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RAINBOWS AND UNICORNS 

A Sermon by the Rev. Janet L. Abel 

Preached on the First Sunday of Lent, February 22, 2015 

 

Today’s scripture reading is one of our more 

famous Old Testament stories, but my title, 

which I love, was too long to put on the 

signs out front.  Too many letters, and we 

had to mention some other activities, so 

“Rainbows and Unicorns” just wouldn’t fit.   

Noah’s Story:  Wonderful but Terrifying 

As God Wields His Vengeful Nature 

On its face the Noah story is both wonder-

ful and exciting when we heard or read it as 

kids.  Who doesn’t like rainbows?  They’re 

beautiful.  And all those animals and the Ark 

and a lucky family floating safely on the 

waters of the great flood.  I love water.  

Well, maybe there’s a little too much water 

in this yarn, but you know what I mean.  We 

love all this excitement.   

But this is a story of terror too, when you 

think about Noah and the great flood.   

By the way, have any of you seen the most 

recent movie about Noah?  What did you 

think?  He was not only the captain of the 

Ark, but he basically went to fight with his 

neighbors.  Noah was played by Russell 

Crowe, and Anthony Hopkins was the leader 

of the no-goodniks, who were drowned in 

the flood.   

God Regrets His Creation; Wipes It Out 

But that’s the thing.  Everybody except the 

family of Noah gets wiped out.  God regrets 

his creation.  Very early in the Bible, it goes 

into why God decides, “I must order up a 

do-over.  I created all this, and these people 

are just running amok.  I don’t know what to 

do.  I know what.  I’m going to start over.”   

God’s precipitate reaction reminds us of a 

puerile child destroying its sand castle or 

deciding in a fit of jealousy to smash that of 

another child.  That’s what happened to me 

many times at the beach, when my brother 

wrecked my castle after all my hours of 

labor, and I, like God, had to start over.   

“Never Again,” God Promises; 

“See That ‘Bow?  The Rain will End” 

This is exactly what God decides to do.  He 

picks one whole family, that of Noah, who is 

righteous, we’re told, and they pick male 

and female pairs of animals to float away 

with them in the Ark.   

After the floodwaters recede, God makes his 

first major covenant with humanity.  Now 

we come to the words of the promise.  “I 

will never do this again,” God says.  “When 

. . . the [rain]bow is seen in the clouds, I will 

remember my covenant that is between me 

and you [Noah] and every living creature of 

all flesh; and the waters shall never again 

become a flood to destroy all flesh.”   

This is repeated over and over in Genesis.  It 

isn’t just about humanity.  It is the promise 

God makes with everything, including ani-

mals, and it underlines their importance with 
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representative numbers of all living flesh 

boarding the Ark two-by-two.   

God says, “See that ‘bow?  That means the 

rain is going to end.”  When the flood finally 

does end, the myth has it that the Ark comes 

to rest on top of Mount Ararat.  The sun 

comes out, and they all go forth, un-

doubtedly excited to debark after 150 days 

of floating around with all those animals and 

their family household, including Noah’s 

wife, three sons, and their wives.  As a sign 

of that promise, we have a rainbow, and of 

course the rainbow comes out when there’s 

sun.   

Looking for a Rainbow?  How to Find It 

Not being a scientist, I can’t go into this as 

Art would, but I know enough that, after it’s 

been raining and then you start to see the 

sun, if you look in the opposite direction, 

you just might see a rainbow shining from 

reflections in the raindrops.   

How many of you have been to Ireland?  I 

saw a rainbow almost every day while there.  

Also in Hawaii.  That state is very sunny and 

beautiful, but it rains almost every day there 

as well.  It’s called the “Rainbow State” 

because rainbows appear all the time, and 

they are truly radiant.   

Loveliest of All Animals, Unicorns Miss 

Boarding the Ark, Are Left in the Flood 

I love “The Unicorn Song” by the Irish 

Rovers.  We’re getting to that time of year 

when all things are Irish.  Our Saint Pat-

rick’s Day parade is coming up, for which 

we pop popcorn and celebrate with our town 

and maybe sell hot dogs again.  It’s a great 

deal of fun.   

Do you remember the words of “The 

Unicorn Song”?  It’s one of the biggest hits 

of the Irish Rovers.  “A long time ago when 

the earth was green, there were more kinds 

of animals than you’ve ever seen. § They’d 

run around free while the earth was being 

born, and the loveliest of them all was the 

unicorn. § There were green alligators and 

long-necked geese and hump-backed camels 

and some chimpanzees. § Some cats and rats 

and elephants as sure as you’re born, but the 

loveliest of all was the unicorn.”  (It’s hard 

for me to read this lyric without singing it.) 

Connecting the Unicorn Story 

To the Noah and Harry Potter Stories 

Connecting the unicorn to the story of Noah 

is interesting, if somewhat contrived.  The 

unicorn stands for innocence and utter 

purity, the most beautiful of animals.   

It’s a myth, of course, and The Irish Rovers 

contributed to it, but like all myths, the 

unicorns eventually died away in the flood 

and more or less disappeared from our folk-

lore.   

They are animals of mythology with a single 

large horn centered on their foreheads.  They 

are usually very white with a big flowing 

mane, sometimes in rainbow colors.  You 

can connect it in some ways to the story of 

Noah, but killing a unicorn is the most 

utterly evil deed that can be done.  Yet 

unicorns really didn’t make it on the Ark, 

did they, according to the song?  So who 

was guilty of that merciless deed?   

Surely not God, Do You Think? 

Loving Harry Potter films as I do, I re-

member a scene in which dead unicorns are 
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found in the forest behind the castle.  We 

know who killed them, of course.  It was 

Lord Voldemort, the perfect representation 

of evil in Harry Potter’s world.  He would 

stop at nothing to live, and unicorn blood 

apparently satisfied his unquenchable thirst 

to go on committing unspeakable crimes.  

That explains finding all those unicorn 

bodies out there in the woods.   

All People Must Die Except the Family 

Who Are Saved as God’s Most Faithful 

So God gets angry and decides on a do-over.  

All people died except one servile family.  

And all the animals died too, except for the 

ones on the Ark.  Now I ask, how could we 

believe this of a loving God?   

I still do love The Unicorn Song, but even as 

a kid, I was distressed and haunted by some 

verses:  “The Ark started moving.  It drifted 

with the tide. § The unicorns looked up from 

the rocks, and they cried.”  They were out 

there playing and didn’t hear Noah calling 

them until it was too late.   

God Gives Humans a Second Chance; 

Why Did He Blow It the First Time? 

Some of you might remember the Genesis 

series that was on PBS a long time ago.  Bill 

Moyers started by gathering scholars; Chris-

tians, Jews, and Muslims; liberals and 

conservatives.  And he got them together to 

talk about the nature stories of Genesis.  It 

was filmed, and a book was published as a 

companion to the film series.  There were 

great discussions, and one of the episodes 

was called “Apocalypse,” meaning the end.  

It was the title for the Noah story.  Here are 

a couple of quotes from that discussion:   

“Barney,” said Moyers, “You’re the news-

paperman among us.  If you were doing this 

story for the front page of The Wall Street 

Journal tomorrow, what would be your 

headline?”  Barney answered, “‘God De-

stroys the World.’  The subhead would prob-

ably read, ‘One Family Survives with Many 

Animals.’”   

Sam, another member of the group, said, 

“You know, my headline would not have 

been, ‘God Destroys the World,’ but it 

would be, ‘God Gives Humans a Second 

Chance.’  My emphasis would fall on the 

rainbow and the cloud and the second 

chance.”   

I’m going to break in here and say, “That’s 

usually what believers in a merciful God 

would do with this story.”   

The God of Vengeance Suddenly Turns  

to Mercy; Where Did He Go Wrong? 

Instead of taking the story literally, we take 

what we want from it and focus on the 

rainbow that follows the deluge.  The rain 

ends, and a second chance is offered by the 

God of mercy.  But where did this story 

really come from?   

I’m sure you’re all well aware that the story 

of a catastrophic flood is in practically every 

ancient culture, with stories and myths about 

a gigantic flood that they believe happened.  

There is even archeological evidence for 

some big floods in several of the areas 

where people began to gather, first as 

families and later as groups, for self-

protection and barter.   
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What’s the Source of the Noah Story? 

Now I’m going to give you just a bit of 

history, not to bore you, but I think it’s 

interesting.  In our Spiritual Book Club, we 

have been talking about ancient history:  

The pre-history of Abraham and Samarian, 

Akkadian, and Babylonian history.  This is 

where history comes from.   

Probably at some very early point in time, 

there was a major flood.  Out of this a myth 

developed as a narrative in which a great 

flood, usually sent by a deity, destroys 

civilization, often in an act of divine retri-

bution.   

Water First Gives Life, then Destroys It 

Parallels are often drawn between the flood-

waters of these myths and the primeval 

waters found in creation myths.  God first 

has to create the earth and the waters, which 

then usually stand for chaos.  The flood-

waters are described as a measure for the 

cleansing of humanity in preparation for 

rebirth.  Most such myths also give rise to a 

culture hero much like Noah, who survives 

to ensure this rebirth.   

The flood motif is widespread among many 

cultures, as in Mesopotamian flood stories 

and Hindu religious books from India.  

There are books of Greek mythology about a 

flood, and of course there’s the Genesis 

story in the Bible.  We also find such stories 

in the lore of the Incan and Mayan peoples 

in Mesoamerica, tribes of the Native Amer-

icans, the people of South America, and the 

people of Australia. 

Just a little about the Mesopotamians, who 

are the source of probably the oldest stories.  

These stories concern the epics of Ziusudra 

and King Gilgamesh.  You’ve probably 

heard of The Epic of Gilgamesh, found in 

the Deluge Tablet in the Sumerian kingdom.  

This epic relies on the flood motif to divide 

its history between the pre- and postflood 

periods.  Preflood kings had enormous life 

spans like those in our Bible, where post-

flood life spans were greatly reduced.   

God Gets the Blame for Life and Death 

Clearly, almost every ancient people have a 

similar story and one family who survive 

destruction to continue the line.  So why 

would ancient peoples take a natural disaster 

that may have happened, like a flood, and 

pin the blame on God?  In our under-

standing, this was an ancient way of arrang-

ing the world to suit the beliefs of pre-

history.   

And why was there a sacrificial system that 

pretty much all ancient peoples had devel-

oped, including the Jewish people.  Sooner 

or later most of these peoples decided to 

stop sacrificing humans and turned to ani-

mals for assuaging evil spirits.  This practice 

was carried out in the Jewish temple until 

the time of its destruction by the Romans 

around 70 A.D.  (Some ancient peoples did 

not end the practice of human sacrifice until 

much later in history.) 

What Was the Basic Assumption Here? 

Why sacrifice to God in the first place?  I 

think our distant ancestors performed this 

ritual because their basic assumption was, if 

you can believe this general statement, that 

God was angry.  And why was God angry?  

Because he was angry at evildoing by every-
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one except Noah, who was the only right-

eous man.   

So sacrifices developed to appease the angry 

gods.  And as I said, if you go way back to 

human sacrifices, sometime thereafter ani-

mals were substituted for people.  Yet the 

saving of animals is a significant factor in 

the Noah story.   

What if, at the beginning of this Lenten 

season and always afterward, we change the 

basic assumption that most people have had 

about God because the practice of sacrifice 

was supplanted by penance, wasn’t it?  

How?  By the less-bloody practice of con-

fession, by trying to relieve ourselves of the 

inherent guilt in our humanity.   

If Humans Can Change God’s 

Name from Anger to Love, It Could  

Also Be Further Changed by Man’s 

Creation of a New Mold for God’s Nature 

What if we say instead that God is love, as 

it’s said in the Bible many times over.  But 

what if we really mean it?  Instead of God 

being angry, God is love.  Wouldn’t that 

change everything?   

Last Wednesday we started our Lenten time 

together in the chapel for the Ash Wednes-

day service.  We didn’t use ashes, though, 

because they are a symbol of mourning.  

Those who receive ashes pasted on their 

foreheads may be unconsciously acknow-

ledging guilt, as though saying, basically, 

I’m sorry.   

And God reminds us that, as humans, we are 

limited by our errors and emotions.  That 

seems to be true, but it’s also a basic 

assumption of guilt that we have made God 

angry.  Then we want to appease him by acts 

of kindness or maybe giving up something 

for Lent.  This bypasses feelings of guilt and 

is certainly better than human sacrifice as 

well as perhaps a little better than penance 

and its association with feelings of guilt.   

Bringing “God Is Love” into Lent 

By Honoring Humanity in God 

We talked about the belief that God is love 

and how to celebrate that belief during Lent.  

Can we think of something to do in this time 

of six weeks that celebrates God as love?  

Can we think of something we can do for 

others?  Can we think of something we can 

do for ourselves?  Something that might 

give us joy.  Something that you could think 

about as penance, if you really want to 

follow the outdated theistic prescription for 

salving guilt.   

But I would encourage you to think about 

how to honor humanity in God.  Do this 

with your partner.  Do this for somebody 

else.  Write a check to CHOW.  One sug-

gestion was to reconcile with a family 

member with whom you’re on the outs.  Or 

a friend with whom you haven’t talked 

recently.  Send that note.  Make that phone 

call.   

Do Something for Others; Do It for Your-

self; Do It with Others; Do It with God 

Do something you love, whether it’s work-

ing with animals or volunteering.  Some-

thing like drawing a picture.  You seldom 

take time for that.  You might have loved to 

draw as a child, and then you got busy and 

stopped doing it.  Sing a song.  Dance a 

dance.  Why not just dance in your house?  
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Why not put on a song and dance?  Offer it 

to God.   

Celebrate our humanity, made in God’s 

image.  Celebrate the truth that God is love, 

not anger.  Maybe focus on the rainbow.  

You Might as Well Throw Out the Bible 

We understand the meaning of these ancient 

stories, and if we don’t believe them 

literally, some people say, “Then that’s it.  

You don’t believe in the Bible.  You might 

as well throw it out.”   

That is not what I’m saying, of course.  

These ancient stories are in the Bible for a 

reason, a very important story, a way of 

showing us how humanity deals with things 

like floods.  We are always looking for 

reasons for things, aren’t we?   

We don’t like chaos.  We don’t like things 

just happening without a reason, right?  

We’re always searching for that reason.  

Ancient people said, “Oh well, what hap-

pened is because God is angry.”  But that’s 

not the reason.  Floods happen, and God 

helps us deal with them.  God helps us send 

meals to those who’ve lost their homes and 

must rebuild.   

Why, we have rooms right upstairs for 

people who come in to help others.  People 

dealing with things like floods can stay 

overnight with us while they work on a job, 

perhaps for days at a time.   

We Take Pride in Our Rainbow Banner, 

A Symbol of Our Open Acceptance of All 

As you know, we fly our rainbow banner 

here with great pride as a symbol of our 

stance of being open and accepting of all 

people.   

I didn’t know until recently where the 

rainbow flag and the connection to gay 

rights came from.  Well, I’ll tell you.  The 

original gay pride flag flew in the San 

Francisco Gay Freedom Day parade on June 

25, 1978.  An artist named Gilbert Baker 

thought it up.  He had a couple of extra 

colors that had been taken out of the flag 

because the fabric is hard to get.  Initially 

the gay pride flag had hot pink.   

The colors stand for different things.  Hot 

pink in particular stood for sexuality, but 

fabric companies had trouble making hot 

pink, so that idea was dumped and the 

banner became a true rainbow flag.  It’s also 

associated with peace, but as you know it 

has become symbolic of gay rights.   

The Rain Will End; the Rainbow Will 

Appear; a New Age Dawns; God Is Love 

The rain does end, and a new age dawns.  

From the Genesis conversation led by Bill 

Moyers, from that book, a woman named 

Blu had this to say about the Noah story:  “If 

you don’t take it completely literally, what 

do you do?”  She continues, “This is the 

point of the whole story.  The truth is that 

people have always lived with floods and 

chaos.  Here the Bible is telling us that such 

destruction will never happen again, at least 

not on a planetary scale, because God really 

cares.”   

God promises, “I’m never, ever going to do 

this again.  I’m not going to take my marbles 

and walk away when things go awry.”   
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Building a Relationship  

Between God and Humanity 

That promise is the beginning of the per-

manent relationship between God and hu-

manity.  (And animals, I would add.)  The 

covenantal relationship is about staying 

together and trying to perfect the world 

together.  It’s a process that’s still going on 

because the world is far from perfect, yet it 

is not without hope.  That’s what the 

religious enterprise is all about, that there’s 

always hope.   

The rain will end.  The rainbow will appear.  

And God is love.   

Amen. 

 


