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Wounds, Seen and Unseen 
 
I’ve never been snake bit. I’ve seen snakes. I’m talking 
about while riding a bike along a path, hiking a trail through 
a jumble of rocks and a few times around the neighborhood. 
Yep . . . seen ‘em, nearly walked on ‘em and have gladly 
avoided snakes short and long, still and slithering. 
 
I’m not afraid of the creepy, crawlies like (in a fictional way) 
Indiana Jones was. No ophidiophobia for me. 
The wandering Israelites were justifiably ophidiophobic 
since, so said the Bible, God unleashed a mess of “serpents 
among the people” (Numbers 21:6). Why did the Lord God 
Almighty do this dastardly divine deed? Simple…the get-out
-of-Egypt-for-free sojourners complained, whined and 
grumbled! (Ha! And people wonder why there are atheists 
when they read about God as the original “snake handler?!”) 
 
Here, we could engage in a dialogical tussle about God as a 
mean-spirited punisher vs. a compassionate creator. Hey, I 
don’t want to believe in a God who unleashes snakes! I don’t 
want to believe in selective punishment for certain sinners. I 
don’t want to believe in a God who initiates pain and misery 
and death. I’m less than lukewarm about a God who—so 
said the Bible—had his favorite human chum Moses concoct 
a snake-bite cure based on an odd symbolic serpent wrapped 
around a bronze pole. Blech! No thanks! 
 
And yet I do have wounds. I don’t think a vengeful God 
punished me, but some scars were certainly caused by my 
foolishness. 
 
There’s the faded line under an eye where a swing struck my 
face...I shouldn’t have been chasing my sister around the 
playground. Bam, the swing clunked me! 
There’s the odd wrinkle on my left middle finger because a 
doctor repaired my crushed digit with stitches...I shouldn’t 
have been so lackadaisical with the equipment at a job 
during a college summer. Bam, an iron bar sucker-punched 
me! 
 
I’ll bet you have scars with stories you’re proud to 
share or ashamed to ever mention. Scars are memories. Scars 
are missing bits of flesh that flesh out the worst and best of 
life. If you can show your scar, you’re still alive. You 
survived. If you’re no longer whole, at least you’re not in a 
hole in the ground. 
 
You can’t see my worst scars. Most are healed. But a few I 
pick at, never allowing them to properly mend.  I can’t show 
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you the wound from my long-ago divorce. But it’s there. 
 
I can’t show you the bruises my father left on me when he 
ordered me to leave his house. Sure, I now know Dad’s 
yelling, his paranoia, was influenced by a dementia my 
family hadn’t yet identified. But those bruises linger because 
of how hurtful he sounded and how much anger I held within. 
 
I can’t show you the gash in my soul when a fellow pastor 
lied about me. He deceived others and knifed away part of 
my future. I don’t doubt my cynicism about the institutional 
church was borne from his actions. But, no blood, no foul, 
right? 
 
I won’t (or can’t) write about several of my invisible scars. I 
am snake bit! If not God, then the world has unleashed 
serpents on me, and I’m ashamed of what I’ve done . . . or 
not done. If not God, then my arrogance has unleashed 
serpents on me, and I’m a petty man/boy because of what 
I’ve said . . . or not said. 
 
In the unnerving imagery of John’s Gospel, all the wounds I 
won’t share are reminders of me loving “darkness rather than 
light.” This I believe: living in God’s good world means 
we’ll never avoid the fresh wounds and old scars. But how 
will we treat them once our souls are marked, once our hearts 
are broken? 
 
Currently I’m co-leading a grief support group at a hospice. 
All participants suffered losses that left crater-sized wounds 
on their souls. Who among us is not wounded? 
 
As one feeble example, I shared one of the most courageous 
things I ever did with the grief group. During the worst of my 
long-ago divorce, I gave “permission” to several close friends 
to ask me how I was doing and promised to honestly answer. 
I craved support while anger, self-hatred and fear battered my 
heart like bulldozers. Thanks be to God, a few friends 
became my “light,” my bronze serpents. I could gaze upon 
(and be seen by) the love of God-blessed friends who tended 
my wounds. 
 
Maybe in this Lenten week, you’ll be Moses’ bronze serpent 
for another. Or you’ll courageously turn from a “poisonous 
serpent”—an unhealthy situation or relationship—and seek 
supportive “lights” in your life. 
 
Who among us is not wounded? 
 

~ an excerpt by Larry Patten, Faithful and foolish reflections 

https://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=74
http://www.larrypatten.com/2012/03/06/wounds-seen-and-unseen/


Reflecting on the Word 
 

____1st Reading:  Numbers 21:4-9 
 

Can you think of a time you felt that God led you to a 
place of wilderness?  How would you describe this 
interaction between the Israelite people and God?  What 
does each action/reaction of the Israelites tell us about 
their character?  What does each action/reaction of God 
tell us about His character?  If you were in the shoes of 
the Israelites at the beginning of verse 4, how do you 
think you should have responded?  Why did the Israelites 
respond the way they did in verse 4?  How does this 
account summarize all of Scripture?  Wherever you are on 
your life journey – whether feeling the joy of healing and 
wholeness or in the miserable trek through wilderness – 
how and where do you see God accompanying you?  
Nebraska Fellowship of Christian Athletes, Sermons that Work 

 
____Psalm Reading:  Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22 

Can you think of a time that you 
may have been “disobedient” to 
God, yet when you turned to 

God you experienced his 
mercy?  Try to imagine what it 
would be like if God were to 

withdraw all his goodness from 
you. How would your life be 
changed?  According to this 

Psalm, why should we give 
thanks to the Lord?  In what 
ways has God done wonders for 

you?  What are the “foes” from 
which you have been 

redeemed?  How can you follow the instruction of the 

psalmist and proclaim these blessings and grace?  Sermons 

that Work, Photo: "Grace Came Down...",  from Art in the 

Christian Tradition 

____3rd Reading:  Ephesians 2:1-10  
 

How do verses 1-3 describe being ‘dead in trespasses and 
sins?’  Explain the paradox of how sinners are both dead in 
sins, yet alive in other ways. What are the dangers of 
‘stretching the metaphor’ of being dead?  What are verses 
1-3 saying about desperate predicament that sinners are in? 
What remedy do verses 4-6 give us for being dead in sin?  
What do the verses tell us about God?   What do they 
verses implicitly say about what God saw in us that made 
us ‘worth’ saving? What do we ‘contribute’ toward our 
salvation?  Explain the relationship of these words: Grace, 
Gift of God, Faith, Not of works.  In what way should the 
last phrase of verse 9 be evident in our lives?  What does it 
mean to you to be a recipient of God’s grace?  Grace 
Church, Sermons that Work 

 
____4th Reading:  John 3:14-21  

 
Jesus knows that time is at a premium and he has so much 

he wants to teach. Have you ever had the experience of 
knowing that the person you want to talk with may well be 
leaving before you can say all you want to say? What is it 

like to be in such a situation?  Many of us have heard John 
3:16 in a variety of contexts or seen the verse all by itself. 
Where have you seen or heard it? What does this verse 

mean to you?  Jesus speaks of light and darkness right after 
John 3:16. How do you think these two fit together?  What 
signs of darkness giving way to light can we find? …light 

has come into the world…” Where do you see light today?  
Lesson Plans that Work 

 

Praying Toward Sunday 
 

Even when we were dead, Paul writes. 
Even when we turned away from the One who had 
created us. 
Even when we lived in the grip of what drew our 
gaze from God. 
Even when we were oblivious. 
Even when we followed a path fashioned of nothing 
but our own desires. 
Even when we wandered far and willfully away. 
Even when we forgot to look past our own feet and to 
see 
the wonders not of our making. 
Even when we failed to stand in awe, to breathe 
thanks, 
to lean into the love that had waited long for us. 
Even when, Paul writes. 
Even when, 
even then: 
grace. 

~ Jan L. Richardson, The Painted Prayerbook 

 

Christ was tempted in the desert; and if you are to put 

on his nature, you must go through his Journey, from 
the Incarnation to the Ascension. And though you are 
neither able nor expected to be able to do what he did, 

still you must enter wholly into his Process, and die 
continually to sin. For Sophia (Wisdom) is wed to the 
soul only through that quality which springs up in the 

soul through the death of Christ. Then it flowers as a 
new plant in Eternity. 

~ Jacob Boehme, via Suzanne Guthrie, At the Edge of Enclosure 
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