
"Hang Up Your Bow" 
Psalm 8, Phil 2: 2-11; Genesis 9:8-17 

Dr. Catherine Taylor 
Blacksburg Presbyterian Church 

May 22, 2016 
 

Many wonderful things are on our table today. 
 It's the end of the year,  
  when we celebrate our church school teachers  
   and give thanks to God for the ways  
    they are teaching our children.  
It is graduation weekend for our high school seniors  
 and in a moment we are going to honor  
  that milestone in their lives.  
It is the first Sunday of a three-Sunday Season of Creation and 
 we are going to spend some serious time  
    in the next three weeks thinking about the earth  
     and our God-given responsibility to protect and sustain it.  
 We'll have an opportunity to make pledges to protect to earth,  
  and, if you did that with us last year,  
   to renew and extend the pledges we have already made.  
Finally, to top it off, today is Trinity Sunday,  
 the day when we ponder the mystery of God's being and nature,  
  at least to the extent that we can.  
   We celebrate the God who is one and yet more than one  
    and what that mystery means for our lives. 
 
We have all these things on our table and to my astonishment 
 as I thought of them all this week, they came together for me 
  in what might seem like the least likely way:   
   they all come together in the Trinity. 
 
Now we are not using lectionary scriptures today, 
 we're not using the scriptures for Trinity Sunday, either.  
A group of folks sat down and selected creation scriptures  
 for this first Sunday of our Season of Creation.  
And yet all of the passages turn out to reveal  
 things about the mysterious nature of the triune God 
  things that lay a clear demand on our lives.  
 
Even people who don't know much of anything about the Trinity  
 can probably tell you that we say God is One and yet Three, 
  a bit of nonsensical math if that's all you think it is.  
 But perhaps a better way to think of it is  
  that the God is One community of three, a community of love. 
 A simultaneous community of Creator, Christ and Spirit,  



  of unity and mutuality in which no one is higher,  
   no one is stronger, no one is less.   
It's not God up here with the Son and Spirit below. 
 The triangle goes like this [indicate] with the flat side up. 
  Yes, indeed, all three are totally equal to each other. 
 
That’s not an arrangement we experience often, if ever;  
 it is well outside what we witness between people,  
  not to mention nations day to day.   
Does it matter? Yes, because without the Triune God  
 we begin to imagine that hierarchies are the natural way of things.  
  But that can’t be if God,  
   who made all nature and all that is,  
    rejects such ranking within God’s very self.    
Hierarchies may be common. They are highly preferred, 
 certainly, by the people who usually end up at the top.   
  But they are not natural, nor,  
   since we are made in the image of God,  
    are up and down arrangements good or right for human life. 
Instead, the triune nature of God should inspire us  
 to critique those hierarchies around us  
  where someone is always higher or stronger than someone else,  
   who is, therefore, always made out to be small.   
 
Psalm 8 explains it wonderfully.  
 Psalm 8 gives us a picture of God as powerful  
  and yet fundamentally uninterested  
   in acting as the one at the top of the heap.   
The psalm begins with an outpouring of overwhelming praise:  
 “O Lord, our Sovereign, how majestic is thy name in all the earth!”  
Indeed, not only earth but all of heaven  
 acknowledge that God is glorious.   
  But just as the paint on this picture  
   of power and majesty is beginning to dry,  
    comes the word that God has enemies. Did you hear it? 
God is Sovereign yet God is opposed.   
 A hierarchical hero might respond to opposition  
  by crushing the opponent underfoot, but not God.  
God’s defense against those who hate God  
 is not a crushing blow or bold action.  
  God’s defense is made by...the sounds of infants.   
   Babies, the most helpless among us,  
    are the ones who chant God’s all-sovereign name.   
     Their song stills the foe. 
 
What? What kind of powerful sovereign   



 relies on infants’ cries and cooings  
  as a rampart to hold back a foe?   
God, that’s who. The esteem of the weakest beings in the world  
 is the very thing that proves and protects God’s majesty.   
This is so startling, so wonderfully upside down!  
 The writer of psalm 8 would not have known  
  that this image would one day be acted out in a stable under the stars,  
   but surely he or she would not have been surprised.   
The writer already knew that the best we know of all God’s power  
 can be felt in the grip of a tiny newborn hand,  
  or heard in a baby’s sigh. 
 
The psalm moves quickly from the news  
 that God’s surest defense comes from infants  
  to a song of praise again.   
Who can look at the heavens, the moon and the stars  
 without feeling overshadowed and insignificant?  
But, again, no. Humankind has a special place in creation.  
 God shares power with us, so much so  
  that humankind has been granted dominion, says the psalmist,  
   over every creeping, crawling, running, climbing, swimming thing.   
God entrusts creation to our hands,  
 and even allows us to abuse it,  
  so intent is God upon sharing the sovereign power that is God’s alone.  
Again, this willingness to give up so much power is a mystery,  
 but it is very revealing of who God is.   
  Just as the way we abuse that trust  
   often reveals who we are, too.   
 
In the letter to the church at Philippi,  
 Paul makes the identical point. 
  Jesus had all the power of God at his disposal, 
   yet took the form of a slave,  
    the lowest of the low, not a tyrant king. 
He emptied himself,  
 became one of us, living and dying for us in complete humility. 
  To be God is to rely on the power of defenseless love 
   to accomplish astonishing things. 
 
And this divine disarmament is there again in Genesis,  
 at the end of the saga of the flood, and Noah and the ark. 
It's important to remember where the story of the flood began. 
 God created the world to be good, harmonious and obedient, 
  but it didn't turn out that way.  
Humankind turned out to be rebellious and cruel. 
 One day God looked into human hearts 



  and saw nothing but violence and evil. 
   God felt heartbroken and betrayed.  
    Rather than leave us to the suffering 
     we were inflicting on each other and creation 
      God decided to blot our humankind in a great flood. 
 Yet when the flood waters were gone,  
  God knew full well that the people who made up the new creation 
   weren't going to any better than the last lot. 
Humankind was hopeless and creation had not changed. 
 The only thing the flood changed was the heart of God. 
  So God made a pledge to stay with us,  
   to endure, and sustain the world,      
    God makes a covenant promise never to destroy the earth again. 
 
Did you notice that the covenant has nothing whatsoever to do with Noah. 
 Noah is not required to do anything at all. 
The covenant is all God's doing, all God’s choice, 
 an act of amazing graciousness, the very self-giving of God. 
The covenant is not only with the human community 
 represented by Noah and his family. 
  It is also with all the creatures of the earth  
   saved from the flood in the ark. 
We are hearing is the voice of the Creator 
 acting out a drama of loyalty with creation, 
  God pledges creation will be safe from every jeopardy 
   because God has decided to hang up God's bow.  
No, the bow is not a sentimental or romantic or political symbol. 
 Neither does it signify all the diverse peoples of the earth. 
As you heard me tell the children,  
 the bow is a weapon of destruction and hostility, 
  a bow and arrows—and God has hung up the bow forever. 
Even more amazing, the bow hangs in the sky to remind God 
 of the covenant God made, not us. 
 
Friends, the God who is a community of love,  
 who made us and the world and every living thing 
  made us in God's own image to be partners. 
We have been made to be more than other creatures 
 --little less than God, says the Psalm, 
 so that we might express this 
  image of care and covenant, of protecting and defending the earth. 
Because God will never, never, never, never use coercion again, 
 --because the bow has been hung up for all time-- 
  we are free to despise this covenant. 
We are even free to hear that we have dominion  
 and interpret the word to mean we can do whatever we want  



 with the earth and our little, or big pieces of it 
  including the selfish destruction of our garden home. 
But if we truly act as people made in the image of a community of love,  
 we will act as God does, as Jesus did, as the Spirit is working to put the good of all 
living things ahead of our own desires. 
   Astonishingly, what happens when we do this 
    is a creation that sustains us all. 
 
Two hundred years ago, a little less than two years ago,  
 Henry David Thoreau wrote this: 
 
On that day your eyes will be open, you will gaze straight into the eyes of Nature, and in 
its mirror you will see your own image. You will know that you have returned to yourself, 
that when you hid from Nature, you hid from yourself. When you return you will see that 
from you, from your hands and from your feet, from your body and from your soul, 
heavy, hard, oppressive fragments will fall away and you will stand erect. On that day 
you will know that your former life did not befit you, that you must renew all things, your 
food, your drink, your dress, your home, your manner of work, and your mode of 
study— everything! On that day, deep in your heart, you will know that you had been 
wandering until you returned to Nature. For you did not know life. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


