Sermon for Lent 4B

March 22, 2009 

Texts:  Number 21:4-9; Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22; Ephesians 2:1-10; John 3:14-21

There is a story told by Fred Craddock,
One of this century’s most powerful preachers.

When he was growing up in a small town,

His father was well-known by the local pastors 

As one of those who would never grace the door of a church.

His mother, on the other hand,

Was a faithful member of their local church.

She was active in the women’s group, in Sunday School

And on several of the committees.

The pastor of her church would come to call 

And during the course of the visit,

Not surprisingly, he would try to reach Fred’s Dad.

Fred’s Dad would grumble bitterly

About God, the church and the pastor.

Repeatedly he would complain

“You don’t care about me.

You pastors are all the same,

All you care about is another member,

Another number, another pledge.” 

Anytime a pastor, or anyone resembling a pastor

Would come in contact with Fred’s Dad,

The scene would be repeated.  

The complaining was endless,

And the refrain was the same.

“You don’t care about me,
It’s all about another member, number and pledge.”

There was only one time that his Dad

Did not complain about or to his mother’s pastor.

This scene took place at the local VA hospital,

Where his Dad was a patient.

He had just been diagnosed with throat cancer

And most of his throat tissue had been removed.

He had a tube where his throat had been

And he could no longer speak.

Fred happened to came into the hospital room

One time while the pastor was visiting. 

Every surface in the room

Was covered with flowers and potted plants
There was a 10 inch high stack of cards on the table

Next to his Dad’s bed.

As the pastor visited with his Dad,

Fred read the cards and the notes on the plants.

Every one of them
Had been sent by someone at his mother’s church.
Fred lingered by the window for a while,

Letting the pastor sit by his father’s bedside.

Finally, when Fred came close to his father’s bed,

His father signaled for a piece of paper and pencil.

He wrote words from Shakespeare’s Hamlet onto the paper:
“In this harsh world, 

Draw your breath in pain,

To tell my story”

Fred leaned down close to his Dad

And asked, “What is your story, Daddy?”

In the pastor’s presence,

His Dad wrote simply,

“I was wrong.”

I was wrong!

Complaining about church leaders and God

Is a theme which is also repeated in this morning’s Old Testament Lesson.
The Israelites have been wandering in the wilderness

For what has seemed like an endless amount of time. 

This is the fifth cycle of murmuring and complaining

Which the Bible records in their trek from Egypt.  

Their complaining, however, reaches a new high note on this cycle.

They not only complain about Moses,

They take on God, as well. 

This time they are as bored with the meal selection, 

As a hoard of hungry teenagers in a house stocked with only healthy food.

Like teenagers hanging on the open door of a full refrigerator,

Shrieking that there is nothing to eat in the house,

The Israelites first complain,

“There is nothing to eat or drink,”

And then add a seemingly illogical follow-on complaint

“We detest this miserable food”.
The Israelites must have been slow learners.
They never quite seemed to be able to trust in God’s care.

Whining, moaning and griping seemed to come more easily

Than faith in the God who had brought them, safely, out of Egypt.

They always seemed to be able to round up enough people

To staff the “We want to go back to Egypt committee”.

The members of this parking lot committee

Were able to remember the cucumbers and leeks in Egypt

But not the slave masters, or bricks they were forced to make and lug.  

God has grown increasingly impatient

With the ungratefulness and incessant complaining of this people.  

This time, God sends fiery, poisonous snakes

Into their midst, to punish the ungrateful whiners.  

Just goes to show you 

That you have be careful who you talk to,
When you complain about the meal you’ve just been served.
Many of us, on hearing the story

Of Fred Craddock’s Dad

With his incessant complaining about the pastor, the church and God,

Or the story of the whiny Israelites, complaining in the wilderness,
Feel a touch of sympathy for these folks.

If we are honest with ourselves,

And do a little soul searching,

Most of us will be able to remember a day

Or perhaps many days, when we just weren’t happy campers,

When complaining seemed easier than coping.  

Our breakfast eggs were overcooked,

Our co-worker didn’t deliver what had been promised,

And our teenager’s torn jeans really pushed our buttons,
On our way out the door.

On a day like this, our complaining

May even have included a gripe against God

“God, what did I do to deserve this?”

Now it is one thing when we lament a serious tragedy.

God provides us with the psalms to express our hurt and anger

About really terrible life changing things that happen to us.

But it is totally different, 

When we are just moaning about inconveniences,
Or failing to trust in God’s power to provide for us. 

I guess that I can understand

That God may reach a limit of tolerance

For whiny grumbling.  

I just pray that God won’t send fiery snakes
Or even stinging hornets

Into my house the next time 

That I wake up in a “woe is me” kind of mood.  

Clearly God was up to here,

With the grumbling, murmuring complaints,

Of the ungrateful Israelites.

But God’s faithfulness trumps human weakness

And even surpasses human grumbling.

After this episode of terminal complaining,

The Israelites managed to connect the dots

That the plague of poisonous snakes

Was related to their complaining.

They go to Moses, saying “we were wrong,
We have sinned by complaining about God and you. 

Beg God to do something about all these snakes.”
Moses, who had been the butt of all the complaining,

Did the faithful pastor kind of thing,

And prayed for the people.

God responded immediately.

God didn’t remove the snakes,

For their presence continued to provided a kind of warning

About the dangers of too much complaining.

But God did provide a kind of snake anti-toxin.

When anyone, who had been bitten,

Looked at a replica of a snake on a pole,

That person was cured of the snake bite.  

This cure is similar to the effect we get today

From a vaccine.

We go each fall

And let the doctor inject us 

With a weakened or dead strain,

Of the flu bugs that are predicted

To invade later in the winter,

In the hopes that this injection

Will protect us from the full strength flu.

In the history of the Israelites in the wilderness,

Yet one more time,

God has remained faithful

To a group of people

Who have trouble remembering

The God who brought them safely out of Egypt.

And how about you?

Have you ever gotten into one of those 

“Everything is wrong in my life” kind of moods”

Now I am not talking about the times

That you are in deep grief or the terrible throes of mourning.

I am talking about one of those mornings

When you wake up and find you have gained a few pounds,

When everything in your closet looks like a reject from the Salvation Army thrift store,

And your co-worker seems to have grown horns overnight,
A morning when complaints just seem to roll off your tongue.
It is on one of those kind of days,

That if you can stop complaining long enough

To hear the still, silent voice of God,

That you may a chance to experience the full depth of God’s faithfulness.

For me, it is sometimes on one of those mornings,

When I have spent my entire one mile walk

At the Colby Sawyer track,

Muttering to God,

That something happens to let me see God’s grace.

It may be the way the sun sparkles on the dew

When I leave the gym,

Or a sudden realization of how blessed I am 

To have friends and neighbors who visit my aunt,

Or there is an email note in my inbox when I get home,
That thanks me for something

I had even forgotten that I did.

If the Old Testament lesson has you wondering 

About a God who sends poisonous snakes 

Into the midst of a complaining, whining people,
If you feel compelled to start complaining about God’s tactics,

Remember that it is the same God 

Who provides the anti-toxin to the snake bites.

In the midst of your personal complaints,

Hear the words from Saint Paul.

“God who is rich in mercy,

Out of great love,

Even though we were dead from trespasses,

Made us alive together with Christ.”
Or the even more powerful words from the Gospel of John,

“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.”
The Good News for us 

Is that God sent God’s Son 

To the same whining, grumbling people

Who had difficulty recognizing him. 

Jesus came for you,

Even the you,

Who occasionally wakes up,

And says “I hate my life.”
Take a deep breathe.

Let the small still voice of God

Penetrate the mumbling and complaining

Remember the covenant faithfulness

Of God to God’s ungrateful people.

God promises that you are not alone,

That God sent God’s Son just for you.

In the midst of whatever mood has darkened your day,

Embrace the words that Fred Craddock’s Daddy,

Could only write,

“I was wrong!”
Amen
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