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      Numbers 21:4-9 and John 3:14-15


Does everyone here know what a Bonsai tree is?  It’s a Japanese art form, really, and these tiny trees can be amazingly beautiful.  Do you all know how those trees are grown, how they are kept so small?  Well, as I understand it, one of the main things that limits the growth of a bonsai tree is that the size and depth of its roots are limited.  You’ll see it if you ever go to the National Arboretum—250 year old trees, growing in soil about 5 inches thick.  With roots that shallow, that tree can’t grow much more than a foot high.


During our Lenten season here at KC, we’ve been reflecting on the roots of our Christian story, our Christian faith.  We’ve traced the roots of our faith down into the ancient stories of covenant told in Genesis, and we’ve considered how we might root ourselves in that same covenant.  Having done some of that reflection in the first several weeks of Lent, John 3:16 sounds a bit different to me.  That verse alone is often quoted on billboards and bumper stickers.  Billy Graham calls John 3:16 “the Gospel in a nutshell.”  But I don’t think it helps us to pull that one verse out of the Bible and make it stand alone.  When we do that, we cut this passage off from its deepest roots, and as a result it become stunted, smaller than it should be, like a Bonsai tree.


But when we re-plant this passage in the context where we find it in John, we discover that it has, in fact, deep roots in an ancient Hebrew story.  I’d like to take a look at those roots with you today, and then read John 3:16 again in that context.


Now, John 3:16 makes a connection between BELIEVING and SALVATION.  We may think that we know what those words mean when we hear them pulled out of context.  But placed back into the context of the ancient story that roots this passage, we’ll find that BELIEVING in this passage is rooted in a story about SEEING.  And SALVATION is rooted in a story about HEALING.  We’ll understand the connection this passage makes between belief and salvation a whole lot better if we re-root those words in a story about how seeing leads to healing.


So, what is the connection between seeing and healing?  I thought about this connection a lot after Hurricane Katrina.  After that hurricane, we were confronted with some gut-wrenching images in the paper and on television, images of poverty and desperation.  In some ways, we all knew that poverty was there in New Orleans, in our country.  And we knew that there was a deep and disturbing connection in our country between poverty and race.  But we really saw that reality laid bare after Katrina.  And having seen it, we felt called to respond.  Our congregation was not the only community in this country that sent money and volunteers and prayers like never before.


There is a connection between seeing and healing.  That connection was often on my mind when I first began working as a prison chaplain when I was in my first year in Divinity School.  The first time I went into the prison, I felt that my eyes were opened for the first time.  I saw a lot that shocked me—the buildings were dilapidated, the living facilities even more cramped than I had imagined.  There were such meager educational facilities, such an inadequate library.  I found myself thinking that if only more people could see what it was like inside a prison, they would want to improve the place.  I fantasized about bringing a video crew inside with me, making a documentary that would put the country on notice and turn our prisons around.  If people could just see this place, I thought, they could not help but want to fix it, to heal it.


The scripture that we read from the Gospel of John also makes the connection between seeing and healing.  The scripture says, “And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so much the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.”  There’s a connection being made there between the story of Jesus and another ancient story from the Hebrew scriptures, from the book of Numbers.  This story might be unfamiliar to you, but you’re probably familiar with the broad context.  This is a story about something that happened to the Israelites after they had fled captivity in Egypt and before they arrived in the Promised Land.  You remember how they had a lot of difficulties as they wandered in the desert—they didn’t have any food, they didn’t have any water.  Each time the people complained, Moses talked to God about their concerns, and God gave Moses the tools to solve the problem.


Well, in this story, the Israelites are once again grumbling, and this time, God sends poisonous snakes as a punishment.  The snakes start biting people, people start dying, and before long the Israelites repent from their grumbling and ask Moses to intercede for them with God.  So once again, Moses goes to talk with God.  Now, God doesn’t take away the snake, but instead gives Moses a cure for snakebites.  Make a bronze serpent, God tells him, and put it on the end of your staff and hold it up in the air.  Then, whenever anyone is bitten by a snake, all they have to do is look at the bronze serpent and they will live.  


And that, John writes, is what Jesus is like.


What?!  Does that make any sense whatsoever??  Well, we don’t understand John’s point because we’ve forgotten the story, we chopped off the root.  We think that this story is about believing and being saved because we’ve forgotten the connection that’s being made here between seeing and healing.


What is the connection between seeing and healing?  There is ancient truth in the story of the bronze serpent.  It’s something that you learn about if you study the anthropology of religion.  It’s called “sympathetic magic” and cultures all over the world have practices that spring from this idea.  It lies behind stories of how toads can cure warts.  It lies behind the saying “the hair of the dog that bit you”, suggesting that a dog bite can be healed with hair from the attacking dog, and also, by extension, that a hang-over can be cured by drinking a little bit of the booze you got drunk on.


As is often the case with magic, these imaginative remedies and sayings draw on a deep truth.  The truth of sympathetic magic is the truth of vaccinations which save lives by injecting the very thing which causes a deadly disease—you prevent yourself from dying of tetnus by injecting a little bit of tetnus into your body.  This is the truth which leads psychotherapists to treat phobias by helping patients to confront, bit by bit, the very thing that scares them the most.  The truth of sympathetic magic is simple:  our salvation depends on our ability to come face-to-face with what’s killing us.


The Israelites were bitten by snakes and dying of the poison.  When they prayed for mercy, I imagine they were praying for God to take the snakes away.  Failing that, I imagine they wanted an antidote to the poison, or at the very least, some clubs with which to kill the snakes.  I imagine that the last thing they wanted to do was see another serpent.  And yet, in order to be healed, they had to come face-to-face with an image of the very thing that was biting them.


And so it is with Jesus, the gospel writer tells us.  “Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up.”  How is Jesus lifted up?  On the cross.  And when we raise our eyes to the cross, what do we see?  Our stubborn rejection of God’s love, our propensity for violence, our inflated assessment of our own power.  These are not easy things to see.  We’d rather not look, we’d rather turn our face aside than confront the problems of our lives and our world so directly.  But this I know:  if we are ever truly to gain salvation, as individuals, as a community, as a world, we must come face to face with what’s killing us.


Now, there’s a temptation to take the story of the bronze serpent and the story of Jesus and make them into a kind of how-to.  We think, if only we could expose the problems of the world, then we could get to work with fixing them.  And it’s true—we do need better information about the affliction of others so that we can create better programs to serve them.  But the cross doesn’t simply tell us about how we can be better saviors.  It confronts us with our own deep need to be saved.  The cross calls us to a deeper kind of seeing.


At the prison, I got a glimpse of what this deeper seeing might be like, but only after I had worked there for over a year.  By that time, I had seen the buildings and the fences and the rooms.  I started noticing the small things.  I started looking at the hands of the women in the support group I led.  I wondered at those whose hands were swollen and bruised until my supervisor told me what I was seeing.  When long-time heroin users find it impossible to inject their drug into the veins in their arms, they find veins in their hands, in between their fingers, on their palm.  After a while, all of these veins are scarred too.


One afternoon I lingered after the group, talking to a woman with whom I had become friendly.  “Let me see your hands,” I finally had the nerve to ask.  She quietly put her hands into my own.  I could see the tiny scars tracing the line of her veins.  I realized, quite suddenly, that the woman’s hands were almost exactly the same size as my own.  I moved to her side and matched my hands to hers, palm to palm, finger to finger.  And I thought:  I have also tried to escape pain.  I have also wanted to be numb.


In that moment, I began to realize that solving the problems of the prison would require more than the exposure of certain facts to the world.  It wasn’t just about learning more, having more information.  The problems of the prison extend to our very souls—there is something within us which makes us turn our faces away from whatever is frightening or painful.  This is why people us drugs, but it is also why we imprison addicts.  This is why prisons are allowed to remained closed and secretive, and its also why we build prisons in the first place.  We want to hide what scares us.


How are we to be saved?  “Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so much the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.”  Friends, hear the good news.  Trusting in the promise of salvation, we can find the strength to keep seeing, even when it is painful to do so.  We can keep seeing because we trust that on the cross we will find not only a crucified man, but we will find God.  The cross is not only an image of affliction.  It’s an image of God’s compassionate presence with those who are afflicted.  When we turn our faces to the cross, we see God’s hand, held up to our own, and we realize, it matches exactly.  God is with us, even in the midst of pain.  God’s presence gives us the power that makes seeing and healing, believing and salvation possible.  


Thanks be to God.
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