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The caduceus was the magic staff of Hermes (Mercury), the god of commerce, eloquence, invention, travel and theft, and so was a symbol of heralds and commerce, not medicine.

The true medical symbol is the staff of Asclepius, thought it has no wings and only one snake. The son of Apollo and the human princess Coronis, Asclepius is the Greek demigod of medicine. According to mythology, he was able to restore the health of the sick and bring the dead back to life. The Greeks regarded snakes as sacred and used them in healing rituals to honor Asclepius, as snake venom was thought to be remedial and their skin-shedding was viewed as a symbol of rebirth and renewal. 
I grew up being taught that the medical symbol was nothing other than Moses’ bronze serpent on a stick, which we heard about in Numbers. Basically, the Israelites were a fickle lot, who complained about their conditions, and so got bitten by snakes. And when they cried out to God (really having something to complain about), God told Moses to make a bronze serpent and put it on a stick and if any of them looked up to it they would be cured of their snakebite. Once the Israelites settled in the Promised Land, it apparently became a cultic symbol, alongside the Asherah (poles or tree symbols of the ancient Canaanite fertility goddess). Like the Asherah and Ashteroth symbols/idols, the Nehushtan was venerated – or so Hezekiah’s action of cutting down the Asherah and removing them from altars dedicated to God suggests. 

So in today’s gospel reading when Jesus talks about being lifted up, just as Moses lifted up the bronze serpent in the wilderness, he’s using it as a sign: he’s going to be the serpent on the pole, lifted up in order that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. In John’s gospel, seeing is believing; to see is to understand, to perceive, to receive not just with the eyes but with the heart and mind and soul. But Jesus doesn’t stop there. He goes on to speak words familiar to us, not least because they’ve been romanticized: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son in order that all those who believe in him may not perish, but may have eternal life.” We tend to have a dual reaction to that verse: it’s old hat and comforting (and true), and it’s cringeworthy because of its implications… Does it mean that those who don’t believe in Jesus will perish? The following verse apparently confirms this: “those who do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God”. Right then! We might say as we pack our stuff up and decide we’re done, our sensibilities offended. We don’t like the thought that failure to believe in Jesus, in the name of the only Son of God, means that good people we know, people who may be atheistis, agnostics, from another faith tradition, or who believe in some notion of God but reject Jesus are condemned to eternal darkness or annihilation, or the lake of fire and brimstone or hell. What kind of God condemns good people to eternal suffering? And more, what kind of God would condemn people just for not having heard the gospel: “For God so loved the world…”? 
There’s something further to add in here. Because in all of these observations, we count ourselves, or hope we are counted, on the side of “those who believe in the name of the only Son of God”. One of the anxieties for many people who heard Billy Graham’s crusades, and the crusades of other evangelical preachers, was “Am I truly saved? What if I haven’t truly believed in the name of Jesus?” There are plenty of people who call themselves Christians who in full conscience believe that those who are not true Christians are destined for eternal death/suffering/however you want to frame not being in heaven/blessed/eternal life. Of course, what makes a “true believer” is somewhat contestable.
Let me leave that hanging for a moment and pick up on some clues in both the rest of the gospel reading, and the reading we heard from Ephesians. After these seemingly terrible verses, Jesus has words to say about darkness and light, judgment and evil. It seems to suggest something like, “well of course those who haven’t believed in the name of the only Son of God are condemned, because it’s a process of self-selection: those who do evil shy away from the light that might reveal their terrible deeds. Those who do what is true come to the light, are unafraid of their deeds being exposed because there’s nothing to hide.  That clarifies somewhat: that those who haven’t believed in the name of the only Son of God, the name of Jesus, are the same who refuse to come to the light. And as we know from the prologue of John’s gospel, Jesus is the light who comes into the world, who shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it/him/the glorious Sophia/logos/wisdom of God incarnate and present in the world. To further clarify: we tend to individualise our response to this passage (applying to us as individuals, and the good people we know as individuals, and our salvation as individuals: “have you given your life to Christ”). But in John, as in the other gospels, the evil deeds Jesus is referring to here is not (only) personal evil deeds, but corporate deeds: failure of a group to show compassion, perpetration of injustice, oppression, allowing evil to be done in the name of a community. If you think about the ongoing (if largely silent in the media now) reality that legitimate refugees are still detained on Manus Island in less than satisfactory conditions, a group of people pilloried and scapegoated as a scare tactic – well, if that’s not evil deeds which don’t want to be revealed by the light, I don’t know what is. Or take the churches’ and states’ reluctance to sign up to the National Redress Scheme for survivors of child sex abuse, or the fact that most payments will be capped at $75000 – that’s a twisted reality that while it doesn’t immediately incinerate when exposed to light, it certainly smokes. These are deeds of darkness, and notice that they stem from a common root: fear – fear of the other, fear of losing face, fear of losing money or the ability to be insured, fear of the status quo or quality of life being threatened. Survival of the fittest.
It’s about this same thing Paul exhorts the Ephesians, saying to them that they are “dead” to that flesh-drive of fear which leads to all sorts of sin. Fear also leads to people obsessively trying to be better, to better themselves, improve their mindset, to get away from the hopelessness of fear – which ultimately is a quest doomed to failure because you can’t escape fear by fearing. Fear is the railway line to death, and sin the train driving on it. That’s why Paul says, “Hey! You were once on that train to death-land, or already there, thinking and acting just like the people around you. But wait! Good news: God is merciful, and out of great mercy and love has given us a gift. Jesus died because of sin. And God raises us up together with him, not just to a new life, like the snake shedding its skin, but further than that. God raises us up with Christ to the point that we are seated with him in the heavenly places (or, we find the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, ie, to be in him is to be in heaven). And God does this in order to show us the immeasurable riches of grace and kindness towards us in Jesus now and into the future. This is not something you can do, a course you can sign up to, a set of deeds you can do. It’s a gift, it’s grace, to be received, welcomed, embraced, lived into. Unlike looking to a serpent on a pole (a deed), it’s the realization, the experience of God’s mercy and grace and forgiveness which leads us to do good things, which God already prepared to be a way of life.
John says it too in different language. Living out of the knowledge of being “raised up in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus” is living in the light, doing what is true, coming to the light, the way of life God prepared for us to follow, set free from the binding power of sin, evil, death. Those who live in love, live in God, and God lives in them, John says in one of the letters.
What are we supposed to do with all these threads? And what about those screeching questions we pondered earlier (and which, if we’re honest, still hover uncomfortably on our liberal thinking horizons)? There are many different ways theologians have tried to come to terms with the question of whether belief in Jesus is exclusive (ie, he is the only way to eternal life and bliss). In my own thinking I hold in tension two thoughts: I wholeheartedly believe Jesus is the way, the truth and the life. If any find life and light, then it’s because of him and what he has done: the eternal creator becoming one with creation, dying to redeem even death, so that in the end all things may be renewed and find new creation in which God is all and in all. The path into that triumph is Jesus’ victory over sin and death – all is swallowed up in his glorious life, the riches of God’s mercy and kindness bestowed on those who share common cause with God’s way as patterned by Jesus. If we turn to God, allowing that searchlight to seek out every crevice and cranny in our lives, we find ourselves overwhelmed by God’s light, love, mercy, compassion, kindness… a truth we struggle in our limited mortal minds and lives to truly accept, to understand, and to appreciate. All the more reason to seek God’s mercy and grace for our failings. For God’s mercy is limitless, there for us before we seek it, because it characterizes who God is. 
The second thought is this: that it’s not my business who God shows mercy to. God is not limited by what we think about God. I have to believe Jesus is the way. I want others to know this too, and come to find Jesus’ way as the path to peace, and the overwhelming beauty of God’s mercy when they turn. I yearn myself to be transformed, to live more and more in the freedom of God’s children, and less from fear. I yearn to see the light shining in lives transformed by the power of Jesus’ risen life, and all of our hearts and minds shaped by his goodness, his truth, his mercy, his love – all that he images for us of what it means to live in God. I yearn to see the light of real change in our world: justice for our indigenous people, equality for women, an end to violence against vulnerable people, change in government policies which oppress. I yearn to see real change in our church: that we will be full of God’s Spirit dwelling among us; that St Margaret’s will be a community of people characterized by unity in thought and action, inspired by a common hope that God has yet something to do with us, and will still do unimaginably amazing things with and through us in years to come; that our hearts will be changed from stubborn, arrogant, inward focus to a recognition of who we are before God with true humility, joy, and the energy of the Spirit in our midst. I long to see these things, and I long to see them because I trust Jesus’ light will never be overcome. As for those who are not followers of Jesus? They don’t know what they’re missing! But in any case, I’m not the judge. The self-selection of evil deeds hiding from the light, when the light is merciful, searching, but merciful. Who’s in, and who’s out is not our business.
Our business is to firstly, realize the grace and mercy of God. The only way we can do that is by recognizing the fact that we fall short, continually as individuals and collectively. And instead of giving up, open our minds and our hearts to Jesus, present in our midst here and now, high and lifted up, praying for forgiveness and real change in us, that we may be given hearts of warmth and passion for God and compassion. And secondly, our business is to live the way God has prepared for us, has patterned for us in Jesus who is the way, the truth, and the life. And that includes sharing that hope with others, making opportunities for people to experience the overwhelming beauty of God’s mercy and light and making it accessible, and striving to see justice done in our world, in our own spheres and corporately.
The Lord be with you.


And also with you.
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