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Scripture.  

Numbers 21:8 And the LORD said to Moses, “Make a poisonous serpent, and set it on a 

pole; and everyone who is bitten shall look at it and live.” 9 So Moses made a serpent of 

bronze, and put it upon a pole; and whenever a serpent bit someone, that person would 

look at the serpent of bronze and live. 

 

John 3:11 “Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we have 

seen; yet you do not receive our testimony. 12 If I have told you about earthly things 

and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you about heavenly things? 13 No 

one has ascended into heaven except the one who descended from heaven, the Son of 

Man. 14 And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of 

Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. 

 

Reflection.  

It was an intense discussion. A person of another faith, not Christian, was trying to 

convince me of the error of my ways.  Finally he said, “Your religion is weak. It is a 

religion of the weak. Ours is strong, and we will win.”   

 

All I could do was agree with him. In 1857 in Rome, when a building was being torn 

down, a crude graffito picturing a crucified man with the head of a donkey appeared 

scratched in the wall of what had been a boy’s school in the second and third centuries. 

Next to the donkey a boy is looking at the figure. Below both is scratched “Alexamenos 

worships God.” 

 

Not all scholars agree, but many think it is the first graphic portrayal of Jesus, and it is 

not reverent or devout, but a cartoon making fun of one of his followers for his folly. I 

have seen some beautiful and moving depictions of Jesus on the cross, yet this 



irreverent, unkind one reminds me that I follow the loser God, the weak God, the one 

who couldn’t save himself. 

 

We have always had a religion of weakness. Jesus is betrayed, his followers scatter, 

Jesus dies. He lost. 

 

And he invites me to share his loss. “Come and lose Paul. You’ve tried to save yourself. 

It didn’t work. Give up and join me.” 

 

In the reading from Numbers the hostility of the people shows that their inner selves 

are poisoned. And God allows what is internal to become an external reality, by 

sending serpents into the camp. In a strange story for a people who were not to have 

idols, God commands Moses to make a graphic symbol of a death dealing-serpent. And 

in God’s mercy, that symbol of their sin, their inner and outer poison becomes the place 

they must look for healing. 

 

My repentance starts with looking up at that loser on the cross. And when I do, I 

understand that he lost so he could participate in the poison and pain of my loss. And 

when I join him something happens. In some miraculous way I am joined to Jesus’ 

shame and suffering and death, and at the same time I am joined to his glory, his mercy, 

and his resurrection.  

 

Spiritual Practice.  

Today, make an inventory of the various ways you participate in the world of 

“winners,” at the cost of failing to follow Jesus, the “loser.” What might you have to 

give up to “die” to the “winning” ways of the world?  

 

Prayer.  

Dear God, I’ve been in the water. I’ve been baptized into the death of Jesus, that loser. 

Keep me wet! And thank you for tying me down to his Resurrection. It is a mystery and 

I cannot wrap my mind around it. Yet every week as I eat that bread and drink that cup, 

body and blood, despair and joy, sorrow and hope, death and resurrection inflame my 

soul once more. Glory be to you O Lord. Amen. 

 

 

 


