Driving the Snakes Out
Pastor Walt Lichtenberger








Holy Cross Sunday
Numbers 21: 4b-9; John 3:12-17







September 14, 2008
What did St. Patrick say when he drove the snakes out of Ireland?
(while making a driving motion) He turned around & said to backseat, “you boys okay back there?”

This morning we have a snake problem in our first reading from the book of Numbers.

The problem is that poisonous snakes are not native to that area of the Sinai and Negeb. 
And yet, we can be sure that the vipers were venomous…

The story that we have passed onto us, recorded in Numbers, tells us that people were bit & died.
How did the poisonous snakes get there? 
Verse 6 suggests that it was the Lord who sent the poisonous snakes among the people.
The people spoke against God and Moses… they were whining, grumbling, complaining…

Sound familiar?

Anyway God ‘got ‘um’ good…  at least that is what this troublesome text proclaims.

That message is not too far from the message we heard seven years ago from Jerry Falwell…

For the sins of liberal America – God allowed planes to crash into buildings and towers to fall.

Our text does say that God sent poisonous snakes – on a sinful people and they died…

A message that is not too far from message we heard when first the AIDS crises emerged…

For the sins of homosexuality – God sent a killer virus to infect and torment/
Our text says God sent poisonous snakes – on a people who were grumbling and complaining…

That message is not too far from words that I have heard too many times in too many crises…

Why God did you let this happen?  God, where were you when disease came and life went?
All these messages (text included) have a common link-they try to explain unexplainable tragedy…
Whether that tragedy is on a national or personal basis… 

Phrases like “God is testing us” or “God doesn’t send us more than we can handle” 

Or “God is punishing me”…. Or “God has sent down his wrath”
They all come from the same place of fear and judgment.

They all image God as a cosmic “meanie”, full of wrath and detached from our life struggles.
And yet, the image of a God who sends poisonous snakes, terror, disease, & all sorts of calamity…

Seems so far from God who tells Moses to make a sign of the very thing that is bringing death,
To lift up that image so that healing might occur in the camp that is terrified.

The image of a judgmental God who condemns people because of their own created orientation...

…Is far from Jesus who welcomed those labeled as ‘outsiders’ because of things beyond control. 
Poisonous snakes, deadly disease, terrifying attacks are these things really from God?
Or are they simply our shortsighted attempts to try to grasp the unimaginable?
We blame God when we don’t have any other easy answers…

We also blame God when we don’t want to consider that maybe, we have played a role in it all.

In our Gospel, we are given another way to look at such things.

Instead of blaming God or avoiding our own responsibility...

The gospel talks about the love of God that comes to us despite our short comings and failures. 
Instead of turning away from the violence, pain, and suffering of a cross – Jesus endures it.

And in the process, God transforms the deadly symbol of a cross into a sign of new life.

Even if we have a hard time understanding the necessity of the violence that occurs on the cross,

We can be lifted up in the midst of our own struggles, by a God who suffered there.
As Jesus is lifted up on a cross – so is the love of God for all to see.

This is not a detached God who judges from afar – 

This is the Incarnate Christ whose compassion saves the whole world.
Beyond the violence of a cross – God lifts up a new way of life for us.
A way of life that doesn’t repay violence for violence…

A way of life that doesn’t condemn and blame people for illness…

A way of life that doesn’t connect terror, violence, or war with faithfulness or God’s plan…

The way of life that God offers is seen as much in the life and ministry of Jesus as it is in his death.

We find in Jesus’ life –God who walks with us throughout all of life – no matter what…

We find in Jesus’ life –God who is willing to pay attention to those for whom no one else cares.
We find in Jesus’ life –God who offers a different way of living, the life of discipleship.

It is this way of life that we are joined to in our baptisms.

It is this way of life that we are invited to participate in each time we come to the Altar Table.

It is the way of life that we find “lived out” in places like the soup kitchen & Broadway House,
It is the way of life that we find when sacrificial gifts are made that enable life giving ministry.

Or when families choose to prioritize schedules and put worship and study on the top of the list.

It is the way of life that values diversity and appreciates differences with respect.

It is the way of life that seeks peace and reconciliation among people… among families.

It is the way of life that sometimes chooses to walk down difficult paths for the sake of another.

It is the way of life that admits sin and prayerfully seeks God’s abundant forgiveness…
It is the way of life that gives thanks and praise and celebrates with joy…

For as God drives out our sin…God turns around and says to Jesus and us in the backseat; 
“Are you alright back there?”

Time to sing “Glory Halleluiah”… Jesus has lifted me and you.
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