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Scotland: eighth highest alcohol consumption per head of any country in the world.  England and Wales divorce rate stands at 56% of all marriages, highest in EU. Marriages at historic low since records began. More than half of all babies to British-born mothers born out of wedlock. 
UK prison population up from 61470 in 1997 to 82596 last week and expected to rise to 90,000 by 2015. Hundreds protest against new Titan “superprison” for 2500 inmates in Warrington. Panic over youth knife crime. 

Pound devalues 25% against the euro and hundreds of thousands of Poles return home. Anglo-Saxon contraception and abortion leads towards extinction: by 2018 Leicester will be a white minority city, followed by Birmingham about 2024 and Bradford around 2031.
Feel depressed yet? And you aren’t even reading the Daily Mail! Have things changed much? 

Yahweh saw that the wickedness of man was great on the earth, and that the thoughts in his heart fashioned nothing but wickedness all day long. Yahweh regretted having made man on the earth, and his heart grieved. 'I will rid the earth's face of man, my own creation,' Yahweh said 'and of animals also, reptiles too, and the birds of heaven; for I regret having made them.'
Global warming. Rising sea levels. The Thames Barrier overwhelmed by a storm surge at spring tide? A second Flood?

The story of Noah and the Flood has not lost its topicality. It is an ancient near eastern story found in Babylonian, Sumerian and other cultures. In this weekend’s Mass we focus on God’s Covenant with Noah after the flood, a covenant with all humanity which antedates the covenants with Abraham, Moses and the chosen people of Israel.
The Flood narrative probably arises from catastrophic events around the Persian Gulf and on the flood plain between the rivers Tigris and Euphrates in Mesopotamia, present-day Iraq. Many speculations have tried to explain the “universal” flood, including a theory about the Mediterranean breaking through the Bosphorus about 5600 BC, flooding the previously freshwater lake now called the Black Sea.
Ryan and Pitman, geologists at Columbia University, suggested in 1998: “Ten cubic miles [42 km3] of water poured through each day, two hundred times what flows over Niagara Falls. …The Bosphorus flume roared and surged at full spate for at least three hundred days.”

Others have attempted to link this with the traditional site for Noah’s ark coming to rest, on the slopes of Mount Ararat in historic Armenia – present day north-east Turkey.

Finding its way into Sacred Scripture, the Jewish writers, inspired by the Holy Spirit, infused the ancient story with new theological meaning. What is important is not so much the historicity of the events in the text, but the religious message it carries. It is much more than a nice story for children about animals and the ark. 

It begins with the waywardness of humanity, which has grown worse and worse since the original sin. Divine dissatisfaction and wrath expresses the fact that God’s holiness and human sinfulness are incompatible. 
And God said to Noah: “I am determined to make an end of all flesh; for the earth is filled with violence through them: behold I will destroy them with the earth.”
Human wrongdoing brings in its wake disintegration and destruction. In opposing the will of God, we do not damage Him. We simply destroy our own lives, our souls and our happiness.

“Noah was a righteous man, blameless in his generation, and he walked with God.” He is the prototype of the just man, from whom God creates a new humanity. He stands out against the crowd and goes God’s way. He foreshadows the holy remnant of Israel, the anawim, who in future centuries would form the nucleus of an Israel regenerated and renewed. 
God works through small numbers of faithful and loyal disciples who remain true to him, when the rest of society is swept away in a tide of immorality and unfaithfulness. This surely has relevance for today.

The Jews were not a seagoing race, and they feared the sea. In Genesis the ocean is a symbol of chaos and disorder. The rising of the floodwaters spoke to them of the forces of evil and sin threatening to overwhelm God’s created order.
“In the six hundredth year of Noah's life, in the second month, and on the seventeenth day of that month, that very day all the springs of the great deep broke through, and the sluices of heaven opened. It rained on the earth for forty days and forty nights.”

“And so all things of flesh perished that moved on the earth, birds, cattle, wild beasts, everything that swarms on the earth, and every man. Everything with the breath of life in its nostrils died, everything on dry land. Yahweh destroyed every living thing on the face of the earth, man and animals, reptiles, and the birds of heaven. He rid the earth of them, so that only Noah was left, and those with him in the ark.”
The lesson of the Flood story is that our world is always on the brink of tragedy, called down by human sinfulness. For all His power, God may choose not to prevent the catastrophe, unless we humans cease to arrogate His place and stop our deeds of violence and bloodshed.  Even the righteous are scarcely saved. Only a hair’s breadth separates God’s justice and His mercy.
The innocence of Eden is a long faded memory, and we can pull Creation down to destruction on top of our own corpses, unless we repent and turn to God. God cannot be blamed if He stands by and allows human beings, with free will, to destroy themselves. A thermonuclear conflict would be the quickest and most violent demonstration of this – ecological catastrophe a slower route.
However, “where sin abounded, grace did more abound.” Against the background of an arrogant and unredeemed humanity, and a violent, feuding cosmos, God, still gracious, works out His wonderful plan of salvation:
Noah offers sacrifice to God for his deliverance from the flood. With the one man and his family who have escaped the cataclysm, God begins a new creation and promises indemnity to man: 

“Never again will I curse the earth because of man, because his heart contrives evil from his infancy. Never again will I strike down every living thing as I have done.  'As long as earth lasts, sowing and reaping, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night shall cease no more.”
Just as He had done to Adam, God re-entrusts the world to Noah and his descendants:

'Be fruitful, multiply and fill the earth. Be the terror and the dread of all the wild beasts and all the birds of heaven, of everything that crawls on the ground and all the fish of the sea; they are handed over to you. Every living and crawling thing shall provide food for you, no less than the foliage of plants. I give you everything, with this exception: you must not eat flesh with life, that is to say blood, in it.”

The difference is that now man may slay the animals for food. There is enmity and fear between humans and the animal world.

God offers a covenant to humanity: “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.”

To the pagans, the rainbow was the sign of the wrath of the gods, a divine weapon. The Hebrew word is usually translated “a bow of war.” God turns it into a perpetual reminder of His covenant with humanity.  It is a sign high above man, between heaven and earth, a symbol of peace after the storm. 
The Church has linked the floodwaters with the waters of the Red Sea, which during the Exodus saved the Israelites but drowned the pursuing Egyptians. She regards them too as a symbol of baptism:

“The water of the flood is a type of baptism because it both punished evil people and saved the good, just as baptism expels evil spirits and saves those who turn to Christ. This shows the great power of baptism, and how much we need it.” (Andreas)

Lent, in its turn, is a period of spiritual training for the renewal of our own baptismal promises at Easter:
“Soon after He had been baptised he performed a fast of forty days by Himself, and He taught and informed us by His example that, after we have received forgiveness of sins in baptism, we should devote ourselves to vigils , feasts, prayers and other spiritually fruitful things, less when we are sluggish and less vigilant the unclean spirit expelled from our heart by baptism may return, and finding us fruitless in spiritual riches, weigh us down again with a sevenfold pestilence, and our last state would then  be worse than the first.” (St Bede the Venerable, Homilies on the Gospels, c.720 AD)
