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Without a doubt, the snake on a stick passage  

is one of the most curious in the Bible. 

First, God sends snakes to bite and kill  

the very people God has rescued from slavery in Egypt. 

Then, God instructs Moses to fashion a snake on a stick   

 and tell the people to look at the snake  

if they are bitten. 

By looking at the snake, 

 they will be saved. 

We don’t know what to make of this very curious story.   

Is it a recasting of an ancient myth  

that somehow made its way into Holy Scripture? 

Is it an example of the magical thinking  

of a more primitive people? 

Or is pointing us to a deep truth  

about who we are and who God is? 

If this last possibility is true,  

then we dare not discount the story 

 or relegate it to the dustbin.  

 

The Israelites wander in the wilderness 

 after they leave Egypt. 

And they wander and,  

they wander some more, 

 and eventually they get sick of it. 

Most of that time, they grumble,  

 complain bitterly, 

about the lack of food, 

the lack of water, 

the heat, the cold,  

the sand, the incessant walking. 

They are free at last,  

free from Pharaoh  

and the dehumanizing, demeaning, demoralizing life  

they were living in Egypt. 

But, out there in the wilderness, miles from Egypt, 

 they begin to realize  

that freedom also brings  

uncertainty, risk, even danger.  

As that realization bubbles up,  

 they begin to yearn for the creature comforts of Egypt 



That yearning manifests itself as incessant complaining   

about Moses’ decisions. 

Sometimes, the devil you know seems preferable  

to the devil you don’t know.  

 

The Israelites take up their complaining yet again  

as travel around Edom.  

But, this time it’s different. 

It’s different, because they don’t just grumble against Moses. 

They also grumble against God. 

Filled with anxiety, fear, anger and resentment, 

 their words come spilling out, 

“You never come, 

You never call.” 

Like water flooding over a dam, 

 they don’t think about  

  or care about what they are saying.  

First, they accuse God and Moses of plotting their deaths. 

Then, they complain about having no food or water.  

Finally, they complain the poor quality of the food. 

In one breath they say they have no food; 

 in the next, they complain the food. 

It would be comical,  

 if they were aiming at comedy. 

But, they aren’t. 

They are dead serious,  

 and what they are saying is deadly,  

 

The Israelites actions are deadly 

because they are scapegoating God and Moses. 

Scapegoating is an all too common human response  

to anxiety, fear, anger, frustration. 

It’s the practice of blaming  

someone else or a particular group for our problems. 

In extreme cases of scapegoating, 

 an individual or a group   

expels, even kills, the ones being scapegoated. 

This is what has happened to the Jews repeatedly  

throughout history.   

It is what has happened and continues to happen  

to African Americans and Hispanics  

here in the United States. 

It is what is happening to Muslims  

in many parts of the world today. 

 



In addition to wounding  

or killing the people being scapegoated,  

scapegoating can and does have terrible consequences  

 for the people doing the scapegoating. 

It prevents them from understanding  

what is feeding their need to scapegoat others 

It makes it difficult for them to develop  

a sensitivity to and acceptance of people  

different from themselves.  

It promotes distrust among people and groups of people. 

In a word, scapegoating is odious.  

Odious because it demeans and dehumanizes  

everyone involved. 

Much like the snake in the Garden of Eden, 

scapegoating is a snake that kills. 

 

The truth this curious story tells  

is people die from snakebites 

They die whether the bite comes from a poisonous snake  

or from the poison of scapegoating. 

One kills the body; 

 the other kills the spirit. 

Both destroy community  

among people and between groups of people. 

 

When God tells Moses to put a snake on a stick 

 and have all snake-bitten people look at it, 

God provides the people a way to live. 

 God says,  

“Look!   

Look at what you have done.   

Look at how you have sinned.  

God says,  

“Look and repent!  

 Look and turn away from your sin. 

  Look and trust me and Moses once more.” 

God says,  

“Look and be reminded  

that distrust  and scapegoating kill! 

 Look and see how it kills relationships. 

   Look and discern how it is fatal to you.” 

The snake on a stick is not an idol to be worshipped. 

It is not some mythological story  

that somehow crept into the Bible. 

It is not an example of the magical thinking  



of a more primitive people. 

Rather, it is a reminder of God’s faithfulness and love  

and our need for forgiveness.  

As such, it is an icon,  

something that helps us perceive  

a deep truth about God and ourselves. 

 

Perhaps, you followed the story of the members  

of the Sigma Alpha Epsilon fraternity at OU, 

 who sang a racial chant 

  while being transported  

to a fancy, black-tie event. 

The chant was caught on video. 

The video went viral. 

The public raised a hue and cry. 

Quickly, OU’s president expelled  

the two students leading the chant 

and closed the frat house. 

All of this happened in a matter of days, four to be exact. 

 

Perhaps, you think the president acted appropriately. 

Without a doubt, the students’ actions were reprehensible. 

The students’ actions did demand a response  

commensurate with what they did. 

But, as many pointed out in the days after the incident,  

 expelling the students and closing the frat house 

  violated the first amendment rights   

of those involved. 

 

That alone is a compelling reason to reconsider  

the decision OU’s president made. 

In my mind, there is a more compelling reason  

his decision needs to be reconsidered. 

There has been and continues to be much  

prejudice, anxiety, fear, anger and resentment  

around racial issues in this country.  

Yet, the president’s response does not address  

any of these problems. 

It does nothing except kick the problem down the road. 

It does this by scapegoating the two students, 

who were in turn scapegoating African Americans.   

It lays our anxiety, fear, anger, resentment on the students  

 and sends them away, 

  which allows us to breathe  

a collective sigh of relief. 



We don’t have to think about the problem anymore,  

 at least not for a little while. 

 

Tom Palaima, a classics professor at the UT, Austin,  

proposes another solution in an editorial  

that appeared in the American Statesman 

  a week ago this past Friday (3.13.15). 

He asks, 

 “Shouldn’t we ponder  

what kind of upbringing and education  

dispose young white men  

at respected public universities  not 

   to recognize when they are being 

racists? 

 If we disappear them,  

  are we in some ways,  

   giving them and us an easy out? 

 Are we failing to take hold of an opportunity  

to unite in learning?” 

He answers his questions with the suggestion,  

 “Young men with racists instincts,  

  especially if acquired unthinkingly, 

   should have to confront  

    how what they have done affects those 

who are the objects of their racism. 

 And those, who are the objects, would benefit 

  from having to confront  

their own feelings of anger or despair  

about how ingrained racism  

still is in our society….” 

To that end, Palaima thinks the students  

should have had to remain in school  

 and explore how their actions  

impact others, the community, and themselves.  

Looking at the snake on a stick,  

 becoming aware of the impact of our words and actions,  

  can heal us and heal our communities. 

It can open our minds and transform our thinking.  

 

Some human responses are deeply ingrained in us.   

Scapegoating, playing the blame game,  

 is one of them. 

In Christ, God opens the door 

 to a new way, a better way, a different way  

  of being in the world. 



Jesus acknowledges this  

 when he says,  

  “But, I, when I am lifted up from the earth 

   will draw all people to myself.”  (John 12:32). 

 

Every involved in Jesus’ crucifixion is scapegoating. 

Pontius Pilate is caught  

between the religious leaders and Rome. 

The religious leaders are caught  

between their Roman overseers and the people. 

The people are caught  

between the religious leaders  

and their desire for relief. 

Pilate’s actions say,  

“I wash my hands of this affair.”  (Matthew 27: ). 

The religious leaders say,  

“It is better for one man to die for the people t 

than that the whole nation perish.  (John 11:50). 

The people say,  

“Crucify him!  Crucify him!”  

All of them lay 

their anxieties, fears, anger, frustration on Jesus. 

All of them scapegoat Jesus. 

  

First, they scapegoat Jesus; 

then, they crucify him.  

Through that terrible, horrible, agonizing, brutal act 

 God rewrites the world’s story and our story. 

On the cross, God in Christ shows us in word and deed 

 a better way,  

a righteous way,  

a more compassionate way to live. 

Central to this better way is  

trust in God and love for others. 

Trust in God and love for others  

can overcome our most basic instinct,  

 the instinct to protect ourselves at all cost. 

Trust and love can open the way  

 to a new way of thinking,  

a new way of being,  

a new way of living. 

God gives us the cross 

 that we might look and see 

  and seeing might discern the very heart of God,  

   the home of eternal love.  Amen. 



 


