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Sermon, 4th Sunday in Lent, March 14, 2021, Jane A. Beebe 
 

“Jesus said, “Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be 
lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him 
may not perish but may have eternal life.” (John 3:14-16)  

 

The story we have from Numbers this morning is unusual. We know that a 

central tenet of Judaism is to turn from the worship of idols or images. And yet 

here we have God directing Moses to create a serpent made of bronze as a means 

of healing those who have been bitten. Once again God’s chosen people have 

become impatient. What better metaphor for the consequences of not trusting in 

God’s timing, in God's care for us, than to be bitten by poisonous snakes? Our 

anxiety becomes a sort of venom that seeps into us, poisoning us physically, 

emotionally, and spiritually. It is paralyzing at the very least, if it does not kill us. 

We do not want to gaze upon that which we perceive may do us harm. Yet 

often the reality is that more harm is caused by allowing those things to remain 

swirling in the darkness at our feet, where we hope we cannot see. Paul uses strong 

language to describe this human propensity of ours, calling us “children of wrath.” 

Thankfully the God who created us, the God who loves us, knows our nature, and 

knows what will actually help. As Paul said: “For the message about the cross is 

foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the 
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power of God.” (1 Corinthians 1:18) When we are perishing we want it to end at 

all costs. However, God does something else. He enters into this state with us, 

shows it to us, and we are lifted up. 

There is a wonderful Lenten hymn by Gregory the Great who became Pope 

Gregory I in the 6th century. Our rich musical treasure of Gregorian chant is 

attributed to him. Here is the English translation of the fourth verse: 

“Remember , Lord, though frail we be, 

in your own image were we made; 

help us, lest in anxiety, 

we cause your Name to be betrayed.” 

 
I remember the first time I felt compelled to look at something I did not want 

to see. My mother had been ill for about two years of chronic liver disease. A 

diagnosis was never determinate. Raised by teetotal Methodist parents, she was 

never much of a drinker. But then I got the phone call summoning me to North 

Carolina from Iowa to see her after a surgery that, it was hoped, would allow her 

vital organs to recover. Entering her hospital room was difficult; I am not proud of 

my reticence. Thankfully I realized she was still my mother: still herself, even 

lying on a hospital bed hooked up to IVs.  
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It has taken me a long time to accept her death, and further to accept the 

inevitability of returning grief when I least expect it. I think that is one of the 

hidden gifts of Lent. The days lengthen to make space for those things it would 

heal us to face. I have spoken of my journey to finding God’s forgiveness, and also 

of beginning to find a greater capacity to forgive, after my blind unwillingness to 

accept my mother’s death. It had created a hard, dark place in my soul. My pain 

was—and if I am honest, still is—real. I was thirty; my mother was 63. Perhaps it 

was understandable that I found myself in a difficult place. I can see that thirty-

year-old with new, more compassionate eyes. There is always more to learn, 

however. This is the year I am working on forgiving myself.   

We resist the process over and over again, yet God continues to work to 

bring us into the light. As John wisely tells us, “…This is the judgment, that the 

light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because 

their deeds were evil.” In the story from Numbers it is true that God sends the 

serpents when his people turn from him. Moses prays. Then God also shows Moses 

the way to bring back life to those who have been bitten. It is not by somehow 

fantastically removing the serpents from among them as if they had never been. 

Instead the reality of the serpents is lifted up so that they can truly see it. 

Contemplating such a reality cannot have been easy. It is not easy for us. Yet it is 
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the way back to health, sanity, and life. Light is always available; it was created in 

the beginning. We must choose to walk in the Light. 

When I was a field education student at Trinity Episcopal Church in Ware, I 

was deeply affected by the stained-glass window at the back of the church, 

especially when I was preaching. The window, which is quite large, depicts Jesus 

carrying his cross. I sometimes found it quite literally dumbfounding. In Jesus’s 

time the cross was a means of execution used by the Roman state. It is hard to 

imagine a more horrible way to die. Crosses were everywhere in the landscape. 

They were meant to be a means of oppression and humiliation to those who dared 

to oppose the ideologies of the powerful, whether religious or governmental.  

Walter Wink calls it the power to delegitimate.1 He says, “Because they 

could not kill what was alive in [Jesus], the cross also revealed the impotence of 

death… Jesus at his crucifixion neither fights the darkness nor flees under cover of 

it, but goes with it, goes into it. He enters the darkness, freely, voluntarily. The 

darkness is not dispelled or illuminated. It remains vast, untamed, void… It 

becomes the darkness of God.”2 However, we know from Psalm 139 that: 

“Darkness is not dark to you; 
The night is as bright as the day; 
Darkness and light to you are both alike.” (Psalm 139:11) 
 

 
1 Wink, Engaging the Powers, chap. 16. 
2 Wink, chap. 7. 
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Jesus carries his own cross; he invites us to do the same. Jesus does more. 

He is lifted up on it so that we may see it and live. As Paul tells us today: “…God, 

who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us even when we 

were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ…” 

(Ephesians 2:4-5) 

The collect for Monday in Holy Week is powerful: “Almighty God, whose most 
dear Son went not up to joy but first he suffered pain, and entered not into glory 
before he was crucified: Mercifully grant that we, walking in the way of the cross, 
may find it none other than the way of life and peace; through Jesus Christ your 
Son our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever 
and ever. Amen.” (BCP p. 220) 
 
 
 


