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+ In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

Can you remember what it was like a year ago? Remember how we were feeling. 

The church was ready to close for worship, something none of us could have 

conceived would ever happen. We were all washing our hands until we had scales 

of dry skin, sanitising to the point of barrenness, wiping down every handle, every 

surface, awkwardly keeping apart, learning what it means to be socially distant. 

We were all uncertain about what was happening and anxious about our 

wellbeing, especially if we were older or vulnerable. It was probably about a year 

ago that I wept at the lectern as I announced that the church would be closing for 

worship. There would be no Easter in the church. The idea of online worship was 

still a thing beyond what I felt capable of undertaking.  

Remember the desperately sad queues of people outside Centrelink, desolated 

because they had lost their jobs, anxious about how they would pay rent and 

mortgages, care for children, make ends meet. How quickly can the axis of our 

world experience change. And in the meantime, we were all looking desperately 

to find a roll of toilet paper in the supermarket. 

We still cannot shake hands in the context of our public worship or kneel around 

the altar rails or share the wine, the blood of Christ in sacrament. Our worldview 

has changed, but hopefully a year later we are all a little wiser and more patient 

in our waiting. Perhaps our uncertain time can be likened to the people of Israel 

in the wilderness, hungry and thirsty for an end to an uncertain new way of life.  

The people of Israel have been travelling away from Egypt, from bondage and 

death. Moses has led them along the way, but the journey is long. How we forget 

the trials and suffering when a little time passes, when we want everything to be 

better immediately. The powerful act of salvation performed by God at the first 

Passover ought not to be forgotten quickly, even when the desert way was 

difficult for the people. Impatience and outspokenness are typical human 

reactions to adversity.  
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As a people today we will quickly forget the effects of the pandemic unless we are 

personally confronted by illness in ourselves or loved ones in other countries. Still 

then will we be fearful, be reminded of our fragile, broken humanity. Otherwise, 

we will become impatient, eager to move on, return to former ways of life, as the 

people of Israel in their journeying. Perhaps we will forget too easily how quickly 

we lost the things we took for granted in daily life as we rely on the efficacy of the 

COVID vaccine.  

However, I think we are not meant to forget quickly, to return to old ways of life 

which are so fast paced and unresponsive to the crises of our human brothers and 

sisters in the world and to the crises of the natural world itself. Recall how the 

skies became clearer when the international airplanes virtually stopped flying and 

the Earth could breathe again. Recall how the instant unemployment of tens of 

thousands of Australians through the pandemic revealed to us how bitterly low 

the Newstart benefit was for people who had lost their job or were unable to gain 

employment. May we not forget these things quickly. Perhaps it is time to look 

upon the saving serpent as did the people of Israel – or through our Christian lens 

to look upon the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ and be redeemed. 

Whenever evil or sin comes upon a person it is as if they have been bitten by a 

poisonous serpent. When they look at the image of the redeeming snake on the 

pole they will live. The pole may be seen as a precursor to the tree, the pole of 

crucifixion of our Lord. When one looks upon the form of the crucified Christ, they 

see their salvation. They will live. The point of setting up the serpent of bronze is 

that the people may know they are redeemed if they turn to the source of their 

salvation, who is God. It is a difficult reading because looking at an object for 

salvation is a kind of idolatry.  

Yet we are a people for whom images are an essential aspect to our perception of 

the world, the universe, God and humanity. The cross I wear around my neck is 

not an idol I worship. It is however, a symbol of the saving Lord I serve, the Lord 
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who was lifted up on the cross to die for the sinfulness of human beings. I do not 

worship the cross, I worship what the cross symbolises, Christ crucified, the 

means of redemption from worldly sin and the way of salvation for fallen 

humankind. So might the serpent of bronze on a pole be for the ailing people of 

Israel, distressed and suffering in the wilderness, bitten by snakes because they 

dared to affront the mystery of God’s plan, a renewed symbol of salvation from 

death.  

From the psalm we may echo the affirmation of the person who has been 

redeemed; they will give thanks to the Lord because he is good and his mercy 

lasts for ever.   

As any of you who wear a medical alert bracelet or pendant know, and others 

familiar with medical imagery will know, the twisting serpent on the pole reminds 

us of this story from Israel’s history. The image also relates to Graeco-Roman 

religion with a similar saving story. It is a paradox of medicine that it is from the 

venom of a snake that an antidote may be made. It is a paradox of God that 

through death comes new life. 

We are all changed by the experience of 2020. Our ideals of being Australian will 

be different. We view politics and media differently than we did before. In some 

instances, we trust more and in others far less. The parameters of importance 

have shifted. We regard the world differently now than we did a year ago when 

the World Health Organisation announced a pandemic. Now we have all 

experienced lockdown, isolation, panic buying, separation from family and friends 

for extended periods, inability to travel overseas, restrictions of lifestyle that we 

have not experienced before. I am still receiving the Jobkeeper allowance until 

the end of the month. I remind myself of this as I look around and see you all and 

I am thankful that I am here with you in this church, leading you in worship and 

sharing in the community of Christ with you. A year ago, it was less certain that I 
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would be here. How deeply we become invested in the things we take for 

granted. 

This is a humbling experience for me, and it should be for this whole community 

here at St Luke’s. God has been gracious to us and blessed us and we have work 

to do as Christian disciples, formed in the faith of the Son of God who was given 

up for death that we may live. 

It is the fourth Sunday in Lent. The journey to the cross we recreate each year 

serves to remind us of God’s saving actions. The promise of redemption from 

sinfulness and the assurance of new life accompanies the Lenten journey. Let us 

reflect on the year that has passed with gratitude for God’s blessing in sustaining 

us in the wilderness of separation. Let us give thanks for where we are now, and 

abstain from impatience and outspokenness, confident in Jesus Christ risen from 

the dead, beyond Lent and into Easter morning. 


