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“A Choice That Matters”

In the name of our crucified Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace.

Do you want that for here or to go? Should we take the parkway or drive through town? Should I go to
the gym or the ice cream shop? Most of our decisions do not require a lot of thought. Even the big ones
– go to college or university, keep on your present career track or do something completely different (like
go to seminary to be a pastor), stay in Stratford or move – even the important decisions do not seem
permanent. If we do not like the school we choose, we will transfer. If we do not like our job, we will find
another. If we do not like where we live, we will move. It is easy to forget that the choices we make have
consequences.

We face a world of decisions every day. Choice is built into the essence of our existence. We cannot
have it all. From the moment we are born it is clear that there is more to do than we can ever do.

Every time we choose a path we miss countless others. Every decision is the death of the alternatives.
The power of our decisions is so overwhelming that some decide that we must be mistaken. Our choices
cannot be as important as they appear. It is tempting to deny any permanency to our decisions. It is
difficult to admit that some directions are irreversible. We find it hard to bring ourselves to say, “This one
thing I do.” We keep standing at junctures where two roads diverge and try to go down both. It is painful
to decide to do “this” when we know it means we will never be able to do “that.”

It is simpler to convince ourselves that all the paths end up converging, that it does not matter what
anyone decides, that everything will turn out the same in the end, but that is not true to our experience.
Some decisions build permanent fences.

When theologians address questions of eternity, they are understandably uncomfortable with the idea
that our decisions have eternal significance. I think it is one of the reasons so many people are attracted
to predestination – the idea that eternal destiny is unrelated to human choice, by the way not a Lutheran
doctrine. God makes all the decisions because big decisions should not be left to human beings. In much
the same way, universalism, the belief that God accepts everyone into eternity unchanged, which has
appeal to me, is attractive because it lessens the significance of our decisions.

Which leads me today’s first reading from Numbers for this, the 4th Sunday in Lent. This strange, striking,
scary, unsettling, unseemly, and slightly slimy story in Numbers is about decisions and their
consequences. Moses is getting nothing but heartache from the Israelites. They have the gall to complain
about being set free. They describe captivity in Egypt as if it were Camelot. Their impatience turns to
impertinence as they grumble about the wilderness, the lack of food and water, and the food they do
have. Manna was never especially appealing, sort of like a bologna sandwich, and after years of the
same thing going hungry does not seem so bad.

Usually, Moses would intercede with God, who would graciously meet their needs for water or food or
security or whatever they wanted. This time, however, complaining about the menu prompts God to send
poisonous serpents. Now the snakes seem way out of proportion to the crime. The people were just
grumbling about the food: manna yesterday, manna today, and manna even tomorrow. Who can blame
them for complaining? We all like a little variety.

The Israelites, not surprisingly scream for help. They have a change of heart. They confess their grievous
wrongdoing and beg Moses to beg God to get rid of the snakes. God is eager to help, but their prayers
are not answered in exactly the way they hoped. The consequences of their actions do not disappear.
The dangers remain, and the people continue to suffer from the death dealing snakes. Quite a story and



it is not over yet.

God does not cancel the plague, but commands Moses to make a copper snake. Moses thinks it is a
strange idea, but when you are up to your ankles in adders, you do not ask questions. The promise is
that everyone who chooses to take a look will be fine. It works like a charm. The snake on the pole, this
distasteful sight lifted up, brings healing.

Quite a story. What does it mean for our lives? Hebrew scholars try to protect their reputations by
ignoring this story. The ones unfortunate enough to have to reflect on the book of Numbers go to great
lengths to say that the writer is not saying that the snake heals anybody. It is the people’s decision to look
that matters. The other’s point is when people look to God, they find healing.

Even if you get rid of all the bizarre stuff – the manna, the poisonous serpents, and the snake on a stick
– this story still sounds peculiar to modern ears, because the difference between life and death is one
decision.

Friends, God comes to our situations, sometimes death-bound situations, but we have to decide to look
up and see the life God offers. We find the outline of the snake story and the gospel reading throughout
Scripture – sin, penalty, repentance, and grace. People make their own path, experience the
consequences, confess their mistake, and find their way to God’s love. This is the pattern of the Christian
life. We go in meaningless directions, know the penalty of emptiness, confess our foolishness, and
remember God’s grace.

God has given us the wonderful, yet sometimes painful gift of choice. When we do not have the courage
to choose what is best but act as if our choices do not matter, or make no progress even on the
smoothest path but when we choose courageously, we go forward even on the roughest road. 

My brothers and sisters in Christ. From the very first choice we make in the morning until we choose to
go to sleep at night, we are making the decisions that form our lives. We choose the words we speak or
refrain from speaking, the people we love, the people we do not even see, the thoughts we entertain, the
ideas we hold, the deeds we do, and those we leave undone. We choose to love or ignore, to heal or
to hurt, to bless or to curse. We choose misery or we choose life. God bless you in your decision making.
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. AMEN.


