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When I was a boy, there were things worth watching on Television. I loved watching Jacques 
Cousteau diving in the Ocean, or Marlin Perkins wrestling a polar bear on “Mutual of Omaha’s 
Wild Kingdom,” or Arthur Fiedler conducting the Boston Pops. 
 
And today? Today we have a show called “Toddlers and Tiaras,” in which parents of 
questionable sanity dress up their three year old daughters to look like Dolly Parton. We watch 
the doings of the “Duck Dynasty,” or the “Real Housewives of Short Pump,” who act like no real 
person I know! 
 
And just when you thought they’d run out of bad ideas, cable TV gave us a show called “Snake 
Salvation.”  A TV show about rural Pentecostal churches, where members handle poisonous 
snakes because… well… because they think the Bible tells them too. 
 
After all, didn’t Jesus say in today’s Gospel that those who profess faith will be able to handle 
serpents and drink poison without getting harmed? So, these church members conclude that they 
HAVE TO pick up real snakes in order to show God that they have real faith. 
 
In one episode, a Kentucky pastor drove to Louisiana with other members of the church to catch 
poisonous snakes. (Kind of makes me happy to be a Catholic pastor! The hardest thing I have to 
do is to take up the second collection!)  
 
Well, they found plenty of snakes. One guy caught a large cottonmouth, a very dangerous snake. 
He held it by the tail, showing off to the group. As he swung around, the snake hit the pastor, and 
the pastor was bitten twice on the arm. (Kids, do not try this at home!) 
 
Someone said to the pastor, “We need to get you to a doctor!” But the pastor said, “No! God 
doesn’t want us to go to doctors when we handle snakes. This is our chance to show our faith! 
Only God will heal me.” 
 
Now,  I’m not telling this story to mock anyone’s faith. 
 
But I think this is a classic example of what happens when we fail to ask WHY Jesus says what 
he says in the Scriptures. Jesus always tells us the truth. But sometimes he is answering one 
question, and we are asking another. Sometimes he gives us the truth we need to hear, but we 
think he’s talking about something else. 



 
God knows us better than we know ourselves. Sometimes, we think we know what is wrong with 
us… but God knows us through and through. Sometimes, I may think that the main healing I 
need is physical healing, but the Lord knows that my deepest wound may be emotional or 
spiritual. How often in the Gospels did someone approach Jesus for PHYSICAL healing, and the 
first words out of Jesus’ mouth were, “Your sins are forgiven.” 
 
I may think I know what healing I need… but God knows what hurts me. I may think I know 
what healing the world needs, but God knows how to make us whole. 
 
The snake-bitten pastor had a problem: the bite on his hand.  But his BIGGER problem was this: 
he was willing to put a limit on God. In effect, the pastor said to God: “you’re gonna heal me, 
and you’re gonna do it one way only.” 
 
But God may have been saying to the pastor, “I do want to heal you – that’s why I made doctors 
smart enough to create medicines!” 
 
(And if I were God, I would have said to the pastor, “By the way: stop running around swamps 
with people who throw snakes by the tail.”) 
 
When Jesus assured his disciples that people of faith could ‘handle serpents and drink deadly 
poisons,’ he was not telling us to go out and LOOK for trouble. Rather, he used vivid examples 
of things that frightened people back then, so he could assure them that when we run into trouble, 
he will be with us.  
 
Christ assures his first disciples, and us, that when we experience suffering, confront a cross, or 
face a challenge, we are not alone. When we experience human frailty, Christ promises that he is 
with us, his strength is there for us, we are not alone. 
 
This entire conversation about snakes and poisons and healing and strength happens in Mark’s 
Gospel just as Jesus is about to ascend to heaven. His disciples had walked with Jesus throughout 
his earthly ministry. They saw how Jesus healed people, how he helped people, how he made the 
world better through his love and service. 
 
Then they lost him – he died on the cross – and their hearts were broken. 
 
Then, on Easter Sunday, their heartbreak turned to rejoicing. Christ is risen! They had lost him – 
then they got him back. 
 
And at the Ascension, they lost him again. He was taken from their sight. But as he left, he made 



them a promise, and he gave them a mission. The promise is this: “I am with you always.” I will 
be your strength and your courage. No matter what you’re frightened of – whether it’s spiders, 
snakes, poison or pills, Isis or the IRS, cancer or chaos – The Risen Lord is with you. 
 
That’s the promise. And the mission? “Go into the whole world, and proclaim the Gospel to 
every creature.” Go into the whole world, and do what Jesus did: heal, help, offer hope. 
 
And don’t limit God in that process. Don’t tell God what’s wrong with the world, or how He 
should fix it. The Lord knows what healing the world needs, and the Lord knows how to heal it. 
God is going to heal the world by sending you to the place and people that you can help... if 
you’re open to God’s surprising Spirit. 

So, if you were blessed with medical skills, you may be surprised at how God will use your skills 
to heal more than just bodies. If you are in a position of power – you may be surprised at how 
God changes your agenda from self-promotion to the promotion of a healing justice. If you are 
blessed with material possessions,  God may surprise you by opening your hands to share with 
the hungry and the poor.  
 
If we want the world to be changed for the better, we must grapple with a surprising truth - the 
world will only be changed for the better if I first allow God to do the important work of 
changing me for the better. And then God will ask me to be courageous and generous enough to 
go wherever he sends me, to do what he needs of me. 
 
Oh – the snake bitten pastor did recover (at least from this particular bite.) But a new problem 
arose when he called his WIFE and told her the story. She listened, and then said to him: “If you 
ever do that again, I’m taking the kids and moving back to Tennessee. God can fix a snakebite, 
but he can’t fix stupid.” 
 
And then she said, “If God offers you a gift – like the gift of a smart doctor - don’t you ever say 
‘no.’ You should learn to recognize a gift from Jesus when you see one.” 
 
Great advice – “learn to recognize a gift from Jesus when you see one.” 
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