Numbers 21:4-9
From Mount Hor the Israelites set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the land of Edom; but the people became impatient on the way. The people spoke against God and against Moses, "Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we detest this miserable food." Then the LORD sent poisonous serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that many Israelites died. The people came to Moses and said, "We have sinned by speaking against the LORD and against you; pray to the LORD to take away the serpents from us." So Moses prayed for the people. And the LORD said to Moses, "Make a poisonous serpent, and set it on a pole; and everyone who is bitten shall look at it and live." So Moses made a serpent of bronze, and put it upon a pole; and whenever a serpent bit someone, that person would look at the serpent of bronze and live.

Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22 Page 746, BCP

Confitemini Domino
1 

Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good, *
and his mercy endures for ever. 

2 

Let all those whom the LORD has redeemed proclaim *
that he redeemed them from the hand of the foe. 

3 

He gathered them out of the lands; *
from the east and from the west,
from the north and from the south. 

17 

Some were fools and took to rebellious ways; *
they were afflicted because of their sins. 

18 

They abhorred all manner of food *
and drew near to death's door. 

19 

Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, *
and he delivered them from their distress. 

20 

He sent forth his word and healed them *
and saved them from the grave. 

21 

Let them give thanks to the LORD for his mercy *
and the wonders he does for his children. 

22 

Let them offer a sacrifice of thanksgiving *
and tell of his acts with shouts of joy. 

Ephesians 2:1-10

You were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once lived, following the course of this world, following the ruler of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work among those who are disobedient. All of us once lived among them in the passions of our flesh, following the desires of flesh and senses, and we were by nature children of wrath, like everyone else. 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-- by grace you have been saved-- and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that in the ages to come he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God-- not the result of works, so that no one may boast. For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.

John 3:14-21

Jesus said to Nicodemus, "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. 

"Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God. And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil. For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. But those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God." 

Prayer: Heavenly Father be patient with us as we seek to understand your divine mystery. Amen.
Sermon:  These days I regularly go to Lawrence and Memorial hospital for my Clinical Pastoral Education.  I have been assigned two floors with the idea that I would speak to the patients and the hospital staff about God. I am then required to write verbatim the conversations I have had. These verbatim conversations are then presented to a group of fellow students and a supervisor who analyze them and suggest the best ways to be pastorally present to a diversity of people.  

Yet what really happens is that I visit patients; sometimes I pray with them; mostly I joke with them; and at the end of the day I come home praising God for what these patients and their life stories have taught me. 

I now know which patient dated for how long before she got married some 65 years ago and whose engagement ring got returned how many times. I witness the love that two sister-in-laws have for each other because they were friends before one’s brother entered the picture; and I also witness a Vietnam veteran walking home alone after being discharged because he has never really had a family.  At times, I have been told by patients that they do not want to see me because they are not believers and at other times I have been welcomed with joy by some who would like to pour out their hearts to the Lord and say to the Lord, have mercy on me.  
In the midst of all this drama of living and dying, I stand in awe of God’s amazing creation that we are.  Sometimes we think of ourselves as so strong that we forget how fragile we are; and at other times we feel so weak that we forget the strength of God’s love for us.  Sometimes medical professionals act as if they have everything in control; yet when nothing that they do seem to work; they turn to the Chaplain for providing spiritual care to the patients.  When all medicine fails, only prayer and the knowledge that God loves us brings peace to our minds and souls.  
During one of my orientations at L&M a doctor stated quite frankly that no matter what we claim, when a person heals it really is a miracle of God. The human body is so complex, he said, that there still isn’t a full grasp of how and why it does what it does.  So we only observe what we can and based on analysis of other such observations we make decisions. In some cases we can be certain that we have perfected our responses to our observations but in most cases medical science is still learning, he admitted.
And that is what the scripture is perhaps telling us today. How does one get cured by looking at a poisonous serpent made out of bronze? How is one saved of sins without doing anything? How is it that Jesus does not condemn anyone but we all stand condemned if we do not believe in him; yet that really does not make any difference because God so loves the world! Yes friends that is why the highly logical medical professionals call in a chaplain when all their logic fails; because we who profess the risen Lord are the masters of obfuscation; other wise known as the mystery of God! 
Standing in that great tradition of obfuscation let me try and obfuscate the Gospel narrative a little more today. Nicodemus is a Pharisee who comes to Jesus in the darkness of the night. He accepts Jesus; there is no challenge or confrontation in the entire narrative.  He is trying to learn something, just as any logical mind attempts to, he too questions how a person can be born again. His approach is logical; Jesus’ approach is theological. 
Okay so I admit there is a play with the Greek word Anothen which holds duel meaning of above and again.  Jesus means being born from above, Nicodemus hears it as being born again.  Well, maybe, we really do not know.  And that is the point: the Gospel writer loves playing with words and contrasting concepts; but how can we be truly sure that that is what the Gospel writer is doing.  Maybe what appears to be a contrast or play on words to us meant something entirely different to the Gospel writer and its original readers.  Anyhow, what we can be sure of today is what Nicodemus was also sure of throughout the Gospel of John.  

Nicodemus appears to be attempting to understand Jesus.  He is not in confrontation with Jesus; he is not challenging Jesus; he is trying to understand him in the most logical way possible.  Let’s suppose that he was to understand that Anothen meant from above and not again.  Would that logically make more sense?  Not really! Perhaps in his shoes, a long time before the theology of the Kingdom of Heaven and Christ’s glorious ascension, it was more logical to attempt to understand a new birth than to seek to understand a birth from a metaphysical location. Especially when that location is both going to be and is now!  So, for Nicodemus to pursue the born again track was only logical for it promised a more concrete and physical explanation.  
Anyhow, what we need to understand today is that Nicodemus, unlike the Pharisees of his time, is portrayed in the Gospel of John as a patient logical seeker who despite the emotional endorsement of all the rest of the Pharisees for Christ’s arrest, argues for the most sane approach.  In Chapter 7 verse 51 he is reported as saying, “Our law does not judge people without first giving them a hearing to find out what they are doing, does it?”  And when Jesus is arrested and crucified, he quietly joins Joseph of Arimathea in finding Jesus the best possible burial.  
Did Nicodemus get it? Did Nicodemus not get it? Frankly we do not know.  What we do know is that Nicodemus is one who patiently sought Jesus through reason and rationality; just as the doctors at L&M seek to understand the human body, patiently with reason and rationality. 
With this as background what does it mean that Jesus would have to be raised just like the symbol of healing, the serpent wrapped around on a pole?  I think that just as the same serpent that caused death became the symbol of healing; so too the same human person that rejects God’s redemptive power through the use of logic had to be incarnated by the most loving God, so that he may be raised as a symbol of salvation.  What a potent way of reminding us that the symbol of death and rejection can be most miraculously transformed into a symbol of healing and salvation by the most loving God.

Such a miraculous transformation changes the concept of life and death. We now can speak of eternal life with gladness of heart. That is life which begins with death but death has no control over it.  One of the patients that I visit, recently told me to read a book that speaks of a man who was dead for a while and experienced heaven in the form of indescribable colors.  The beauty that person experienced was beyond what words could capture.  And now, the beauty which he could not capture he shares through his book, which no one can capture yet it warms the hearts of those who read about it.  This patient insisted that I read this book and preach about it and tell how there is nothing to worry because after death there is a beautiful life waiting for us; a life where we will be joined with those who have gone before us.  
This patient took the church address and said when you preach on this I want to be there to hear the power of this message.  I must remind you that he was the same patient who had been first admitted a couple of months back.  This time his illness had just hit him.  He was treated and sent home.  In my first visit, he saw me and told me with full force that I could not save his soul, he does not go to church, and that he thought that priests should go to hell for what they have done to some people.  To be honest, he still thinks that priests should go to hell, but today through many trials and experiences of pain and despair, he has found hope.  Today he proclaims the joy of eternal life and wants it to be shared with as many as possible and with as much power as possible.  
I do not know why he has come to this conclusion; perhaps a logical thinking therapist would know. But what I do know is that his conclusion is certainly not a very logical one; but somehow the Christian message of God’s love shrouded in mystery and complexity has touched him; just as it touches all those who believe in the name of that man Jesus God chose to live through the human struggle and be raised up and emerge triumphant so that we may believe that God loves us no matter who we are, how we are, and where we are.  

God loves us even when we continue with our rational struggle, much like Nicodemus.  God does not condemn.  And even today with our most sophisticate and advance science when the serpent around the pole is still a symbol of healing for us, it is that most loving God who continues to provide hope and peace when all human understanding fails. 
May God transform all of us, so that we may no longer debate the word Anothen and the implications of its various meanings, or that we may no longer think like Nicodemus but that we may believe like the doctor who knows despite all his knowledge of science that healing comes only from God, or like that patient who has found hope and peace in life eternal.  Amen.     
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