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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 I want to talk about life and death this morning, or to be more precise, life in the face of 
death. That just so happens to be what Jesus wants to talk about too in our Gospel reading this 
morning, so I guess that’s a happy coincidence. If you had to sum up the whole of the Christian 
faith in a single verse of scripture, you could a lot worse that John 3:16. “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.” There it is. You don’t get much more concise than that. Life in the face of death, 
life that is God’s intention for us, life that is God’s project in the world on our behalf in Jesus 
Christ. 
 But that’s actually not the verse I want to focus on this morning. Not yet, anyway. We’ll 
come back to it, though. The verse I’d like us to ponder first is two verses back, verse fourteen: 
“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.” If you know what Jesus is referring to here, it’s a 
very powerful and evocative image. It comes from that story in Numbers chapter 21, when the 
people of Israel complain against both Moses and God. And not for the first time. They complain 
about being taken out of Egypt, about being freed from slavery under Pharaoh! God has rescued 
them spectacularly, through plagues and the Passover, in a pillar of cloud and fire, through the sea 
in hot pursuit, finally destroying Pharaoh’s army. And now they complain that God has taken them 
out in the wilderness to die. So God sends poisonous serpents to bite them, and they start dying. 
Which seems harsh. And let’s be honest, it does kind of support their claim that they’re being led 
to their death. But that’s the story we have. And this leads the people to recognize their sin and 
they call on God for help. So God has Moses cast an image of a bronze serpent and put it on a pole, 
so that whoever is bitten by the poisonous serpents can look at the bronze image and be saved 
from death.  
 Now this is a tenuous connection with where I'm going next, but this image of the serpent 
on the pole might have something to do with a later Greek symbol, the rod of Asclepius – also a 
snake on a stick – which appears as a medical symbol to this day. It’s on my Blue Cross/Blue 
Shield card. It’s on the flag of the World Health Organization, and it’s the symbol of the American 
Medical association. The connection isn’t clear, but the biblical image is known by scholars to be 
older than the Greek image. 
 At any rate, it is to things medical that I turn now. You might have noticed that there is 
something of a medical crisis that has erupted in the world over the past several weeks. Of course 
you have. Covid-19, they’re calling it: a new virus that might have originated, ironically, in snakes, 
and spread to the human population in markets that sell snakes for food. It’s not as contagious as 
the flu, I guess, but for those who catch it it seems to be a bit more deadly, especially in vulnerable 
populations – people whose health is already compromised for various reasons.  
 What should we think about this from the perspective of our faith, if indeed our faith has 
anything helpful to say about it? First, I think it’s clear that there are all kinds of unhelpful things 
that people who claim to know the mind of God are surely already saying, like this being a 
punishment from God like the snakes in Numbers 21. They’re the same folks who claimed that 
Hurricane Katrina was God’s judgment on New Orleans. (Funny that we didn’t hear the same 
claims about Hurricane Harvey when it hit Houston a few years ago.) Let’s be clear that such 
claims are speculation at best, and irresponsible and mean-spirited at worst. In fact, there is good 



scriptural precedent that warns us against blaming people for their own suffering. That’s one of 
the main points of the book of Job. What we can say for sure from the perspective of our faith is 
that such crises can be opportunities for reflecting on God’s love for the world in Jesus Christ, and 
so being drawn into loving our neighbors. And what might that look like? In sending his disciples 
out to proclaim God’s coming kingdom in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus sends them also to cure 
the sick, and counsels them to be “wise as serpents,” to stick with the snake theme. I think that 
being “wise as serpents” in our present context means listening to our health experts and following 
their recommendations. Not the self-proclaimed experts, the actual ones. The approach to the faith 
in denominations like ours does not pit science against faith. We recognize science and 
scholarship as gifts of God. We are allowed to see God’s healing power at work in and through 
and alongside medical procedures and treatments. So first, I’d encourage you to become familiar 
with what our health experts are recommending. Start by Googling the CDC, the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention. Consult reputable news outlets. Don’t believe everything you see 
on Facebook, or other places on the internet. Be wise about your social media consumption. See a 
doctor or a doctor equivalent if you’re sick, and follow their advice. And wash your hands! 
 Here are a few things we’re going to do at Grace starting today. We’re going to encourage 
you to not shake hands during the passing of the peace. You may have noticed that the liturgical 
instructions there do not say “shake hands.” They have never said that. That’s just been our 
custom. In the early church, by the way, it was a kiss of peace. Don’t do that either. And least not 
with people you don’t normally kiss. The instructions do say that you may exchange a “sign of 
peace.” I sometimes do this to people who are out of reach (peace sign.) Star Trek fans are 
encouraging the Vulcan salute instead of handshakes, if you can pull that one off. Just don’t say 
“live long and prosper” during the peace, please. Our put your hands across your chest, or keep 
them at your side. Make eye contact, not hand contact, and share the peace of Christ. Other things 
we’re doing starting now: I’ve emptied the font and for now we will fill it only for baptisms and 
affirmations of baptism. You may have noticed that it is already my practice to put on hand 
sanitizer before the beginning of communion. Starting today I’ll first go into the sacristy and wash 
my hands, then put on sanitizer. And finally, I won’t shake your hand at the door on the way out. 
But do still come by and say hi. And if you get sick during the week, I encourage you to stay home 
or seek medical care. There may be other changes in weeks to come as we continue to listen to the 
advice of our health experts. Grace’s council will spend some time at our March meeting this 
Tuesday talking about this. 
 All of this is not to panic or overreact. It is to begin to exercise best preventive practices 
out of care for one another, to model and practice love for the neighbor in specific and concrete 
ways. This is not the Black Plague, but it is more serious than the common cold or the seasonal flu, 
and thousands of people die from the flu every year. More people will likely die from this new 
virus. And all of us will face death, the death of loved ones and our own death, whether from this 
or some other cause. We spend most of our lives trying to ignore that fact. Crises like this bring 
that reality back into focus. But let us also remember, even in the midst of deadly events, that 
God’s will for us, God’s project in the world in Jesus Christ is about life. Whether we live or 
whether we die, when we live and when we die, we belong to the Lord, who is continually at work 
bringing life from death. May we trust that promise in the days to come. May we be wise and 
compassionate partners in God’s life-giving work in Jesus Christ throughout all our days. And 
may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. 
Amen. 


