
Fifth Week of Lent Tuesday March 31, 2020 

 
FIRST READING: Numbers 21:4-9 
 
A reading from the Book of Numbers: 
 
 From Mount Hor the children of Israel set out on the Red Sea road, to bypass the land of Edom. But with 
their patience worn out by the journey, the people complained against God and Moses, “Why have you brought 
us up from Egypt to die in this desert, where there is no food or water? We are disgusted with this wretched 
food!” In punishment the LORD sent among the people saraph serpents, which bit the people so that many of 
them died. Then the people came to Moses and said, “We have sinned in complaining against the LORD and you. 
Pray the LORD to take the serpents away from us.” So Moses prayed for the people, and the LORD said to 
Moses, “Make a saraph and mount it on a pole, and whoever looks at it after being bitten will live.” Moses 
accordingly made a bronze serpent and mounted it on a pole, and whenever anyone who had been bitten by a 
serpent  looked at the bronze serpent, he lived. 
 
The word of the Lord. 
 
RESPONSORIAL: Psalm 102:2-3, 16-18, 19-21 
O Lord, hear my prayer, and let my cry come to you. 
O LORD, hear my prayer, and let my cry come to you. Hide not your face from me in the day of my distress. 
Incline your ear to me; in the day when I call, answer me speedily. 
O Lord, hear my prayer, and let my cry come to you. 
 
The nations shall revere your name, O LORD, and all the kings of the earth your glory, When the LORD has 
rebuilt Zion and appeared in his glory; When he has regarded the prayer of the destitute, and not despised their 
prayer. 
O Lord, hear my prayer, and let my cry come to you. 
 
Let this be written for the generation to come, and let his future creatures praise the LORD: “The LORD looked 
down from his holy height, from heaven he beheld the earth, To hear the groaning of the prisoners, to release 
those doomed to die.” 
O Lord, hear my prayer, and let my cry come to you. 
 
GOSPEL: John 8:21-30 
 
+ A reading from the holy Gospel according to John: 
 
 Jesus said to the Pharisees: “I am going away and you will look for me, but you will die in your sin. Where I 
am going you cannot come.” So the Jews said, “He is not going to kill himself, is he, because he said, ‘Where I am 
going you cannot come’?” He said to them, “You belong to what is below, I belong to what is above. You belong 
to this world, but I do not belong to this world. That is why I told you that you will die in your sins. For if you do 
not believe that I AM, you will die in your sins.” So they said to him, “Who are you?” Jesus said to them, “What I 
told you from the beginning. I have much to say about you in condemnation. But the one who sent me is true, 
and what I heard from him I tell the world.” They did not realize that he was speaking to them of the Father. So 
Jesus said to them, “When you lift up the Son of Man, then you will realize that I AM, and that I do nothing on 
my own, but I say only what the Father taught me. The one who sent me is with me. He has not left me alone, 
because I always do what is pleasing to him.” Because he spoke this way, many came to believe in him. 
 
The Gospel of the Lord. 
 



Tuesday the Fifth Week of Lent Reflection 
 
In reading the first reading from numbers, I thought of Rabbi Harold Kushner’s book, “When Bad Things Happen 
to Good People.” He stated that if people can find a purpose in catastrophe and pain, people can bear anything. 
He also said that God tries to help, but does not have sufficient power to prevent catastrophic events. In this 
horrible story, people express their dissatisfaction to God. He led them into the desert where there was no food, 
water or shelter. Without those things, in the desert, death is inevitable! Who among us wouldn’t have thoughts 
and feelings like that? I know I would. 
 
What does God do in response? He sends poisonous snakes to bite and kill people. Is this the action of a loving 
God? The people then ask this same vengeful God to save them. This he does with a bronze snake mounted on a 
pole. All people have to do is look at it. They are healed. I want to know, how could this help those who’ve 
already died? It couldn’t and didn’t. The Old Testament is full of stories like this. At worst, they can push people 
away from God. At best they get us to turn to God in wonder.  
 
When I was in college, Emerson, Lake and Palmer had performed a song. I don’t remember its name, but it had 
this quote, “How could you loose six million Jews?” I also remember a National Lampoon album; I don’t 
remember its name either. There was a tiny female voice that asked, “What do you expect from a God who 
crucified his own son?” When I first heard these lines, I was horrified! They sounded blasphemous! Today, nearly 
fifty years later, they have been part of my prayer in the face of the horrors I have seen and experienced. The 
response to the first question is, “Never again!” Although, in my lifetime, I’ve witnessed genocides in Rwanda 
and the former Yugoslavia. I was born during the Korean war and throughout my lifetime, wars have been more 
or less constant. I will still say, “Never again!” Faith cannot answer to horrors; it answers to Hope.  
 
To the second question, next week is Holy Week. We celebrate the suffering and death of God’s own son on the 
cross each year. The Cross, like the poisonous snake, is a symbol of degradation, punishment and death. Yet we 
make the sign of the cross each time we begin and end our prayer and worship in blessing. Blessing is the 
remembrance of God’s presence. The Cross, and Jesus’ dying on it, was the way God saved us. God died, in 
Jesus, for each one of us.  
 
How many times did I hear, as a child when I complained about seeming unfairness, offer it up? Offer what and 
why? St. Paul said somewhere, and a bit paraphrased, we offer our pain and sorrow for what is lacking in the 
sufferings of Jesus. Of course there is nothing lacking in the suffering and death of Jesus. Perhaps, what I 
dismissed, as a kid, can become pivotal in providing some sense to what seems senseless. The Hebrew people of 
the Bible still live on in Jews today. When I was stationed in Skokie, I knew a Rabbi Schulman. I met him through 
the yearly Thanksgiving Interfaith Service. He had a profound Yiddish accent. I always thought he had grown up 
in New York City. I was wrong. I went to the Holocaust Museum, in Skokie, the first time. When the COVID 19 
pandemic abates, I recommend a visit, or two. Rabbi Schulman, it turns out was born in Germany. He survived a 
concentration camp. He did hale from New York. He became a Rabbi there and founded a youth ministry there 
upon arriving as a refugee after the war. He then came to work in Skokie. He impressed me as a man of 
profound faith and commitment. I learned this about him because he is one of the witnesses in one of the 
videos shown at the museum. The horrors of his life led him more deeply into the mystery of God. 
 
As children, we learn that our actions have consequences. God punished sin and sinners go to hell. This is a very 
simple concept. Knowing this can lead to a childish response; when bad things happen to me, this is punishment 
from God. I will never forget an encounter I had with a woman in the hospital. This happened many years ago 
when I was stationed in my first parish. She had been diagnosed with breast cancer in both breasts. I saw her 
before surgery for a double mastectomy. When I walked into her room, she told me that I had arrived at the 
right moment. She was asking why God inflicted cancer on her. It had to be punishment for something. She had 



just figured out what she did to deserve this punishment. When she was four or five years old, she pushed her 
two year old brother down the basement stairs. I listened, horrified, to this. 
 
I pointed out that this, a seemingly, death sentence was unwarranted because for the rest of her life, she loved 
her brother. If this was true, what of the gifts of her husband, children and grandchild? God had blessed her very 
much! The doctors told her that she and her husband couldn’t have children so they adopted three! Later, in her 
early forties, they became pregnant and were blessed with a baby girl, who was, at that time, seven years old. 
Was God remembering a childish act of aggression? Did God forget all the selfless actions of the rest of her life? 
This happened in the spring of 1981. I lost contact with the family in the mid 1990’s. She had another bout with 
cancer. When I last heard, she was still well. She’d be close to ninety today. 
 
Do we really believe in a malicious God? No, we do not. All of ask when horrors happen, “Why me?” Can’t we 
also ask, “Why not me?” Life can be chaotic. We have no control over many things. We can be helpless as well. 
None of us gets out of this world alive. We were born naked and knowing nothing; unable to speak. When we 
die, we take nothing with us; leaving the body we were born with behind as well. That’s life. Faith does not 
answer questions of why or why not. We still ask them but when we do, it diverts our attention to them and not 
to the challenges we face.  
 
We all face inconvenience and threat in the face of this pandemic. What alarms me is that China has been locked 
down since January and is just beginning to relax restrictions. We are probably looking forward to months, not 
weeks of this. Since there is no cure or vaccination for the COVID 19 virus, our concern is prevention. Worrying 
about catching the disease is a fear. Worrying about transmitting the disease is, for all of us, a responsibility. 
Each of us can act responsibly with these five steps as the CDC suggests: 

 Avoid close contact with people who are sick. 
 Avoid touching your eyes, nose and mouth. 
 Stay home when you are sick. 
 Cover your cough or sneeze with a tissue, then throw the tissue in the trash. 
 Clean and disinfect frequently touched objects and surfaces using a regular household cleaning spray or 

wipe. 

In these five, simple steps, each of us can focus on our purpose instead of worry. 
 
The Gospel also provides a challenge. Will it ever be too late to seek Jesus? In the gospel today, Jesus, himself, 
implies that the answer is. “Yes!” Is that true? Apparently Jesus did not hear the message of Sts. Paul or 
Augustine. Faith is a gift from God and does not originate in anyone unless God wills it. Wait, both of these men 
said these things after Jesus! Paul wrote decades after Jesus and Augustine wrote centuries later. Jesus, himself, 
also said the same thing: 
 
‘I bless you, Father, Lord of heaven and of earth, for hiding these things from the learned and the clever and 
revealing them to little children. Yes, Father, for that is what it has pleased you to do.  Everything has been 
entrusted to me by my Father; and no one knows who the Son is except the Father, and who the Father is 
except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.’ (Luke 10:21-22 New Jerusalem Bible) 
 
Each of the four evangelists had a point if view. John had a bias. He spoke as one who believed. He couldn’t 
understand how anyone else, who witnessed what he did, would not believe as he did. God gave him the faith to 
believe. So, can it ever be too late to seek Jesus? The answer is actually, “No!” I say this out of a bias, too, like 
John’s. I am a believer and will let God give the gift as God chooses to give it; in God’s time and not mine. 
 



The first reading showed a God whose hand can kill or heal. All the people had to do was turn to God and God 
saved them. Jesus faces the Cross that heals us. We read these readings because we already believe; we read 
through the eyes of faith. We experience life and all that comes from the perspective those eyes provide. We 
live responsibly, as believers as, well. The blessing of God comes not from events or situation but from knowing 
God is near. God may feel distant from us, but we live not from our feelings but from faith. 
 
James D. Beath 
March 31, 2020 
 


