
The service was a multigenerational service exploring the theme of creation through the 
story of Noah’s Ark.  The story was told in 3 parts. The homily following the story was 
preached by Starr Austin, Director of Lifespan Religious Education 
 
Part 1: Noah Hears 
 
There once lived a man Noah.  Noah was a good man.  He had a wife and three 
sons.  His sons also all had wives.  Noah loved his family, he loved God, and he 
loved everyone around him.  So when people started growing selfish and mean it 
hurt Noah’s heart.  He wanted to have a world where everyone loved each other 
and were kind.  But the people were not kind. 

It is told that one day, God spoke to Noah.  God told Noah that the people were 
growing evil, they had become disconnected from God and were always fighting 
each other, they stole things, they were mean to their family, and they never 
stopped to help anyone in need.  God told Noah he was going to flood the earth and 
that Noah’s family would be the only family to survive.  He told Noah to build a big 
boat, a huge boat, in fact a really gigantic boat called an ark and that his family 
would get on the ark and live.  God planned to flood the earth by having it rain for 
40 days and 40 nights! 

Noah told his family what God had told him and they were frightened, but they 
loved and trusted Noah and they loved and trusted God.  So Noah began to build a 
boat. 

Now Noah had a reputation for being a good man.  But have you ever noticed how 
sometimes a good person can be treated badly when people grow disconnected 
from love?  Noah worked on his ark for months and months and the people who 
saw what he was doing laughed at him. They made fun of Noah for listening to 
someone they couldn’t see.  They made fun of him for how many materials he was 
wasting building a boat they didn’t think he would need.  They laughed at him. 

Noah kept building his ark.   

I wonder what made Noah do what God asked him?  How did he know that what 
Spirit told him was worth doing?  I wonder if he ever had any doubts?  The Torah, 
the Jewish holy book, doesn’t tell us if Noah doubted only that he did as he was 
asked to do.  He built his gigantic ark.  

I wonder what it feels like to have faith like that?  To trust the small voice within 
that tells us when something is right for us.   

 
 



 
Part 2: Two By Two 
 
Perhaps Noah had a song in his heart as he built the ark.  He was moved by 
something, in the Torah they say it was God, it was definitely something that 
moved Noah to build his ark.  
When the ark was finished God spoke to Noah again.  He told Noah to get two of 
every kind of animal and put them on the ark, one male and one female.  Noah had 
to travel far and wide, look high and low, to find every kind of animal. 

He got the rhinos to go; the kind that sometimes aren’t interested in 
listening to others but instead just like to pound their own agenda forward. 
He got the giraffes on board – the ones that always thought they were head 
and shoulders above the rest of the crowd. He got the monkeys to get on 
board – the ones who are rarely interested in doing any work because they 
are always playing around. He got the elephants on board, those who never 
forget and are the keepers of history. He got the mice to come – and noticed 
that as they got on board, they were a little timid to say anything excepting 
squeaking in a very soft voice that they wished the elephants would watch 
where they were walking. He got the bees on board – who just buzzed 
around, busy as ever, seeming like they weren’t interested in anything 
around them, but they would spend endless hours repeating back everything 
they heard to the other insects. He got the butterflies on board – who just 
seemed to flit about, here and there, without a care about anyone else 
around them. He got the Owl on board who seemed like he knew the answer 
to everything, but when it came to doing something about it, always said 
"Who me?" "Who me?"  He gathered up the pandas, the cats, the ravens, 
and doves and helped them all onto the ark; all the animals and insects in 
one big boat. 

Then he set about putting food into the ark for his family and for the 
animals.  It wasn’t long after that the sky broke open with thunder and it 
started to rain.  The rain fell hard and did not stop.  It rained all day, then all 
night, then all day again.  It rained all week, then the next week.  It rained 
and rained and as it did the earth flooded.  Only Noah and the animals on 
the ark were safe from the flooding waters.  It rained for 40 days and 40 
nights. Now, Noah and the animals couldn’t just leave the ark.  It had 
stopped raining but there was still water everywhere.  Have you ever noticed 
after a big rain how the streets flood and the water stays in the streets for 
awhile?  It was like that only there was a lot more water. 



 
Part 3: A Little Dove 
The Torah tells us that Noah sent out a dove to see if the rain had receded.  The 
first day Noah opened a window and sent the dove out, the dove flew around but 
had nowhere to land and perch so the dove flew back to the ark.  Noah did this 
again 7 days later, then again, and again until one day the dove flew back with a 
little olive leaf in its beak.  Then Noah knew the waters were beginning to recede. 
He waited seven more days and then sent the dove out again and this time the 
dove did not return.   

This is when Noah knew they could leave the ark.   

Now I would have been worried after seeing all that water.  Noah seems to have 
thought that the waters had receded enough for the Dove to perch somewhere and 
therefore not return to the ark.  I would have wondered if instead the dove was 
tired, if something happened.  I would have had more doubt. 

The story tells us that Noah prayed and God spoke again telling him it was in fact 
time to leave the ark, to come out with his family and all the animals.  

 

Homily: Then, the Rainbow  
 

When I was growing up the Noah’s Ark story was one I heard over and over.  
I heard it in Sunday School and in worship and sitting on my grandmother’s 
lap.  I was fascinated by the all the animals and how big the boat must have 
been to fit all of them, and Noah, and his family, on board.  The most 
important part of the story as I learned it, was the rainbow at the very end. 

When Noah and the animals finally come out of the ark, Noah builds an altar 
to his God.  An altar is a table where sacred things are placed.  Noah builds 
the altar and his God speaks to him one more time.  He promises Noah he 
will never again flood the earth and to symbolize this promise he places a 
rainbow in the sky.  He says to Noah, I have set my rainbow in the clouds, 
and it will be the sign of the covenant between me and the 
earth. 14 Whenever I bring clouds over the earth and the rainbow appears in 
the clouds, 15 I will remember my covenant between me and you and all 
living creatures of every kind. 

The rainbow is the symbol of God’s covenant, his promise with Noah.   



It is from this story we Unitarian Universalist take our language of covenant 
– our foundation as a faith is in covenant, in those promises we make one 
another about how we will be together.  We have created a covenant every 
year in our RE classes.  We have a covenant this congregation created a few 
years ago and each member and participant here is asked to be in covenant 
with one another, to be in this shared, living promise.  We are covenanted 
with other UU congregations as members of the Unitarian Universalist 
Association.  We are a promise making people.  And it is from this story of 
Noah that we take this language of covenant. 

So God makes this promise to Noah and hangs a rainbow in the sky. 

I grew up seeing rainbows as symbols of that promise and symbols of hope. 
My grandmother would point up at a rainbow and say, God is watching. As I 
grew older it was hard for  me to wrap my mind around the God in this 
story.  It is not the God we talk about here when we speak of God from this 
pulpit.  The God in the Noah story is angry – so angry that he floods the 
earth.  I don’t know that God.  But in my childhood, the rainbow meant all is 
well.  My grandmother would smile and hope would take root in my heart.  

As I moved into my teenage years I came to realize I loved people without 
regard to their gender or anatomy. In my new identity as a young queer 
person, the rainbow became important once more.  The rainbow flag has 
been the symbol for the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer 
identified community.   Here I saw the symbol I was taught to view as God’s 
promise associated with equality, freedom, love, and pride. The promise of a 
better world is still held in those rainbow flags.  Noah had longed for a world 
where the fighting and meanness of his neighbors was no more.  The 
rainbow flag holds that same longing, a longing that all people are free to 
love whomever they choose, however they choose, and have the same 
protections and rights as everyone else.  

Last summer we saw marriage equality become the law of the land, but 
there is still so much more work to be done.  There is a backlash in some 
states, particularly in the south, where restrictive and immoral laws are 
being passed to discriminate against people of the lgbtq community.  In 
Mississippi they just passed a law protecting business owners in their right to 
refuse to serve gay or lesbian people in their establishments.  In North 
Caroline and Georgia anti-transgender laws have been enacted which 
demand that trans* people use the bathroom that matches the gender 



assigned to them at birth, not the gender in which they identify and not the 
bathroom where they may be safe.  For many trans people the simple act of 
using the bathroom in public is dangerous.  The rainbow flag is still needed.  
The hope and promise of equality and justice for all is yet to be seen.    

I had the distinct honor of seeing Maya Angelou speak at the University of 
Florida shortly before her death.  Maya Angelou, for those who do not know, 
was an African American woman who was an amazing poet. She had 
overcome a lot of challenges in her early life.  As a child she rarely spoke.  
There were adults in her life who told her she was stupid.  This could have 
been the end of the story of who she was, but there were also adults in her 
life who told her she was beautiful and smart and kind and that she would 
speak when she was ready to speak.  Maya Angelou not only went on to 
write amazing poetry but to perform it all over the world and to be a 
teacher.  So a few years ago when I saw her speak at the university, she 
talked about the challenges in her early years, but she focused on those who 
gave her a sense of hope and pride in who she was as she was.   One of the 
things she spoke of was being a rainbow in someone’s cloud. 

She charged everyone listening to take this in, to think of ways to be a 
rainbow in someone else’s cloud.  I have to tell you as I heard her speak I 
could not stop crying.  I was living away from home for the first time in my 
life.  I had moved across the country to fulfill this deep calling I felt to work 
in this faith and to begin a serious career in religious education.  My family 
was not supportive.  They were afraid and that fear kept them from being 
my rainbows… but my friends, particularly those who were already working 
in Unitarian Universalist ministries, they were my rainbows.  They were my 
cheerleaders.  So hearing Maya Angelou talk about the ways in which simple 
kindness can change your life was something I knew to absolutely be true.  
Be a rainbow in someone’s cloud. 

Our UU theology tells us that the Spirit of Life which some may choose to 
call God, flows through us.  That it is our good deeds, our kind words, our 
acts toward creating a more just world  that embody this concept.  My UU 
friend and colleague Joy Berry calls it serving Good.  That’s what we do 
when we live into our mission of Unitarian Universalism, we serve Good. 

In our youngest religious education classes we use the symbol of the 
rainbow to teach our 7 principles:  7 colors in the rainbow, 7 principles of 



Unitarian Universalism, a cute coincidence but so much more when you 
unpack it. 

If the rainbow was the symbol of God’s covenant, a promise to do good by 
the people…. And a rainbow can be the symbol of lgbtq as a symbol of pride, 
a symbol of hope, the symbol that says we must make good on some of 
these promises… then using this symbol for our principles, which are also 
taught as promises in the earliest grades, essentially supports the idea that 
we are serving Good – we are serving our mission of this faith… we are 
bringing hope wherever we go because we choose to be rainbows in 
someone else’s cloud. 

So the story today tells us that God put a rainbow in the sky as a symbol of 
covenant, of promise to do better by the people and creatures on Earth.   
Like all good stories this one is rich with layers and some of us believe this 
story happened while some of think it’s just a really good story. Either way, 
there is a piece of truth in the story.  There is a spiritual gain in looking at 
what it means to make a promise, to live in covenant with others, to live into 
the promises we make about who we are, how we will be together, and what 
we will do in the world.   


