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In the midst of murmurs, memories of the past, the refusal of the present and (yuk!!!) serpents, people are
re-shaped into a free people.

The story we just heard from the book of Numbers speaks about a process of a people becoming a people. The
Israelites were leaving Egypt where they had lived for 400 years. They didn't know another place. They had
no memory of a home outside Egypt. Many of them didn't believe in the 'promised land' project. They missed
cucumbers and melons, meat and onions. The diet in the desert was not very savory, neither the journey
ahead. Complaints and laments were raised.

Complaints and laments are expressions of dissatisfaction. We all complain when we are unhappy about a
given situation. As a friend says, "When you hurt, yell." But complaining and lamenting cannot become a
constant attitude in our lives. If it does, it means we are not able to find ways to transform what causes us
unhappiness or dissatisfaction. Complaints are often an attitude of those who believe the solution of the
problems lies with the other; they don't see themselves as active subjects in the resolution of what brings
about dissatisfaction. Complaining is most of the time a negative attitude and it is dispossessed of creative
energy.
Do you complain very often?

The people of Israel were complaining. In the language of the text, God sent poisonous serpents among the
people and many died. Then they repented, pleading for Moses intervention; God guided Moses to build a
bronze serpent. Anyone who looked at it, lived. The symbolism of this image speaks at different levels.

First, the serpent was an important religious image in ancient times. Both in the Semitic as well as in the
Greek world, the serpent was associated with fertility. The Mesopotamian god of fertility, Ningszida, was
pictured with two serpent heads coming out of his shoulders. The two heads represented male and female. The
serpent was considered a symbol of life in several religious systems. She was worshipped in the whole
Ancient West. Even the Israelites burnt incense for a long time to the Bronze serpent that Moses had made. (2
Kings 18,4).

In several parts of the Bible, the serpent is a synonym of evil. In the story of the fall, it plays a prominent role
as the tempter. That is not without reason. In the process of affirming the one God, other gods had to vanish.

But in our text this morning, serpents are both causing people to die and to live. This is still a reference to the
serpent as a symbol of life.

I said before that the symbolism of this story speaks at different levels.

First, even if the serpent appears as a symbol of life, it is God who orders Moses to build the Bronze serpent.
This means that Monotheism is being installed with the strong affirmation that there is only one God.

Second, a people who don't take their destiny in their own hands and fight for freedom and justice will die.
Those who choose to live under oppressive structures instead of searching for alternatives with the potential of
liberation, will die. Those who keep silent before atrocities and violence, will die. Those who don't tell the
deepest truth to themselves, will die. These are poisoning processes and if we don't face them, we die. Perhaps
not literally, but in the end the spirit expires.

Third, complaining is not a constructive attitude. It carries the potential of killing us, the other, of killing a
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relationship. It doesn't mean that we will never complain again. But it means that we have to overcome the
attitude of sitting comfortably on our options, ways of doing things and even our way of being, expecting that
somebody else will take responsibility to change whatever dissatisfies us.
Serpents killed people but God sent an option that brought about life. The story reveals how much God loves
her children.

"As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness," the great text in John begins. The Beloved, lifted high,
would save. The comparison was not that the Christ would be a bronze figure. But like the serpent, Christ
would be lifted up, where all could see, where all who wanted life could have access to it, where God's love
was sure to shine, where the people could find God's certain promise, like a rainbow rejoicing.

The Fourth Sunday of Lent is traditionally called Laetare, from the Latin for Rejoice. This is a meaningful
word for this Sunday when we read texts speaking about God's love and grace, some of the most important
texts in the whole Bible.

"For God so loved the world that he gave his only son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish,
but have eternal life". (John 3,16)

This verse Luther called 'the Gospel within the Gospels'.

"For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God â�� not
the result of works, so that no one may boast." (Ephesians 2,8)

Love and grace. These two words embrace, strengthen, empower and liberate us. They place us before the
intense light that shines and vanishes all our shadows. They situate us before the immensity of mercy that
frees once and forever. But, can we face the infinite without being consumed by it? Can we be reached by so
intense light without being burnt? Can we undergo processes of liberation without being bitten by serpents?
Can we be 'people in process' without dying?

For the Israelites in the desert, the alternative was given: look at the Bronze serpent in the pole, and you shall
live.
For us the invitation comes: look at Jesus Christ; come to the light! See all the colors of God's love. And you
will be re-shaped into a free person and a liberated people. Amen.
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