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When a friend of yours says to you, “I remember what happened that day; it was a turning point in my life,” you know what your friend means.  Even before your friend goes on to describe the actual event, you know what he or she means, calling the experience of that event “a turning point.”  You know what turning points are, how they feel, those events which alter the course of your living, alter your life a little but maybe a lot.


Turning points:  sometimes they come by way of by an external event, by a tragedy perhaps or maybe by something very, very good which lifts your heart and sets your feet to dance in a new direction.  But also turning points can be prompted by something which happens internally, an internal “event,” like when you suddenly see something differently, suddenly understand something you hadn’t understood before, like when you have one of those out-of-the-blue “ah ha” moments and suddenly your life turns.  Today I want to think with you about a certain internal “event” which can bring a good turning point, can alter the course of one’s life and turn it toward living which feels so much better, whole and free.

This internal event I’m thinking about, though, it isn’t one of those sudden “ah ha” moments which just sort of come unconsciously, just sort of pop up and surprise you and drop kick you into a turning point.  The internal event I’m thinking about is one over which you have a lot of conscious control; you’re pretty much in charge of making this turning point happen.


But, before we go any further, I want to tell you a couple of things about this particular internal event.  First of all, you have to be ready to make this potentially life-turning event happen; you have to be ready to do the internal thing which can bring you to the turning point.  Thing is, readiness for this particular internal event doesn’t come easily.  Oh, you may be more than ready for your life to be better.  But you may not yet be ready to do what needs to be done internally.  And you know what?  It’s okay not to be ready yet.  This internal readiness is something each of us grows into, each of us at our own pace.


So today, when I start to talk about this particular event and you get the gist of where I’m going, if you feel yourself not ready to go there yet, don’t.  If this sermon isn’t for you, just let your mind drift; let the Spirit take you where you need to go, to think about what you need to think about. 

The internal event I’m going to mention requires readiness, but readiness can’t be forced.  That’s one thing I want you to know.  The second thing you need to know is that this internal event is not the end all, the panacea, the answer to everything.  It may not be the answer to your question about how to make your living better.  There may be a different answer for you, something quite different you need to do.  So, again, if as I talk, you feel that what I am saying is irrelevant to your life and to what you need, let the Spirit take you to something which is relevant for you.


Now, with those disclaimers about readiness and relevance in place, think with me, if you want to, about what it would mean for you to look at what’s not right in your life and say “I have sinned” or, even more difficult to say, “I am sinning.”  But wait, before you leap into one of the traditional definitions of what makes something sinful, and before you jump onto the bandwagon of one or another of today’s most popular definitions of sin, consider the definition of sin which the Bible study group came up with last Wednesday.  I think it’s pretty much on target, and that it does a good job of including all the other definitions of sin.

Sin, they said, is like being out of tune, out of harmony with yourself, with others and with God.  Sin happens, being out of tune happens, they said, when you’re being somebody you’re not meant to be, when you’re not being you, that is, when you’re not being the person God created you to be, when your behavior is inconsistent with your being as God’s child.

Now, with that definition in mind, consider what it would be like for you to say “I have sinned” or “I am sinning.”  Consider what it would be like for you to say, “I’m out of tune, out of harmony all the way around; I’m not being the person God created me to be.”  And then, consider what sort of turning point might be birthed were you to say, “I’m going to do something about that, about being out of tune.  I’m going to quit blaming other things and other people for the disharmony in my life; I’m going to quit bemoaning my past, my old wounds and quit blaming the people that wounded me, and start taking responsibility for the fact that I myself have allowed those wounds to fester and infect my living as God’s child.”  What sort of good turning point might happen were you to look honestly at yourself and then say, “Lord, help me”?

The good turning point which can happen when you’re ready to take a long, honest look at your own “out-of-tuneness” and do something about it:  such was the turning point in today’s story about our ancient Israelite ancestors.  See, it isn’t a story about snakes.  It’s a story about something beautiful, but the snakes in the story certainly grab our attention.  Well, of course; if I walked into a room full of beautiful things, but there also in that room was a snake, believe me, it would grab my attention.  And you know, maybe, just maybe that’s what the snakes in this story were for the Israelites, not punishment, but attention-grabbers, sort of God’s way of saying, “Look at what you’re doing with your life.  Look at how it is that by being out of tune you’ve made your life an open invitation to snakes.”

So it was that the Israelites woke up; they got the message; they said, “We have sinned.”  This living with snakes was intolerable, too awful to ignore, awful enough for them to wake up and think about why the snakes were there.  And I think it’s often like that for us.  When life gets truly awful, as if snake-infested, sometimes that’s what it takes for us to wake up and look at our own lives honestly, to see how it is that we’ve made our lives a gathering place for snakes.

“We have sinned,” said the Israelites, and then they turned to Moses.  “Pray for us, Moses,” they said; “Ask the Lord to help us.”  Well, I guess some things have changed since then.  For one thing, we don’t need a Moses intermediary to do our praying for us.  When we’re ready to see ourselves out of tune, we can do our own praying.

But some things haven’t changed since then.  Still it is true that we human beings get out of whack, out of tune, out of our true God-created selves and into sin.  And still it is true that often our living has to get really awful, full of lots of snakes, before we wake up to ask ourselves why the snakes are there.  But there’s something else, too, that hasn’t changed and it’s still the greatest and most beautiful truth of all.  The beautiful truth in this old story, it’s still the gloriously beautiful truth today, the beauty of God’s grace.  As there was in that ancient wilderness, still today there’s the good news of God’s love, the good news that, even when we’re unfaithful to God, God remains faithful and so loving to us, in a love which constantly offers help, this beautiful love which heals.  

And when we’re ready, when we’re weary of being out of tune, tired of fighting snakes, tired of getting bitten by snakes, when we’re ready to see that it’s something in us that’s provided a home for snakes, when we’re ready for a turning point and new life, still God is right here, Immanuel, God with us, constantly ready to help, in Holy Spirit power constantly ready to enfold us in healing grace.  So great is God’s faithfulness to us!
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