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“Healing and Wholeness:
Numbers 21 :4-9 & John 3:14-21

We live in an information age and it would have been simple enough for me to get on the internet in our office and “google” - vaccinations.  So much was going on this week that I did not have a chance to do that and so I found myself sitting at my desk at home last night without any internet access recalling a statement someone had made and wondering how true it was.

I don’t know if the statement is applicable to all vaccinations.  But it seems the antidote to our illnesses are antiviral drugs made from the very source of the illnesses themselves.  

In other words the antidote to chickenpox is to create an anti-viral medication out of the very thing that causes the chickenpox to begin with.  When I was diagnosed with shingles a little over two weeks ago someone said a vaccination is available for persons 60 years and older and that it is an anti-viral drug made from the virus itself.

How is it that the very thing that causes an illness is the very thing that can also lead to its cure?  Our readings from The Book of Numbers (2:4-9) and The Gospel According to John (3:14-21) provides us with a message that is of little comfort to us, but one we know to be true.  

During this season of Lent our journey of faith will take us to the cross upon which Jesus died.  It has been said that “sometimes suffering is the only path to redemption and that the road to healing and wholeness runs straight through darkness and pain.”  Again, this may not be a comforting message, but it is a truthful one.  (Feasting on the Word:  Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary, Year B, Volume 5, Bartlett & Brown-Taylor, Editors, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville & London, 2008, page 98)

In our reading from The Book of Numbers, Moses leads the people out of slavery in Egypt.  Day after day, as they travel through the desert, God provides food and water for them along the way.

The journey is a difficult one.  The people quickly become weary and frustrated.  They complain.  “As bad as slavery may have been back in Egypt,” they cry out, “at least we had water and food.”  They speak out not only against Moses, but against God.

Eventually God grows weary and frustrated of their whining.  A pack of poisonous serpents is placed in their midst.  At this point the story becomes a little weird, mysterious and even gruesome.  (Op. cit.)

Many people die.  When they realize what they had done they call on Moses to ask God to take the serpents away.  It is then that Moses fashions a poisonous serpent out of bronze and lifts it high on a pole.  The people are told to look at the serpent and they would be healed.  


It is interesting that the American Medical Association adopted the image of the ancient Greek god of healing – a snake wrapped around a staff.  Like some of you I’ve had my share of visits to medical clinics as well as the emergency rooms of a few hospitals.  The doctors and nurses are often quick to let me know that whatever they are about to do may hurt a bit and I am often quick in letting them know if that’s what it will take to begin the process of recovery and healing then let’s not waste any time having a conversation.

It may be that the image of a poisonous serpent on the pole startled many, but they knew that it was through that symbol of death that they would be restored to life.  In this way the story from our reading from The Book of Numbers finds its parallel in our reading from The Gospel According to John.

The writer of John makes it evident when he writes “ . . . just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up.”  (John 3:14)  Craig Kocher, the Associate Dean of the Chapel and Director of Religious Life at Duke University in Durham, North Carolina, made the following observation of both readings this morning:  “Jesus’ violent death on the cross is the moment of God’s redemption and the reconciliation between God and creation.  Still, whether it is Moses raising up of a dead serpent or Jesus bleeding on the cross, it is an odd way for God to show God’s love and mercy to his people, granting healing through pain and lifting high an image of ugliness and death to bring about new life.”  (Op. cit., page 100).

As we continue our journey through this season of Lent, it is helpful for us to remember that the story of Moses lifting up the serpent in the wilderness foreshadows what it to come on Good Friday and Easter morning.  There will be pain and suffering and death and there will be healing and wholeness.  God often brings healing and wholeness into our lives in a way that may not always make sense.

Kocher puts it best when he writes:  “The path to redemption is coated in suffering.  The cure for a snake is a snake.  The cure for human life is one man’s life.  The cure for death is death.”

Or the antidote to a virus is the virus itself.

When we gather to worship here next Sunday we will be including “a time for healing.”  An invitation will be extended to whoever may want to come forward to receive a blessing of oil and the laying on of hands.  The blessing with the kukui oil out of koa bowls will be that God would  grant “light and strength” to the person for whom the blessing is offered.

For today, we lift our eyes not to a serpent on a pole but to a savior on a cross.  In doing so we realize that the symbol of the cross is the great paradox of our faith – that there is strength in weakness, that there is healing in pain; that there is wholeness in brokenness. 

Mahalo ke Akua!
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