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Lent 4 March 14, 2021 
St. Paul’s/Resurrección, Mount Vernon, WA Rev. Paul Moore 
 

The Deeper Path 
 
I read an article this week about cuttlefish.  These are little brainy relatives of squid who 
are masters at camouflage.  You've seen those cartoons of the burglar or spy whose 
clothes match the color of the wall, even if the wall has a pattern or a line across it, well, 
these little critters can actually do that. 
 
It seems they're really intelligent as well.  First, scientists working with them found out 
which of two kinds of foods they prefer.  Then they offered them a choice of their second 
best, or, if they waited, their first choice.  These little blobs of colorful goo actually 
learned to wait for the best up to two minutes—more than some people I know!  Who 
would have thought that these little critters actually understood delayed gratification! 
 
Delayed gratification seems like a simple thing, but studies show that children who are 
better at delayed gratification do better in school and are more successful in life.  This 
little inner discipline is key to big things.  In today's Gospel lesson Jesus says some 
surprising things.  First, he compares himself to the bronze serpent Moses lifted up in the 
desert. 
 
Remember the story?  The children of Israel had set to grumbling again.  Why did Moses 
take us out of Egypt?  We were better off there than facing angry Canaanites in the so-
called Promised Land.  Now, they're close.  They are skirting around Edom, which is on 
the eastern side of the Jordan.  Soon they will cross the Jordan as they did the Red Sea, 
with the waters piled up on either side, to begin the conquest of Palestine.  But they just 
couldn't wait, so, God makes them wait.  Poisonous snakes invade the camp and people 
start dropping left and right. 
 
Chastened, the people appeal to Moses.  God tells Moses to make a snake out of bronze 
and lift it up on a pole in the midst of the camp.  All who looked to the bronze snake 
survived being bitten by the live ones.  All they had to do to be well was to set aside the 
ego that was driving the complaining and do something simple—an act of humble 
obedience.  Humble obedience does NOT come from the ego.  It comes from the spirit, 
the heart, somewhere deeper in the self.  It comes from love.  And this is the spiritual 
discipline of delayed gratification.  It invites us to approach things from a place deeper 
than the immediate ego-needs.  It gets us to step back just long enough to discover love.  
For Jesus to compare himself to the bronze serpent alludes to the Cross, that great act of 
love.  H makes it exceedingly clear in that famous verse, verse 16.  For God so loved the 
world that he gave is only son, that whoever believes in him should not perish, but have 
eternal life.  (And the next verse is just as important…) For God did not send his son to 
condemn the world, but that the world through him might be saved.  God is expressing 
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the greatest degree of delayed gratification.  For the sake of the world, all that are in it, 
the whole of creation in its billions of years of trajectory, God loves and gives, knowing 
that in the end there will be a resolution and restoration of all things, somehow, 
sometime, somewhere, on all dimensions of existence. 
 
What comes next falls right in line.  Those who turn to Jesus in humble faith show 
themselves to be people of the spirit, of heart, of love, and they are not judged—they 
need no judging because they have already aligned themselves with the deepest warp and 
woof of creation and its Creator.  Those who turn away choose their own condemnation, 
for they choose their own path, choose ego and pride and "me first," and all those ways 
that set them at odds with the deepest warp and woof of creation and its Creator.  What 
Jesus is saying is that what you see on the surface and what the deep reality is are 
different.  On the surface we may see the way of pride, and all the short-term advantages 
of it, but the deepest warp and woof of creation draws its pattern from the heart of God, 
which is love. 
 
It's like one of those shows where there are two doors and you get to choose which one to 
go through.  One leads you off a cliff; the other leads you into life.  The heart that loves is 
drawn to the door that leads to life.  The heart that doesn't love is drawn to the other one. 
 
Society faces the same two doors.  As I prepared for this sermon, I considered different 
issues that are of concern today and how these doors might play out in reference to them.   
The trial of Derek Chauvin, the ex-police officer who killed George Floyd, began last 
week, highlighting issues around racial inequities and law enforcement philosophy, 
training and strategy.  Immigration reform is once more in the news after President Biden 
overhauled policies set by the previous administration, highlighting this issue that is so 
important in Skagit County. 
 
But March is Women's History Month.  Last Monday was International Women's Day.  I 
read an NPR article last week about the incidence of violence against women and girls 
around the world.  A conservative estimate says one in three women and girls 
experiences physical and/or sexual violence against them in their lifetime.  The vast 
majority of it is suffered at the hands of family or intimate partners.  Around the world, 
females are being targeted for violence:  targets of domestic abuse, manipulated, 
restricted and extorted, objectified, used and commercialized, trafficked, bought and sold. 
 
It’s been with us for a very long time.  The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals (1866) actually predates the first laws prohibiting wife-beating (Alabama, 1871.)  
What might lie behind the two doors in terms of this issue?  The way that is condemned 
already is the way of pride: 
 
Her face was off-color, her hands folded softly in her lap, her eyes downcast.  Two 
children under the age of 5 played somewhat listlessly with the toys I had in the office. 



  3 

 
"He said he would kill me if I left him." 
 
"Do you believe him?" I asked. 
 
"I have to.  What if I don't and I'm wrong?" 
 
"I can get you to a safe place where he can't get to you, if you want.  They will take you 
and your kids.  The director of the place is a friend of mine." 
 
"Would you do that?  Are you sure he wouldn't find me there?" 
 
"I'm sure." 
 
She burst into tears. 
 
I don't know how many times scenes like that have played out in my office.  When the 
abuser puts their own needs, wants, desires or fantasies first, the value of the woman is 
diminished and she becomes a target. 
 
That may be the classic situation of domestic abuse, but the way of selfishness targets 
women in other ways as well.  When employers look for women to hire because they 
think they can get away with paying them less, the woman is kept down.  When women 
in corporations run into a glass ceiling that men don't, they are objectified and used.  
When it took over 200 years for a woman to occupy the office of the Vice President of 
the United States, it says something about the value of women in our society.  When it 
took 100 years of struggle for the right of women to vote, finalized in 1920 with the 19th 
amendment, it says something about the value of a woman's voice in society.  All these 
define the world in terms of categories that place one sector of society at the center at the 
exclusion of others.  It is the way of pride, selfishness, ego-driven exclusion.  It separates, 
divides and plunders.  It stands condemned because its foundations run counter to the 
nature of the heart of our Creator. 
 
The way that is not judged is the way of love.  My grandmother's house was always a fun 
place to go.  Living in Ecuador as we did, we only saw her every four years, but when we 
were in the country, we saw her as often as we could.  She had a cookie jar in the kitchen 
that always had lemon sandwich cookies in it—they were delicious.  When we did arrive, 
we would wait around patiently as the pleasantries of meeting dragged on and on, until 
finally grandma would say, "Would you like a cookie?"  We all knew that was a question 
with only one answer, but we gave it dutifully, "Yes, please."  "You know where they 
are," she would respond, and we would race each other through the house. 
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What I did not know until later was how she formed my father, whose maiden name he 
carried as his middle name in good Scot-Irish tradition.  My grandfather was probably a 
high-functioning alcoholic.  My father told me that he had decided never to touch alcohol 
except for at communion, because of all the nights he saw his mother sitting up by the 
window, waiting for her drunk husband to come home from the bar.  My father was one 
of steely, though fair, convictions.  I can see how my grandmother helped instill that in 
him.  The hand that rocks the cradle... 
 
Of course, there are women who excel in a hundred other areas as well, herewith to name 
a few:  The number of women who are heads-of-state around the world is rising, Latin 
America perhaps most notable among them.  We do have a female Vice President.  The 
number of women who are CEO's of big multinational companies is on the rise—the 
glass ceiling is finally breaking.  Development agencies around the world find it better to 
lend $100 to a woman for a micro-enterprise rather than a man because the woman will 
more likely use it for the benefit of her family rather than just herself.  Equal pay for 
equal work has won in courts over and over again.  And then there is Amanda Gorman.  
We’ve got a long way to go still, but slowly but surely, we are learning to value women 
as God does. 
 
When society treats women like this, we collectively affirm the way of love.  We are not 
judged, for we have judged ourselves.  Women help to save us all, so, cherish the women 
in your life.  Commit yourself to doing something for a woman in your life that tells her 
how important she is to you.  And if you are one, I hope you cherish yourself. 
 
Remember, the son of God has a woman as a mother! 
 


