phenomenon, is a reminder of God’s intense, radical love for all creation. 

We are drawn to this symbol of love and hope. We pull over on the side of 

the road to photograph it, we decorate babies’ nurseries with it, we wave it 

on flags and wear it on t-shirts. 

 

This symbol is not just a reminder to creation, it is a reminder to the Creator. 

God says, when I see a rainbow in the clouds, I will remember what I 

promised. I will remember to bring about life, not death, hope, not 

destruction. God the Almighty says, I can, and I choose not to. 

 

As creatures created in the very image of God, we share this nature. We 

have intense capacity for love and peace and goodness. We also have 

seemingly infinite capacity for harm and selfishness and destruction, of 

ourselves and other people. We hold both within us. Where God has set a 

clear boundary and promised not to bring about death and destruction, we 

creatures have a hard time setting that same boundary.  

 

We live in a world where choosing harm and destruction is so easy. It is 

easier to toss everything into the trash than it is to recycle or not consume at 

all. It is easier to ignore the news than it is to engage with the world. It is 

easier to hit “buy-with-one-click” than it is to think critically about the 

exploitation of the poor. It is easier to go about our lives as we please than it 

is to drastically change our ways for the health and safety of others. 

Temptation abounds. 



 

In baptism, we use water and the spoken Word of God to wash away that 

propensity toward destruction. We are set free and made righteous before 

God, regardless of the choices we make. We are claimed and called to live 

into the ancient promises of God: the promise God made to Noah, to 

Abraham, to the people of Israel. Promises of life, resurrection, abundance. 

 

In our Gospel text for today, John the Baptizer baptizes Jesus. As Jesus 

comes up from the waters, he hears a word of love spoken over him. “You 

are my son, the beloved, with you I am well pleased.” As these words are 

spoken, the sky is torn apart. The only other time this verb is used in Mark’s 

Gospel is when the temple curtain is ripped from top to bottom at the 

moment of Jesus’ death. The sky is ripped apart as the Spirit descends into 

Jesus. It isn’t a clean parting of the clouds, the sky is broken open and it 

can’t be put back together.  

 

Over the last year, the world as we have known it has been ripped apart. 

Our lives have been upended in one way or another. The way we interact 

with our family, friends, and community has changed. People we love have 

died. Lonelieness is as airborne as the virus. Natural disasters have swept 

through and added crisis onto crisis. More people are poor and hungry and 

unhoused. This last year has felt like its own wildnerness. 

 

This Ash Wednesday, we didn’t really need a reminder of our mortality. We 

didn’t need to put something on our face to remind us we are fragile 

creatures, because we have been putting something on our face for the last 

year that does just that.  

 

This season, perhaps we are called to change our Lenten practices. We 

don’t really need to give something up for the sake of giving something up. 

We have given up so much this year. We don’t really need to take 

something on, because this year has added many new practices, protocols, 

and rituals to our routines.  

 



This Lent, perhaps we are called to not just change our habits but to change 

our hearts and minds. Perhaps we are called to shift our attention away 

from our own selfishness and look to the needs of others. Perhaps we are 

called to tend to our own hearts and minds and bodies in ways that we 

never have before. We are called to be honest with ourselves and each 

other. We are called to acknowledge despair and grief and joy. 

 

As the poet says, we do not have to walk on our knees for a hundred miles 

through the desert repenting. We only have to be softer, more loving. We do 

not have to punish ourselves, we do not have to destroy our spirits. We only 

have to open ourselves to tenderness, to pay deep attention to the world 

around us. To pursue life, not death, for ourselves and others. We belong to 

each other. 

 

As this pandemic season continues, we are feeling more anxious, less 

rested. I’m not sure, but I don’t think we are called to do more. I think maybe 

we are called to do differently. We are not called to over-produce, over-

consume, over-work. We are not called to more Zoom meetings, more 

screen time. We are simply called to pay close attention to ourselves and to 

the needs of the world. 

 

This week in our congregational Lenten Challenge, the activities are simple. 

Remember you are loved and baptized. Notice the birds of the air. Put aside 

a destructive habit. Engage in deep relationship with one another. 

 

Throughout these forty days, however we choose to observe them, God is 

with us. God is faithful, and God will keep God’s promises. All around us, 

there are signs of hope and wonder. All around us there are birds bringing 

olive branches, singing songs over us. 

 

Each of these forty days, we are invited to consider what God is calling us 

to. Every morning, every moment, we are called to wonder, “what is mine to 

do? How can I pursue abundant life? What will save my life today? What will 

save the life of another? ” 



 

In this season of Lent, the Spirit calls to us like the wild geese, harsh and 

exciting, over and over, announcing our place in the family of things. Amen. 

 

 


