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Richard Bott, United Church Moderator, A prayer on the Anniversary of Not Being Able to Worship God, in-person... 

 
Holy One, it's been a year.  A *year* since the pandemic hit this part of the world, 

and we realized that - for the safety of each other and all of our neighbours - we 

needed to be a congregation that wouldn't congregate.  Well, not in-person, at least.  

We've found other ways.  Old technologies like paper mail, and telephone trees, and 

new technologies like "zooming", and pastoral care by telephone and text and email.  

We've found ways of being together, with each other, and with you.  It's not the same - 

and there are parts of it that we're missing - but... we've found ways to live the ministry 

you have given us, to be Jesus's disciples, to share your love, with each other and 

with the whole world.   

We remember those who have died from the virus.  We remember those who are 

ill.  We remember the healthcare workers, the researchers, the grocery clerks, the 

delivery drivers - all who must work for the care of the world in their own way.  We 

remember all those who are grieving.  All those who are afraid.  All those who wait. 

And we pray.  So, on this anniversary, we ask that you would help us to recognize 

each other and to *know* that, in all of this, you have been, are, and always will be with 

every part of your creation.  Give us strength to keep on.  Give us grace in our 

frustrations.  Give us hope for tomorrow.  Give us life, and life abundant, that we might 

be people who live it in the world.  Physically distanced, but socially together; faces 

masked, but hearts open; hands washed, but ready to get to the work you have for us - 

we pray.  In Jesus' name, carried by the wings of the Holy Spirit, enmeshed in the 

Creator's love, we pray.  Amen. 
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 One year in a pandemic.  40 years in the wilderness.  We are and they were a 

people in limbo.  Neither here, nor there.  Stuck in some kind alternate, unfamiliar 

universe with no concrete plan for a future and no way to go back; even if they wanted 

to.  Even if we want to.  As I was preparing for this Sunday’s text I was reading 

workingpreacher.org, a blog where professors, trained theologians and pastors engage 

with one another, with the context and tradition of the chosen texts for the week; and 

with the context we are now.  And I was struck as I read the post from 3 years ago on 

this text from Numbers where Cameron B. R. Howard, Associate Professor of Old 

Testament studies at Luther Seminary wrote this, “Nearly everything about this text 

from Numbers feels far removed from the 21st century.”i   

Not that she was wrong.  Then.  Only 3 years ago.  Or even just over a year ago.  

But now?  How much our reality has changed.  How much our reality suddenly aligns 

with an ancient people wandering in the desert; a people who likely had no idea.  No 

idea that day when Moses made his last stand with the Pharoah of Egypt.  No idea that 

to follow Moses—that God’s promised deliverance—that the journey they were about 

to embark on was going to be this long, this drawn out.  Well, we had no idea either. 

And each day, a struggle of life and death, of hunger and thirst.  A struggle of 

doubt and uncertainty, and their own identity—with who they are in this present 

wandering.  The connection to their past severed.  The hope and promise of a home 

and future promised by God seemingly no closer than when they began.  Well, truth is, 

reality bites, doesn’t it?  And yes, pun intended.  Even though our reality is not a bunch 

of swarming, vicious, venomous, biting snakes.  “40 years is a long time in an old 
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sandbox.  The hope has been proclaimed but the horizon keeps disappearing in the 

sandstorms.  Faith erodes like sand dunes…”ii under constant assault by the prevailing 

winds. 

So we get it, don’t we?  We get why the Israelites complain.  It has been an 

emotional roller-coaster for them.  And not like there haven’t been any moments of 

wonder when God was so close they could taste it—like cool water from a rock on their 

dry and parched tongues; like the sweetness of manna wafer thin, yet satisfying their 

every hunger.  It is not that God has not heard their cries before.  Before in Egypt.  In 

their slavery.  Before when there was no water.  When there was no bread.  But praise 

is short lived.  And in the midst of struggle; human memory even shorter.  In the middle 

of constant change and upheaval trust and anxiety are never far apart.  Moments of 

hope carried on the unrelenting winds of deep and complex emotion.  One moment joy, 

the next tears of grief.  And maybe complaining is a surface remedy, a human tactic 

that can keep us from complete and utter despair.   

So can we blame them?  For crying out to God?  For their complaints?  For the 

past several weeks we have already heard the long-standing history of God and God’s 

people.  A people who cry out.  And God who hears their cries.  God who makes 

promises not only for our future, but for our present.  God who comes to save.  And 

that’s what makes this story so difficult, so unnerving.  Because it is that God we want 

to see and hear, not only for a complaining Israelite nation, but for us—for our 

complaints too.  Complaints that when we name them on paper seem as fickle as the 

complaints of a wilderness people.   
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But just like the Israelites, our complaints are real.  How much we miss our family 

and friends and the face-to-face in person connection of a touch, a hug, to hold a hand, 

to wipe a tear from a cheek.  How much we long to gather together in community and 

in the unity of worship.  How much we ache for the healing of our world; how much we 

mourn those who have died.   The complaints we name strike to the very core of our 

grief, our anxiety, and the uncertainty of where we are now—one moment hope in 

vaccines, the next a new viral strain.  One moment sunshine and the hope of freedom 

in the outdoors, the next moment, violent winds and more lockdowns.  There is no 

food, there is no water, can we trust a vaccine, will it be effective?  How much longer 

God can we live in this in between world; trying to hold onto even one small piece of 

the past while moving forward into a future that is just around the corner but feels like 

40 years of wandering away? 

One year in a pandemic.  40 years in the wilderness.  And the God who comes is 

a God who seems to add insult to injury, one more poisonous bite to our reality and 

death.  “Where is the anti-venom for our lives?  Where is our safe and comfortable 

God?”iii  The God of covenant and grace who hears our cries?  And that’s where we 

get to the heart of this story—the part that grates and upends and rattles all our 

sensibilities, and everything we think we know and understand about God.  Because 

God sends snakes.  Not garden-variety harmless snakes.  But vipers.  The poisonous 

biting kind.  “Is it out of our comfort zone to imagine this God?  This dangerous God?  

This unpredictable God who acts in a way that is totally outside the God we claim to 

have all figured out?”iv  So if the God who is before us is not the God of covenant and 
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grace; the only other logical answer and our human default is that God is after all, the 

angry God of our childhood; that God sends snakes to punish a wandering, 

complaining people.  And that reality really—and very literally—bites! 

BUT… and you knew it had to come, right?  The B…U…T…?  But the meaning 

of a snake is not only a reality in this story but a symbol.  A symbol that goes all the 

way back to Adam and Eve, to an apple and a garden.  The snake for this wandering 

people is the representation not only of sin, but more so the brokenness and pain of 

our lives in this world.  The limitations and frailty of our humanity and of our mortality.  

That death is inevitable and swarming all around us.  And no matter how we try to 

cover up and deny that we are not a people who can live in self-reliance; by ourselves, 

only unto ourselves—we cannot.  We are people who need each other, people who 

need God.  And like the Israelites we read about today, the reality is “we are already in 

imminent danger; we have already been bitten;”v there is no anti-venom, no vaccine 

against death.  Still, our complaint against God, what we cry out?  Is God, take the 

snakes away.  Take away the things that remind us of the reality of our lives.   

God does not give the people what they ask.  God does not take the snakes 

away.  Reality never stops biting. And we are confronted with the inconvenient and 

uncomfortable truth that God’s purposes are not synonymous with our own.”vi 

“Deliverance comes not in being removed from the wilderness, not in the enemy being 

removed.  Deliverance comes in the very face and territory of the enemy.”vii  In the very 

place that seems God-forsaken; it is not our domesticated and comfortable God we 

need.  It is the dangerous God, the unpredictable God who has been unleashed.  And 
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what seems and looks like only punishment and death to us; the death-dealing forces 

of chaos are nailed to a pole!”viii  One year in a pandemic.  40 years in the wilderness.  

And the promises of God come, once more God speaks, “I have heard your cries and 

your complaining.  In the wilderness, I have raised a pole.  Look upon it and live!” 

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

Man be lifted up.  Because.  Because God spoke creation into being; God has already 

opened up the space of life and love for something other, for everything other, for all 

creation to come into being, to live and to thrive.  Because God’s intention has always 

been and always will be for life—because God has made a covenant and unfailing 

promise.  Because God has made the commitment to live in relationship with us; 

because of God’s love for the world, for the whole cosmos.  Because.  Because God 

loves.  Jesus comes.  Not to condemn.  But that the world through Christ might be 

saved.  And on a hill a cross is raised.  One year in a pandemic.  And with arms 

stretched wide Jesus bears all our grief and our hope.  All our wandering and 

confusion.  Death is being nailed to a cross.  And we are being raised to life.  “I have 

heard your cries,” says the Lord.  “In the wilderness I am raising my Son.  Look upon 

him and live!”  Amen. 

 
i Cameron B.R. Howard, www.workingpreacher.org, Mar 2018 
ii Terence Fretheim, www.workingpreacher.org, Mar 2009 
iii Cameron B.R. Howard, Ibid 
iv Ibid 
v Sarah Henrich, www.workingpreacher.org Mar 2009 
vi Lane Pope, www.workingpreacher.org Mar 2015 
vii Terence Fretheim, Ibid. 
viii Ibid 
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