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			“The story of Noah and the Flood provides an excellent vehicle to explore the idea of resiliency in the face of life’s challenges. Payne’s reworking of this story, using fictional characters whose understanding grows as they mature, suggests methods to not only explore one’s faith but also deal with the reality that we all will be forced into situations that require us to seek out the help that is available through theological reflection, emotional reevaluation, and psychological aids in this Quantum Age.”

			—Victor Matthews, Ph.D. Professor Emeritus of the School of Religious Studies, Missouri State University 

			Dr. Payne brings his many years of experience as a minister, hospital chaplain, and licensed counselor to explore the concept of resilience in a novel way by using the biblical story of Noah and the 40-day flood as a format. The book guides readers on an examination of the many elements contributing to resilience via the perspectives of theology, ethics, and modern-day psychology. The chapter construction, collaboration of the aforementioned disciplines and incorporation of eclectic references combined to take me on a journey. Also, each chapter concludes with helpful, practical exercises to strengthen resilience. The insights and tools contained in this intriguing book can make us all more ­resilient—something we clearly need in dealing with the tumultuous challenges of our current world.

			—John F. Johnson II, DDS, MS Retired Surgeon

			“The Christian book market is flooded with shallow spirituality that nonetheless drowns unwitting readers under a swell of unreasonable promises. Larry Payne instead invites us to reimagine the story of Noah for our own lives and in the process learn resilience for living. You won’t find a better combination of biblical scholarship, spiritual insights, and honest engagement with the human condition that leaves you with a more hopeful faith.”

			—Rev. George Mason, Ph.D. Founder and President, Faith Commons

			Through an in-depth exploration of the story of Noah in the Bible, Dr. Payne skillfully interweaves his extensive knowledge of theology with psychology and counseling concepts to teach readers about cultivating different aspects of resiliency in their own lives. He includes useful reflection exercises throughout the book that facilitate the application of the material in meaningful ways. Readers will gain knowledge about developing components of resilience such as emotional regulation, social support, and finding purpose.

			

			—Dr. Sharla Boyd, Ph.D.

			“Life moves fast. We move from one activity to the next in the blink of an eye. In Your Ark in the Storm, Larry Payne invites us to spend some time with the story of Noah. As I read, I was reminded of the power of story in general, and the power of Noah’s story particularly, to draw us toward well-being. Get on board with Noah. You will be better for the journey!”

			—Chris S. Baker, D.Min., Pastor and author of The Invitation: How Open and Relational Theology Enhances N.T. Wright’s Use of Vocation in Atonement

			There’s a lot packed into these pages—and for good reason! Processing the troubles, tragedies, and travails of life is a long voyage; and Larry Payne is a trusted guide. For anyone wanting or absolutely needing another way of thinking about God’s presence in the suffering and struggles of this world, Larry’s book is safe harbor. Your Ark in the Storm is a refuge from harmful theology and a really helpful resource for meditation and conversation written with the conviction that God is love and God is good—all the time. 

			—Rev. Ryon Price, Senior Pastor, Broadway Baptist Church, Fort Worth, Texas

			Drawing on a lifetime of ministry as well as Larry Payne’s deeply felt encounters with suffering as a hospital chaplain, Your Ark in the Storm is a needful and contemporary resetting of the story of Noah as a guide to trauma and resilience. Payne’s “Quantum Age” names more than the strange world surfaced by quantum science. It describes our larger contemporary condition: life in an ancient and evolving universe whose hidden possibilities and profound interrelationships have unsettled inherited certainties about matter, meaning, and God. It beckons to an emergent and evolving universe alive with both uncertainty and possibility. Within that world, Payne offers a compassionate understanding of a God who shares our grief and calls us toward the open possibilities of healing. This generously researched and pastorally wise book speaks to those who seek resilience during hardship, helping them move faithfully forward in a constantly changing world.

			—Bryan Giemza, Texas Tech Professor of Humanities and author of the forthcoming God of Dark Matter

			

			Sitting through countless Sunday School classes and hearing sermons preached, I have been more than a little disturbed by the Biblical story of a worldwide flood God sent as punishment for people who didn’t live up to a divinely directed code. What about all the children who drowned? What about all the animals who weren’t invited to board the ark? What about all the delicate plants and flowers? All of that carnage because God got fed up? Wasn’t there a better solution? 

			Maybe you have wondered about some of these same things. Maybe you too have thought there must be more to the story than just the story.

			Larry Payne takes readers on a journey to explore the finer truths within the story. Larry writes from a place of historical grounding and practical application. He is not afraid to engage the text, nor does he settle for easy, unsatisfying answers to tough questions. Instead, he wrestles with questions from the heart and with a solid theological base.

			Larry captures the creative instincts of Christian believers when he asks, “Does God act to deliberately interrupt our life, or utilize the disruption for new directions? The debate has been fierce. But it may be unnecessary. God is never, ever absent from each moment of our life, joining us as a dynamic partner to inspire the best outcome possible.

			—Tracy L Tucker, ThD, BCC, CT, author of Can We Talk About Death? An Open and Relational Vision

			The book provides people of the Christian faith with an accessible introduction to the psychological concept of resiliency by grounding it in the familiar story of Noah and the Ark. Through the step-by-step progression of Noah’s journey, Larry Payne introduces readers to important components of resiliency, including emotional awareness, supportive relationships, hope, flexibility, self-compassion, and personal responsibility. The Ark narrative provides a meaningful context for understanding how resiliency can help individuals navigate hardship, trauma, and the challenges that follow. By combining biblical reflection with psychological insight and personal application, the book provides readers with useful information to understand and develop resiliency in their life and faith. 

			—James Ward, LPA

			

			Most of us love a great story. In Your Ark in the Storm, Larry Payne weaves compelling modern stories throughout a forty-day journey through the ancient story of Noah. Along the way, we follow a family whose faith grows and changes through good times, hard times, tragedy, trauma, loss, and doubt. Through their experiences, Larry helps us discover how faith can grow more resilient and how we, too, can become stronger amid life’s storms.

			Rather than treating Noah simply as a story about ancient history, Larry invites us to discover its deeper truths about God, faith, and human flourishing. Your Ark in the Storm takes an old, familiar story and makes it fresh again, connecting it with a relational vision of God and practical wisdom for becoming more resilient in the lives we are actually living.

			—Chris Hanson, M.D., Th.D., author of Open and Relational Parenting: Loving Parents Reflecting a Loving God
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			To Jan,

			Love of my life, companion on the journey,

			exemplar of Resilience

		

	
		

		
			Table of Contents

			Introduction

			A Troubled World

			1.	A Story for the Ages

			2.	A Story of Exile for All of Us

			3.	Yesterday’s Stories Will Become Today’s Experiences

			4.	The God Who Watches All

			5.	Discovering Noah: God’s Sidekick

			6.	Grieved: Truth That Changes Everything About God

			7.	The Monster of the Flood and Beyond

			A Great Man and a Great Boat

			8.	Noah’s View of the World

			9.	All You Need is Love?

			10.	Walking With God When Others Do Not

			11.	A Person of Integrity and Self-Control

			12.	Noah In Training

			13.	Worldview Travelers: Noah, Rob, and You

			

			14.	Life, Interrupted for an Unplanned Destiny

			15.	We Need a Team

			16.	Love Which Could Not Stop the Storm

			17.	Traveling on Free Choice Road

			A Stormy Voyage

			18.	When Love Shut the Door

			19.	Grief Rides the Waves

			20.	When Evil Waters Rise

			21.	Comfort Amid the Grief We Feel

			22.	Hearing the Unnamed Women

			23.	A Changing God for a Changing World

			24.	Waiting On a Muddy Mountain

			25.	Listening When God Speaks with Feathers

			26.	Hope From One Green Leaf

			Life in a Renewed World

			27.	Sacrifice For a New World and a New You

			28.	A Divine Dialogue to Change Our World

			29.	Good Not Evil: Free Choices for Good Results

			30.	A Covenant of Grace for All

			31.	From a Rainbow to a Dream Board

			32.	Living for All Who Bear the Image

			

			33.	Flexibility To Build a New World

			34.	Tending a Vineyard and a Planet

			35.	Caring for the Unhealed Scars of Trauma

			36.	Faithfulness in the Rocky Places

			Sailing with Noah Today

			37.	Our Voyage with the God of the Quantum Age

			38.	Our Voyage to Resilient Living

			39.	Our Path from the Crossroads

			40.	Our Voyage Unending

			Epilogue

			Appendix A: Open-Relational Theology

			Appendix B: Dimensions of the Quantum Age Worldview

			Appendix C: Atonement Perspectives

			Appendix D: Resources for Resilience and Faith

			Acknowledgments

			Resources from Larry Allen Payne

			About the Author

			Bibliography

			References

		

	
		

		
			Introduction

			I recently spent a few nights away from home. My hotel pillow and I didn’t get along very well. It was made of foam rubber, which returns to its original form no matter how it has been pressed and pushed. Just as I got it comfortably shaped, the pillow would keep me awake by bouncing back to its original shape!

			“How can I bounce back from the hard times?”

			All of us know the hardships we experience produce a barrage of negative emotions that diminish our quality of life. We must find a way to regain a quality of life that brings joy and satisfaction.

			Your Ark in the Storm: Everyday Practices for Resilient Living offers help after hardships have buffeted you with loss, failure, or suffering that has lingered far too long. In these pages you will find resources from Scripture, psychology, and ethics to enhance the skills of resilience and faith development. You can gain the capacity to bounce back, to navigate with resilience the hard seasons of life, and to launch again your voyage to well-being.

			Streams in the Sea of The Ark

			This work blends the streams of Biblical stories, positive psychology, contemporary theology, modern ethical issues, and the struggle of fictional characters to create a flowing river of hope which carries us through our turbulent and troubling times.

			Five streams ebb and flow in these chapters. 

			•	The inspired narrative of Noah in Genesis 5:28-10:32 provides the framework for the book.1 These words had a high purpose in supporting the faith of the Hebrew people during and after the Babylonian Exile. The narrative exists outside of actual historical events as a timeless portrayal of profound truths about God, humanity, and hope. Though Noah and the Flood were not historical in the modern sense, I will treat the epic story as if it occurred to heighten applications for our lives today.

			

			•	The idea of resilience is vital for our emotional health. The term describes our capacity to adjust to the changing situations of life. A resilient person can gather inner resources to adapt and meet challenges during stressful, difficult, or threatening episodes. Mental health professionals believe this quality is essential for emotional health in our complex and dynamic world. From Noah’s story, I will highlight several skills which promote resilience. 

			With resilience, we are like a foam pillow, able to bounce back to our original shape or to an even better one. 

			Let me emphasize that, if you have gone through an event of violence, injury, or emotional abuse which threatened your well-being, I encourage you to contact a licensed counselor, social worker, or psychologist. The skills of resilience mentioned in this book are a starting place, of course, but applying them to the challenge of recovery can be helped with a therapist by your side. 

			•	Theology marks every word of the Flood story. I find Open-Relational theology2 offers a coherent and practical perspective about the nature and work of God. God is ever-present to the universe, all-loving in relationship to every creature, dynamically evolving within time and space, and continually creative with potentials for well-being. 

			You’ll be presented with other key concepts which impact your daily life, including God’s essential nature of love, God’s pervasive action in the universe, the inherent agency of humankind, and the collaborative nature of each moment in shaping an open future. Throughout the book, I use these perspectives to interact with the many theological views presented in the Flood story and the New Testament. 

			

			•	Current ethical issues impact how we recover from hardships. Resilience is personal, but our personal experience is lived in community. The culture and community surrounding each of us influence how our faith develops and grows. Looking carefully at key issues—such as equal rights, climate change, and ­patriarchy—is important for the growing Christian.

			•	Another portion of this work follows Emma as she moves from an elementary-aged child who encounters the disturbing reality of this ancient tale to a woman discovering the answers she needs. Her questions, opinions, and insights as she matures reflect what we might ask about how this story from long ago may apply to living with resilience in the 21st century. 

			Emma and other fictional characters live in today’s world, which I term the Quantum Age. This phrase describes the worldview which forms the metaphorical ocean of understanding for many people today. The framework of modern thought is dramatically different than the worldview of the Bible. To navigate the challenging storms of life, we must receive the wisdom of Scripture’s ancient world and integrate it with modern ideas. 

			•	The final component relates to applying this material to your growth. I call this “Your Semaphore,” using an old nautical term for the 19th-century system of flags which allowed communication between ships before radios were used. You’ll find in the semaphore section practical ideas for applying the ideas of each chapter. Investing a few minutes to do the activity can bring greater depth to the exciting, personal work of emotional and spiritual development. 

			

			Your Captain

			I’ll be the captain of the ship across forty “days” of learning, inspiration, and adventure. In this role, you should be aware of my cultural background and the biases that I hold (I hope lightly) in my writing. 

			My identity has been formed as a white cisgender man, raised in the middle class, surrounded by the Midwestern culture of the 1950-1970 era, rooted in an evangelical Baptist upbringing, educated through college and seminary, now happily married, and blessed as the parent of four children and eight grandchildren. I’ve sought to keep the inherent biases from these life experiences open for examination and transformation across the years and in these pages. 

			I have drawn from fifty years of Christian ministry to offer insights about building resilience. A passion for helping people led me to wonderful learning experiences and a vocation of ministry with four churches, hospital chaplaincy, and professional counseling. 

			I will not pretend I have personally suffered too much traumatic loss. I grieved as normal with the passing, in some cases sudden, of my parents, siblings, and in-laws. I worked through the fatherhood struggles of raising four children in the boisterous American culture of the 1980s and 1990s. I faced some caustic church culture, which led to a change in vocational setting and spiritual deconstruction. 

			In these pages, I share some of my stories and adventures in overcoming hardships and spiritual development. I hope you’ll benefit from my experiences so your faith and strength will grow to meet the challenges you face. 

			I have crafted these ideas in forty chapters as an obvious echo of the “forty days and forty nights” of the flood. They generally follow the unfolding narrative from the dark days before the flood to the rebuilding of a new society. Don’t feel rushed to finish—some of the learning exercises may take a while.

			I hope these chapters build the skills of resilient living and draw you closer to the God who inspired the storytellers and writers of long ago and moves ceaselessly and lovingly among us today. 

			—Larry Payne

			Fall, 2026

		

	
		

		
			A Troubled World

		

	
		
			

			— ONE —

			A Story for the Ages

			“Lamech became the father of a son; he named him Noah.”1

			“Noah found favor in the sight of the Lord.”2

			Sunday morning rain streaked the windows of LifeConnection Church. The children sat in a semicircle, most of them only ­half-listening—until Pastor Joel’s voice dropped into something serious.

			He read the words slowly.

			“I will wipe from the face of the earth the human race I have created—and with them the animals, the birds, and the creatures that move along the ground—for I regret that I have made them.”

			Silence.

			“Pastor, I thought God loved everyone.”

			Emma’s lower lip quivered. She was ten years old and not particularly afraid of difficult questions. Her classmates looked up from the stuffed animals scattered across the floor—props for the day’s lesson—and waited.

			“Did everyone die?” she pressed. “Even the kittens and pandas and cousins and grandmas?”

			Pastor Joel softened his voice. “Yes, Emma. It’s a sad story. The people had acted so badly that God had to bring judgment.”

			

			“My grandma died last week.” She said it, the way a child states a terrible fact when adults haven’t yet taught them to hide it. A teacher moved close and offered a quiet hug. A moment later Emma released the tears she’d kept back for days. The Pastor nodded with understanding while the classmates fidgeted with the stuffed animals until a sudden clap of thunder startled everyone and turned the conversation to plans for the stormy day. The teacher brushed Emma’s red hair and dabbed away the tears.

			Emma didn’t say much more that morning.

			The Great Old Story

			From priests in ancient Babylon to children in suburban Bible classes, from desert monks to Hollywood screenwriters, the story of Noah has refused to stay quiet. It is one of humanity’s oldest narratives—complex, unsettling, and oddly beautiful. The scribes who shaped it brought remarkable skills to the page: vivid language, narrative tension, and a theological depth that still provokes questions thousands of years later.

			Emma’s question is one of them. And it’s not really a child’s question. It’s only the first one that can change our lives.

			We need this story from long ago to guide us across a different sea, one of emotional turmoil, political upheaval, and community divisions. We need to learn qualities of resilience that enable a person to recover from hardships or traumatic events that have created distress.3 

			The tale begins with a broken world. The simple rural society of tribes, clans, farmers, and merchants had degenerated into violence. Lawless marauders terrorized the inhabitants of the land. Warlords and chieftains oppressed the people with constant warfare, murdering many, looting their possessions, enslaving men, and raping the women. Shamans created mystic rituals and magic in desperate hope of creating security, prosperity, and health. A sense of anger and despair blanketed the struggling people of the land.

			The clan of Noah stood like a fortress in this sea of suffering. His family was different. Not perfect—the story will make that clear soon enough—but different. He could trace his ancestry back through the mists of time to the beginning of history, faithful to the mighty God, Yahweh.4 They lived moral lives, made worthy offerings, and passed the stories of faith to each generation. They were united and strong. They resisted the strange idols of other tribes and lived with integrity in dealings among the community. In a culture drowning in chaos, they were anchored.

			

			Yahweh watched the people, who had been given the power of mind, choice, and longing for meaning, yet who used their freedom to chase power, immorality, and violence. A deep regret filled the loving mind of Yahweh that the great gifts were squandered in evil pursuits. The Divine made a wrenching decision: the people of the land were past the point of redemption. 

			Something had to change. Someone had to carry the world forward to restore the peace, prosperity, and justice Yahweh intended for all.

			Noah was that someone God called to undertake the desperate, risky rescue mission that carried the hopes of the world.

			Real Questions About Real Life

			Read the story from the chapters of Genesis and questions begin to gather like storm clouds. 

			Would Noah have the skills to survive physically and mentally in this world of danger?

			Would God be able to guide this man, just as frail as all the others, to save humankind?

			Would readers like Emma understand a God who works in a flood and a rainbow?

			The questions this story raises aren’t only theological. They’re personal. When the crisis isn’t ancient and mythic but immediate and yours—a health crisis, a fractured marriage, a financial collapse, a political moment that feels genuinely unmoored? 

			The tsunami could even be in your faith when the beliefs that seemed secure are shattered. Your capacity to keep holding on may be nearing exhaustion as you open these pages. The deepest question is real: Do I have the resilience to make it through the storm?

			

			Our Voyage Together

			I can’t promise change in the circumstances pressing upon you today. I can promise you are not alone on a journey. Within you are untapped strengths for the next steps waiting to be unleashed by the God who is with you. We can prepare for the challenges by developing the skills of resilience now.

			That is what this book is about. Not a lecture on ancient history, though we’ll spend time there. Not a theology textbook, though ideas about God matter more than we sometimes admit. It’s about resilience—what it looked like in a man named Noah, and what it might look like in you.

			One family faced those storms. On December 9, 1943, Carl Payne boarded a bus for Army basic training at Camp Ellis, Illinois. His wife, Julie, stood with five-year-old Judy and one-year-old John to give a final kiss and hug goodbye. The war news from around the world had not been good for the Allies in recent months. The Nazi Third Reich held all of Europe in a brutal iron fist, while Japan marched from island to island, conquering the Pacific and enslaving millions in Asia. The small-town newspaper in Neosho, Missouri, could not erase the cost of the massive battles and the setbacks the Allies were experiencing. 

			Over nine million American men were in uniform, and Carl had to join them. What did the young couple feel, watching each other through the window of that departing bus? What did they tell themselves to keep going?

			Whatever it was, it worked. Resilience emerged from the hardship. But it rarely arrives on its own. It is built.

			This isn’t a study that requires you to check your doubts at the door. Bring them in. The story of Noah is strange and difficult enough that pretending otherwise would be an insult to the text—and to you. 

			I’ll be your captain as we sail with Noah to find the skills of resilience. Our journey will bridge the gap from ancient viewpoints to the modern world with a theology for today. We will apply the truths of Scripture to some of the difficult issues facing our society. Whether you take forty days or four months on your voyage with Noah, may these pages open a door for new insights which promote well-being and spiritual growth.

			

			Your Semaphore

			I encourage you to keep a journal to move from these pages to daily living. This is not mandatory or graded. But it helps, as people through the ages have discovered. The Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius wrote of what it means to live well. Marco Polo published his diary in 1275 CE about his journey from Italy to China. Henry David Thoreau made his journal’s first entry on October 22, 1837, and ultimately wrote two million words that would influence American society for generations. 

			Your journal for these weeks with Noah will probably not be recorded for posterity. That’s okay! But it can promote your growth for years to come. It makes no difference whether you use a spiral notebook from the discount store, an App on your phone, or scribble in the margins of this book. The point is the same: recording your thoughts as you read these pages will bring deeper enjoyment and meaning. 

			Resilience is, by definition, bouncing back to recover from a negative experience. Start here: What storms have hit your life? What’s still unsettled—something current and much too fresh, or something from long ago that keeps rattling its door in the museum of your mind? Use your first journal entry to remember how stormy experiences have blown through your life. 

			Noah had storms to weather. We will sail with him in these pages. 

			Let’s launch our voyage.

		

	
		

		
			— TWO —

			A Story of Exile for All of Us

			“When God created humans, he made them in the likeness of God.”1

			My Granddad Payne told great stories. A favorite came from his early years when his mischievous brother Jimmy hid on the tall farm windmill. As Granddad told it to me—strictly factual, I’m sure—one day his devout mother Rachel went to hang clothes on the clothesline.

			Jimmy rattled the metal vane of the windmill and called in his deepest voice, “Rachel, Rachel, this is the Lord!” 

			Rachel fell to her knees and cried out like the prophet Isaiah, “Speak, Lord, your servant heareth!” 

			Jimmy began to laugh so hard he nearly fell off the windmill platform.

			Soon he found himself in great trouble when his father George found out what he had done. But he created a story that lives on.

			Finding Noah’s Home Port of Meaning

			Like Rachel, I have wondered what voices I heard in the mysterious journey of following God. I hope sometimes I hear correctly, but I admit others could have laughed, like Jimmy, at my choices.

			Perhaps your life has felt the same. History tells us the Hebrews who gave us the Hebrew Testament (I’ll use this term instead of Old Testament) tried to listen to God for centuries during the most difficult event of their history. 

			

			The Spirit of God is a great storyteller. We know this as the great stories of the Bible form the backbone of the wisdom humanity needs to thrive. The great epic of Noah and the Flood found in the early chapters of the Hebrew Testament engages us from the first words to the last. Further, the thirty-nine books (or forty-six in the Catholic editions) carry a narrative from the days of creation to the independence of Judea from the Greek Seleucid Empire. This saga is filled with stories of heroes and villains, victories and defeats, faith and apostasy that have captivated millions over 3,000 years.

			Before diving into the ocean of Noah’s sacred story, modern readers must look to the context in which this harrowing tale is located. Every study of Scripture must begin with a larger perspective of the passage. The elements of genre, context, history, and language are vital parts of interpretation. 

			Like all biblical books, the story of Noah was written to a specific audience in a specific world that was dramatically different from our own. We can say it was not written to us but is useful for us to learn about God, humanity, wisdom, and community.2 Made in God’s image, we may learn and grow beyond the capacity of any other creature on Earth.

			The great legend of Noah and the Flood reflects a genre, or type, of ancient writing called primeval history. Stunning literary skill, using hyperbole, personification, merism, metaphor, and symbolism, takes our imagination back to events beyond normal time in a stirring mixture of humans, angels, God, and never-to-be-repeated events. We should not force the story to answer all questions formed in the modern era or conform to theology that developed in Jewish and Christian doctrines. 

			What is the origin of these wonderful stories? 

			Genesis and the other four books of the Torah were compiled from many different materials during the Babylonian Exile and the years that followed.3 The Exile, which began in 587 BCE, shaped the Hebrews on the anvil of inconceivable suffering. They had fought like lions in the war against the Babylonians, yet the great war machine of terror tore through the Hebrews’ outmanned forces. The iron grip of a siege surrounding Jerusalem brought starvation until finally the enemy broke the walls. Soldiers stormed in, ravaging, pillaging, raping, and destroying even the magnificent Temple and the horde of gold and silver in the Treasury. After the leaders were executed, the survivors began a forced march of 600 miles (965km) to be resettled in the great empire.

			

			Somehow, the faith of the people survived. Some felt that Yahweh, the God of Moses, had been overthrown by the greater power of Marduk, the God of Babylon. But many remained faithful to the truths proven across 400 years of Israelite prosperity before the destruction of Jerusalem. 

			Prophets, rabbis, and wise leaders renewed their hopes that justice would ultimately prevail. Even without a Temple for ritual sacrifice, they listened during the Exile to the stories that had shaped the Hebrew tradition for generations, reworking them into scrolls with new perspectives of God, faith, and courage.

			A Person Like Us

			“When God created humans, he made them in the likeness of God.”4

			This powerful verse grounds the story of Noah in the relationship all humans share with God. It echoes the amazing declaration in the first chapter of Genesis, “Let us make humans in our image, according to our likeness, and let them have dominion…”5 Other cultures of the Levant (I’ll use this term for what has been called the Middle East) confined the Image of God to great Kings or the Pharaoh as the representative of God on earth.6 The scribes of Genesis make a much different and radical assertion—every human reflects some of the character and functions of the Creator God Yahweh! 

			This is a foundation for a man of determination and faith: Noah. His story captured the tales of a long-ago flood and a heroic voyage to rescue humans so a new society could be founded. With this, the hope of the exiles grew that Yahweh could deliver them from disaster once again.

			

			I believe our growth in faith and the development of resilience can result from sailing with Noah and his people through the chaotic seas to the shores of our modern world.

			We lose the power of the stories if we lock them away like a masterpiece protected by a security case. Just as the listeners who first heard these stories reworked them for a new and difficult circumstance, we benefit by connecting them to our current experience with imagination and insight.

			Fr. Richard Rohr offers this guidance to make the storytelling of Scripture come alive to spur our spirituality and emotional well-being, 

			“The Bible presents us with stories in ‘little theater’ to prepare us for the Big Theater, teaching us, in effect, that whatever is happening in the Bible is not just there, it’s everywhere; it’s not just this person, it’s every person. For too long, it has been common for Christians to read the Bible complacently, often observing, ‘That was the problem with Jewish religion back then.’ Thus, we cleverly avoid acknowledging that the exact same problem applies today, in our own lives and communities. If the text is truly inspired, it reveals the patterns that are always true—even and most especially here and now, in me and you, not just back there in them.”7 

			You can make the most of this study by utilizing a study edition of the Bible. In this work, I’ll be quoting the New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition (NRSVUE) for its modern language, careful translation, and respectful inclusiveness for all people. I recommend a study edition with thousands of notes, charts, and articles, such as the one from the Society for Biblical Literature and HarperCollins Publishers.8 

			Just as important is a tool you have instantly available: your imagination. Through imagination, we can travel instantly to the distant past and the possibilities of the future. In this work, I will offer some views found in my imagination as a portal for you to travel to new dimensions of understanding.

			

			The fact that you have opened this book gives ample evidence that you, no matter your age or background, are on a quest to know yourself and experience God in a deeper way. I believe the Spirit always moves, and we can listen to this wisdom. Our study offers an opportunity to join divine work with the innate curiosity and creativity you possess. 

			Liz Grant captures a healthy attitude for reading the words of Scripture. “Knock loudly. Listen to your gut and let your tears run. Reject answers that do not admit complication. Seek the resonance at the base of the story. The seeking is the point. Because there, in your wandering, God is.”9

			Your Semaphore

			As mentioned in the previous chapter, keeping track of our experience moves us beyond merely reading to actual transformation. Some prefer recording in a separate journal. Another practice many find helpful is taking a pen and marking up this book. Use the margins to record your reactions. An asterisk, a star, a question mark, or a frowning face aids active learning. 

			A good place to begin is in the Scripture for this chapter, Genesis 5:1. What does this verse, so central to the witness of the Hebrew Testament, say to you about yourself and your neighbor? Further, have you known an “exile” season which carried you away and forced change? Write your story as if you were relating it to a child in simple, direct, personal words.

			As you do, you will be adding your chapter to the words of God’s people centuries ago. 

		

	
		

		
			— THREE —

			Yesterday’s Stories Will Become Today’s Experiences

			“When Lamech had lived one hundred eighty-two years, he became the father of a son; he named him Noah.”1

			Barb met Emma’s parents in the hall after the Bible class. She waited until Emma was distracted with a friend and lowered her voice.

			“I need to let you know that Emma had a hard time today. We were talking about Noah and the Flood. She connected all the people dying in the Flood with her grandma’s passing. She started crying. I hugged her close to help.”

			Tori took a deep breath. “Oh my, I’m sorry! Yeah, she had lots of tears at home, too. It was her first funeral, which made it harder. More than we may have realized, it seems.”

			“She asked some heavy questions—why God would be so angry to kill everyone.”

			Rob shifted and nodded toward Emma. “We will find time to talk with her some today about it. The story… well, it is a pretty harsh one, I guess.”

			“Pastor Joel gave some answers, but she was pretty quiet and upset even then.”

			Tori nodded to Rob. “We’ll talk with her.” She turned to Barb. “Thank you for helping her. The last few days have been hard for all of us. The extra TLC helped her.”

			

			“C’mon, girl,” Rob called to Emma. “Do you want the picture of the ark that you drew?”

			Emma looked at the boat riding the waves.

			“No.” 

			To Tell and Retell

			The power of stories told and retold can touch us in profound ways. The words carry us to a new world, yes, but they also return us to our world with new insights. Emma encountered Noah’s world, which connected to her own. 

			The story of a great Flood in Genesis sought to anchor the Hebrew people to a living God who acted in love for the nation. Similar stories are found in the major cultures of the ancient Mediterranean world, yet with different gods, motivations, and heroes. The Sumerian, Akkadian, and Babylonian accounts offer stories that no doubt entertained and informed those long-lost civilizations. 

			The discovery of a buried treasure in the sands of Iraq brought to light one of the long-lost stories. In the 1850s, archaeologist Austen Layard found a Flood story written on clay tablets of the long-dead Assyrian kingdom. These tablets, predating the Kingdom of Israel by nearly 1000 years, recount the exploits of a hero named Uta-napishti. The hero builds an ark, gathers animals, and guides the boat through the long storm until the waters recede. The myth of Uta-napishti has more than fifteen direct parallels with Noah’s story.2 

			The scribes of Genesis knew this common story and adapted it to help the Hebrew people of their day live closer to God. They described a mighty and moral God quite different from the Babylonian deities. Such a powerful God would speak to the needs of the Hebrews as they struggled to emerge from the terrible defeat of 587 BCE and exile in Babylon. In similar fashion, Noah demonstrates a different character than the heroes of the other narratives, emerging as a paragon for generations to emulate.

			The Hebrew rabbis had a great purpose. The Torah, the first five books of the Hebrew Testament, formed a story which taught “the proper norms of living and the relationship between God and the world”3 that should guide the Hebrew people. 

			

			I follow scholarly evidence that the story of Noah was not written to give us scientific facts about an event of recorded history, zoological data, or even a map for archaeologists to find the Ark on a mountain. A full summary of the sincere attempts across hundreds of years to find a real boat on a real mountain can be found in the literature.4 These have intensified in recent years as the apologetic industry struggles to make a case that will “prove the Bible.” 

			The reality is clear that evidence-based science in every field has confirmed the Flood could not have been an event of actual history. As one conservative scholar wrote, “[The] description is culturally conditioned… and rhetorically shaped. We cannot derive a scientific explanation of the flood from the Bible, and it would be misguided to try to find scientific evidence for that description.”5 

			We are wise to put away the views gained from a children’s storybook and find the heart of this saga. The sweeping epic is all about God’s redemptive work with his people, a story which includes us today. No matter how many times we hear the drama, watch a movie, or buy a children’s playset with the Ark and animals, we touch a story which brings spiritual truth to life.

			A Foundation and a Structure

			“When Lamech had lived one hundred eighty-two years, he became the father of a son; he named him Noah.”6

			The Flood story provides one block in the foundational story which shapes the identity of the Hebrew people. Without the early chapters of theological-based tales in Genesis, the question of “Where did we come from?” could never be answered by the nation.

			What stories have you heard and then retold? We might see a social media post and hit “Like” or “Retweet” to send it on to others. Great literature also spawns spin-offs, making it hard to count the variations of Sherlock Holmes or Fast and Furious sequels. I remember my excitement sitting in a small-town theater for the first Star Wars movie! Now it’s time for the Mandalorian and Grogu to fill the screen with more adventures in a galaxy far, far away. Each new edition adds more details that expand the appeal and meaning. 

			

			We are familiar with the three-part structure of modern stories. In simple terms, part one presents the setting, describes the negative change, and the character who must respond. Part two follows the struggle of the main character, the changes experienced, and the despair in the struggle. Part three brings the climactic confrontation, resolution, and the ultimate outcomes. While there is no indication the scribes of the Flood narrative had such a three-act template before them, we can find a broad similarity with the pattern. I will highlight parts of the narrative as a way of connecting the ancient story and our modern viewpoints.

			“Tell Me About Your Family”

			Our family context has shaped our lives. We recognize, of course, the genetic mechanisms that pass traits from each parent. Even greater is the influence of our “family of origin,” which provided the setting of our childhood years. The patterns absorbed as children watch parents and experience their influence make indelible impressions on young minds—for good and bad. 

			One of the most important questions I ask as a professional counselor is simple. “Tell me about your family,” often brings a long, multi-layered, fascinating response. The details are interesting, but the client’s reflections on their own life form the heart of the response. This reflection can bring significant insights. Patterns can emerge which open a path to progress on the troubling issues that brought them to counseling. They see their past and themselves in a new way. You can bring new insights from your own origin story as well.

			I have enjoyed studying my family tree to learn about my origin story. My amateur investigations brought some insights into the experiences that shaped their journey. I discovered my maternal great-grandfather taught in a seminary, which
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