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I know of a police chief in a small town in Illinois who says that he has a motto that has served 
him well. You know, it is his words to live by. Here it is. “First thing when you get up of a 
morning, eat a toad. Then you've got that out of the way.” The text from John's Gospel this 
morning takes place within a conversation that Jesus is having with Nicodemus. You 
remember, Nicodemus is a secret admirer of Jesus, who comes to Jesus by night and says, “we 
know you are a teacher who has come from God.” He's a secret admirer. 
 
In fact, some scholars think that Nicodemus is a symbol for John of just what the struggle is in 
his community, in the church for which he wrote his gospel. John’s community had been 
expelled from their synagogue because the claims they made about Jesus’ true identity were too 
radical. Not only did they claim that Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah, but that he was the 
true presence of God’s very self, ‘the Word made flesh who lived among us’.  So, John's 
community was faced by a crisis: either they could openly acknowledge their faith in Jesus as 
crucified and risen Lord, God made flesh, and face total rejection by their own community, 
which was the local synagogue, or, they could choose to be admirers of Jesus in secret so that 
they could also maintain their standing within the Jewish community. Nicodemus represents 
those who had chosen to be admirers in secret. Jesus, you remember talks to Nicodemus about 
how God's resurrecting spirit blows like a refreshing wind giving new birth, giving new life. 
But Nicodemus can't quite get there. He can't see it. He can't trust it.  
 
Then, as the discussion continues, Jesus uses an illustration from a story from the Hebrew 
Scriptures that he knew Nicodemus would know. He recalls the time when Moses lifted up the 
serpent in the desert wilderness. Now you remember that story read this morning. It's about 
how when the Hebrews were wandering in the desert with Moses, they were infested with 
poisonous snakes. And of course, they and the writer of Numbers interpreted that as God's 
punishment of them for their lack of trust and complaining about the hardships of their life. 
And so, finally after they're getting bitten and many dying, they come to Moses and say please 
pray to God to take these serpents away! And he does and God then directs Moses to make a 
serpent out of bronze and fasten it to a pole and so in the future whenever someone got bitten, 
they could look at the serpent of bronze and live. 
 
It seems like a pretty strange story and an even stranger solution! But, in this effort to try to 
help Nicodemus understand what it is that keeps him from giving himself over fully to the 
power of life,  Jesus says to him, “Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must 
the Son of Man be lifted up...” You see, therein lies the problem. Martin Luther, writing about 
this text, imagines the Hebrews response when Moses shows up with the bronze serpent on a 
stick. He has them say to Moses, “We are so terrified that we cannot stand the sight of them! If 
only you would, instead, give us a drink, a cooling plaster, a cooling drink to take away the 
venom and the fever! How can that dead and lifeless object up there benefit us?” They're 
offended, really. 
 
So, John is saying to his community, “just so, Christ crucified offends us.” How can gazing at a 
death give us life and take away death's power? We who want to be free of torment and 
suffering see just that happening to Christ on the cross. So, the cross, like the bronze serpent, 
looks like the wrong place to go for help. To we who don't want to eat a toad, looking up to one 
who's just been forced to eat a gigantic toad, looks like foolishness! That about says it. Our 
own faith journeys seem more often than not to involve this struggle between being secret 
admirers of Jesus while holding onto all the things we think give us security, our 
accumulations, our accomplishments, our status and standing in the community, and really 



becoming more of a disciple, really following, really letting go and relying on the power of life 
we see in Jesus. And that's because, isn't it, that there's always something in that letting go step 
and following more closely that feels like eating a toad! 
 
I've been struck recently by the number of editorials I've read that all ask the same question: 
when will the folks on Wall St. ever finally realize that it's no longer business as usual? It's just 
like what I'm sure a lot of us thought upon first hearing of the huge bonuses being paid to all 
those AIG executives. That is, why aren't all of them just giving them back and saying, “I really 
don't need this, put this money to better use to save the whole system.”? Why can't they see that 
we're all in this together and that they, just like so many others, may need to eat a toad? But, I 
guess we really know why. It's because we invest all sorts of things with an ultimate power and 
security that they don't really have. The bible calls that sin. 
 
In the Gospel of John's language, it's a condition that causes us to keep mistaking darkness for 
light, and light for darkness. So, how do we get past that? How do we learn to see and rely on 
God in what feels like darkness? Because our faith journeys are always struggles about that. 
We wouldn't be here if we didn't at least admire Jesus, but to really give ourselves over, to 
make belief mean actually following Jesus, actually journeying day by day with him? That's 
something else. 
 
Listen again. This text says that trusting in the power of life, trusting in resurrection when all 
you see with your eyes is crucifixion, is salvation. And, you see, that's intimately connected to 
that verse you memorized sometime in your life, John 3:16. “For God so loved the world that 
he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have 
eternal life.” Too often we read that as if it says, “God so loved the church,” or “God so loved 
the born-again Christians,” or wherever we draw the line as to what constitutes true belief, so as 
to include ourselves, of course. Because we want to be counted among the ones who are not 
perishing. We read it as if God really doesn't love the world much, because we read it as if it's 
all about leaving the world for some better place. 
 
But, that's not what the verse says. It says, God so loves the world, that whoever believes. Well, 
first of all believing means trusting. Belief is not about making some profession of doctrine so 
as to buy our ticket out of here. That profession is only what is supposed to set you on the 
journey of trusting right now as your live your life. As someone has said, “Believing is not like 
a hoop that one jumps through and gets to the other side; but more like entering a long journey 
through a tunnel.” So, believing is a dynamic thing that's always in flux. Sometimes in my life I 
manage to believe. I manage, by the grace of God, to actually live my life trusting in the love of 
Christ in my life and trusting in the love of God for the world. And, a lot of times I don't 
manage that and when I don't I'm perishing. I start withering and dying spiritually. But, when I 
trust in the resurrecting power of Christ's love for my life and for the world, even though life's 
hard sometimes, that is salvation. That is eternal life. See, eternal life is a quality of life. It 
means life lived in the right relationship with God, that is, trusting in God's continuous 
presence, trusting God's love for you and for the world! Certainly, we affirm that not even 
death destroys that relationship, but we are to begin living eternal life now! “Just as Moses 
lifted up the serpent, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him (trusts 
in him) may have eternal life.” And he means right now. 
 
It's just like what's in Ephesians where Paul writes: “But God, who is rich in mercy out of the 
great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us 
alive together with Christ and raised us up with him and seated us with Him in the heavenly 
places with Christ Jesus...” That's all written in the past tense! It's been done, so it is a present 
reality not something yet to happen. We can live eternal life right now. “First thing when you 
get up of a morning, eat a toad. Then you've got that out of the way.” You see, in its own way, 
that's a statement of faith. It's saying, “I can do, and will do even what seems distasteful to me 



for the sake of a higher calling. And I can do that because I know life is bigger than just the 
way I feel right now. I know that life is an incredible gift, in spite of having to eat toads. I can 
look at crucifixion and see resurrection.” It's a statement of faith. 
 
I'll leave you with two things. One is a poem about fishing, but not really. Really it's about 
seeing with the eyes of faith. And the other is a story about some teachers up in Montgomery 
Co. Maryland. First the poem about fishing. 
 
Its called “The Tug of God.” 
1 
Stepping into streams 
I am brought back to silence 
 
The severity of bones in cold water 
 
A length down the river, my father. 
 
 
2 
In the space of concentration 
the tip of the finger 
distracts from the word 
 
so that we tie an impressive knot 
only to lift our heads 
having grown unfamiliar 
w/ where we stand 
& we command our arms 
to do what we believe  
is an art: 
 
to feel the tug of God 
and call it a trout 
 
You see? Eternal life, right now, in something as simple and as beautiful as catching a trout. 
 
Finally, I would tell you about the public school teachers of Montgomery Co. Maryland. In the 
wake of the budget cutbacks due to the slow economy that are affecting everyone, they 
gathered together and voted not to accept the percentage salary raises that were awarded them 
in their contracts for next year. They did it so that no teacher would have to lose their job. I'm 
thinking they got up that morning and decided they could eat a toad. Or, in John's language, 
they did what was true and came to the light. Because God loves the world. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


