
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. 
 
Reflection for the 5th Tuesday of Lent 
 
We make little distinction between a serpent and a snake. Was the serpent in the Garden of 
Eden a snake? Were these Saraph Serpents just poisonous snakes? We call poisonous snakes 
vipers. A serpent in the bible is much more than an ordinary snake. Serpents are directly linked 
to God. The serpent in the Garden spoke; snakes do not. The speaking-serpent set God’s plan of 
salvation of the human race into motion. Human sin was the catalyst for our need for salvation. 
God’s plan led to the Incarnation where God’s Son, Jesus was born a human being. The 
Incarnation led to the cross where God died for our sins. The cross led to the resurrection of 
Jesus. The resurrection led to the Ascension. The Ascension led to Pentecost which leads to 
Jesus’ return and the plan’s fulfillment of in the Kingdom of God. 
 
There is no such thing, at least in our world, as a Saraph Serpent. A Saraph is a winged fiery 
serpent. The plural for Saraph is Seraphim. Seraphim are the soldier angels of God. In today’s 
passage, God’s warriors were symbolized as serpents. What do we call winged, fiery serpents? 
Dragons? The very instrument of death became the means of life. Were the Saraph Serpents 
instruments of destruction or healing? The answer is yes they were. We face ambivalence in life 
all the time. We, ourselves, do and say contradictory things often. As we watch, listen, read or 
browse the worlds news we are as helpless as the Hebrew people who wandered through the 
desert for forty years. So far, we have endured a year of wandering through our troubled world. 
So many of us have become ill and so many of us have died. We have turned and turn now to 
God for relief. Is God’s answer to our prayers much different from God’s answer to the Hebrew 
wanderers? Wear a mask with others, keep social distance, wash your hands and get 
vaccinated. This is little consolation to the dead, their loved ones and those who suffer from the 
long-term effects COVID 19. This is our snake-on-a-stick. 
 
Why would a serpent be depicted as a snake? For us, snakes are a symbol of evil; they can kill 
us. Vipers bite and kill by poison. Constrictors kill by entwining then crushing their victims. We 
see the snake, and not human temptation, as the villain of the Garden of Eden. However, in 
many cultures in the world, a snake is a symbol of new life and resurrection. Snakes, after all, 
have to shed their skin before they can grow bigger thereby becoming renewed. There was a 
clash of religious iconography when the Catholic Spaniards encountered the Mezzo-American 
people. The Aztecs and Maya people worshipped them. The Spanish conquistadores 
interpreted this as devil worship. It became the springboard for conquest, enslavement and 
genocide. From people who believed in a loving, merciful, compassionate and forgiving God, 
what did they bring? Evil can come from us all. 
 
We can never take back or reverse the effects of evil. As Jorge Agustín Nicolás Ruiz de 
Santayana y Borrás, whom we have dubbed George Santayana, said, “Those who cannot 
remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” All we can do is continue to live and do our 



best to avoid our past mistakes. Since all of us are human we continue to make them. Even 
after the life, preaching, death and resurrection of Jesus, we still sin. Do we expect Saraph 
Serpents to swoop and bite us? Do we interpret pandemics, prejudice, economic and political 
strife as God’s punishments? Can we, as people of faith, trust the Spirit and embrace God’s 
grace as we face the world’s tragedies and catastrophes? How else can we put one foot in front 
of the other? We are alive and still live life. We have relied on one another who rely, in turn, on 
us. God has brought us to this day. 
 
Sometimes we fear facing the Father in outrage or anger. We try to hide the way we feel from 
God. Can we, though? God has made us. God knows when we sit or stand, probes our hearts 
and minds and knows us more thoroughly than we can know ourselves. Why try to hide what 
God already knows? We turn to God with thanks for what we deem to be good. We turn to God 
in praise when we feel fine. We turn to God for help when we feel need. We turn to God for 
strength when we fear. We turn to God when we sin to forgive us. Why not turn to God when 
we are angry? Don’t we express anger to others whom we love? They still love us and so will 
God. Our capacity for love is limited. God is infinite, eternal and unconditional. God is also 
perfect, much better than us. God will never turn away the broken hearted. Anger comes from 
our brokenness. We pray any time we remember God. Our prayer to God benefits us. 
 
This story is an example of God’s healing without a cure. True, the story related that God cured 
those sickened by snake bites by looking at the bronze snake-on-a-stick. However the dead 
remained dead and their loved ones still grieved for them. Life continued. They were on their 
way to freedom and the Promised Land. They could not do that if they remained in their grief 
and in a place of pain. We have solidarity with the ancient Hebrew people. Life in this world lies 
ahead of us too. With the new vaccines that have arrived, we now can foresee an end to the 
pandemic. If we strive to seek God’s life in the lives of those we encounter, we can even love 
our enemies. To seek God’s presence in all things and events can lead us to a holy life for 
holiness is found only in God. Our final destination is eternal life and the Kingdom of God, which 
ever comes first. 
 
We believe, you and I, that nothing will come between us and God; even keeping social 
distance. In faith we are all linked together. We still love those who have died. Nothing, not 
even sin, can separate the lovers of God. This contrasts from the sentiments of Jesus in today’s 
passage from John. Jesus confronted those who refused to believe in him. We believe that 
Jesus is the Messiah, son of God and son of man. When Jesus stated, as did God to Moses in the 
book of Exodus, “I AM!” none of us is shocked or appalled. We already know this for we are 
believers and faithful as Christians. The authorities did not know this for they believed in God, 
not in Jesus. They were faithful to God as Jews. Jesus may have spoken of their condemnation, 
but within the next few lines we hear that through Jesus’ words more people came to believe in 
him. 
 
The gospels were written not as contemporary chronicles. Jesus didn’t travel with a secretary or 
a biographer. The gospels were written by people who lived, prayed and gathered together 
after the events of Jesus’ cross, resurrection and ascension. They were written after Pentecost 
for communities established by the missionaries who continued to preach, teach, worship and 
pray after the original witnesses of Jesus’ had died. The context of this passage was of a world 



where the followers of Jesus, his Church, had been expelled from the synagogues and from 
Judaism. They found themselves in a deadly pagan world that persecuted them for being 
believers. The Early Church needed the written Word for hope, guidance and to remember 
what Jesus had won; as do we. The gospel is written for believers and those who will believe. 
We all believe by God’s gift of faith and we pray that, in God’s time, God will bring all people to 
believe. 
 
We experience, as did the ancient Hebrews and the first believers in Jesus, our lives from a 
unique perspective. We believe, too, in God and specifically in Jesus. They trusted God’s 
providence to face their problems. They have all died, returning to God who made, led and 
saved them. We live in Christ and face our problems. We trust in God to provide what we need 
too. God may lead and guide us, renew and refresh us and help and heal us, on a good day. 
Trouble still surrounds us; we still must face much. On a bad day, we hope that God leads our 
steps as we put one foot in front to the other, drudgingly. In those times, we can pray for God’s 
gift of patience. One day we trust to live in God for eternity. 
 
May God lead you, guide you and remain by your side until the Kingdom comes. 
 
James D. Beath 
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