From Covenant to Covenant: One Step Forward, Two Steps Back
Numbers 21:4-9

Theresa MacPhail has spent her life not following what her mother taught her.


When MacPhail was only four years old, her brother died in an accident. Her mother was inconsolable.


Even at that young age, MacPhail understood the seismic shift in her mother’s attitude toward safety. Suddenly everything around them was potentially dangerous. Overnight, the world went from a playground to a hazardous zone. 

MacPhail grew up with a lot of restrictions and rules that were meant to protect her. She couldn’t walk home from school by herself, even though everyone she knew already did. She couldn’t attend pajama parties or go to summer camp because something might happen to her.

As this Californian got older, the list of things to fear got longer. Her entire life was divided into “things you should avoid” and “things you needed to do in order to have a good, long life.”

MacPhail says, “I know my mom was only trying to protect me. She worried about me because after my brother died, I was her only child and what if something happened to me? What if?”

As a result, MacPhail became a natural worrier. She worries about things like getting cancer, losing her wallet, car accidents, earthquakes, having a brain aneurysm, losing her job, and being in a plane crash. She worries about disasters big and small, real and imagined.

But you’d never know any of that by looking at MacPhail’s life. And that’s because she’s constantly forcing herself to do the things that frighten or worry her. In fact, she’s developed a rule for herself: If something scares her, then she has to do it at least once.

She’s done lots of things that her mom would’ve worried about. She’s ridden a motorcycle. She’s traveled—a lot. In fact, she’s lived in China. She’s performed stand-up comedy. She’s planning her second wedding. She still often travels to China, chasing bird flu as a medical anthropologist.

There’s something else about which McPhail usually doesn’t talk. But it’s a cornerstone in her belief that embracing fear produces courage.


When McPhail was fourteen, her mother died suddenly in a car accident. That loss on top of her brother’s unnatural death could have paralyzed her. But she remembers making a choice at her mother’s funeral. She realized she could live out the rest of her life trying to be “safe” or she could be brave enough to live out a fulfilling, exciting, and, yes, sometimes dangerous life. 

And what has McPhail come to understand as a result of making that choice?


“Courage isn’t a natural attribute of human beings,” she explains. “I believe that we have to practice being courageous; using courage is like developing a muscle. The more often I do things that scare me or that make me uncomfortable, the more I realize that I can do a lot more than I originally thought I could do.

“Even though I inherited my mother’s cautious nature, I’ve also come to believe that fear can be a good thing, if we face it. Believing that has made my world a less scary place.”

McPhail’s insights have helped me in thinking about the strange story we find in today’s scripture reading. And it is a strange story.

It comes from the time we call the Exodus. The Hebrew people flee their enslavement in Egypt. Along the way, they encounter divine signs and wonders—from life-threatening plagues to a freedom-giving escape route to life-giving food and water to a faith-sustaining covenant.

Finally the people reach the border of the land God has promised them. They send a dozen spies across the Jordan River to scope out their new home. The report comes back. Lush, rich, fertile land that produces food beyond their imagination. But the land also produces something else—fierce warriors with giant size and strength.


Ten of the Hebrew scouts conclude there’s no way this weary band of wanderers can conquer, much less evict, these warriors. But two spies file a minority report. They contend that the Hebrew people should cross the river, trusting that God will help them claim the land that’s been promised to them as part of the divine covenant.


Fear wins out. The people choose the marginal life they’ve come to know in the desert rather than risk a new and more promising life that’s yet unknown.


As with every decision, this one comes with consequences. They choose to return to life in the desert—and the desert ends up being where they spend the rest of the lives. For forty years they wander in the desert until one by one they die. That is except for Moses and the two minority-report spies.


So it’s their children—the next generation of Israelites—who once again near the promised land in today’s story. But, as the saying goes, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. This new generation repeats the complaints and mistakes of their parents. Every time they seem to take a step forward, they end up taking two steps backwards.


In today’s story they whine about not having food. But then, in a moment of honesty, they admit God has provided them with food, but they’re sick of that food.

Now, as one writer has noted, “a diet of manna might have gotten a little boring after forty years—40 years, 365 days a year, three meals a day, that’s 43,800 meals. That’s a lot of manna pancakes, manna soufflé, manna soup, manna stroganoff, manna a la king, baked, broiled, fried or fricassied manna, manna fritters, manna muffins, manna cookies. You get the idea.

“But it was a gift. They had not worked for it. They simply woke up each morning and gathered their daily supply of manna, food . . . left for them overnight by the grace of God. And when they’d been thirsty, even though it wasn’t exactly Starbucks, God had provided water for them from a rock in the desert. And when they’d really craved meat, God sent them quail, in great numbers, to satisfy their hungers. But it was never enough.” 


They complain about the food. They complain about Moses. They complain about God.


Finally God has enough of their complaining, of their ingratitude, of their lack of trust. And, so the story goes, God sends snakes to kill the people. These aren’t just any snakes—they’re fiery snakes. (Remember, I said this is a strange story.) The snakes bite the people, and the people die.


It’s only then that the people realize they’ve crossed the line. So once again, they go to Moses and fess up. Then they ask Moses to ask God to make it all go away.


But what follows makes the fiery snakes seem not quite so strange. Instead of getting rid of the snakes, God tells Moses to make a bronze snake on a stick. Then, according to the story, anyone bitten by one of the fiery snakes could look up at the bronze snake and be saved from death.


Well, what do we make of this strange story?

The preacher Barbara Brown Taylor notes that God instructs Moses to make a replica of the very thing the people fear. Moses takes the source of the Hebrew people’s anxiety, pulls it up from beneath their feet, puts it up on a pole, and makes them look at it. And somehow in that act they move from life-threatening fear to live-giving faith. 


In this story, God doesn’t take away the source of the people’s fear. There are still snakes, and the snakes still bite. But God provides a way for the people to face their fears and, in doing so, to discover a new way to live.


Some of the people must have resisted. Maybe they were afraid to look up because that would mean they couldn’t keep their eyes peeled for the snakes on the ground. Maybe they thought they could handle their own snake bites, care for their own wounds. Maybe they couldn’t imagine a different alternative. Their experience was that a snake bite meant death, and nothing—not even a snake on a stick—would change that.


Is it possible that this strange story has something to say to us as we continue our Lenten journey?

Maybe it reminds us that the journey to which God calls us isn’t free of fears. When we begin that journey, God doesn’t hand us a roadmap that enables us to avoid the things that make us anxious or fearful. A map that shows detours around every possible pain or disappointment or failure.
Rather God promises to be with us as we face our fears. To remind us that there’s life beyond those fears. To guide us toward the promise that awaits us if we’re willing to move forward—one step at a time—rather than simply retreat to what we know—even when that offers nothing but death.

Maybe this strange story encourages us to let God be God. To trust that God’s ultimate plan for us—as individuals and as a congregation—is wholeness, redemption, salvation. To face our fears that anything could ever stop that plan. To believe that with God anything is possible.


If you watch the television show Grey’s Anatomy, you know that almost every episode begins and ends with the musings of Meredith Gray, a surgical resident at the fictional Seattle Grace Hospital. Several weeks ago, Meredith reflected on the fears that can stand in the way of surgeons.

“Every surgeon I know has a shadow,” she notes, “a dark cloud, a fear and doubt that follows even the best of us into the OR.


“We pretend the shadow isn’t there—hoping that if we save more lives, master harder techniques, run faster and farther—it will get tired and give up the chase. But, like they say, you can’t outrun your shadow.”


At the end of the episode, Meredith concludes: “Every surgeon has a shadow. And the only way to get rid of a shadow is to turn off the lights, to stop running from the darkness, and face what you fear—head on.”


Today may we accept God’s promise to be with us as we do just that. And by facing what we fear, may we discover life filled with promise and hope. Amen.
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