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 As an active preacher, speaker, and teacher, Dr. Tony Compolo has traveled 
around the world both speaking and listening to people who are involved with all 
kinds of Christian ministries. Everywhere he goes, he learns something new, and is 
often challenged to incorporate what he learned into his own ministry. What I enjoy 
about Dr. Compolo is not only that he usually does try new things, he also writes 
about what happened when he tried something, and how it affected him. 

 One of my favorite stories Dr. Compolo tells is about the day he tried to out 
offering prayers for healing. He’d been challenged by a minister who had a thriving 
healing ministry to try praying with people who were in some sort of need of healing 
by lifting up their ailment. Tony wasn’t sure, he had reservations and doubts, but he 
tried it. 

 The day he decided to try what felt to him like an uncomfortable practice, he 
was preaching to a large crowd of people in Oregon. As he approached the stage, he 
noticed a small bottle of olive oil sitting on a table, and thought it might be a sign. So 
he announced to the crowd that after his message, he’d offer prayers for healing for 
anyone who wanted them. He did say he’d first need to talk with people a little bit 
to get somewhat of an understanding of where they were, and what they wanted 
healed.  The number of people who responded, he said, was less than impressive, 
not very many people took him up on his offer. Yet he listened to the ones who did 
come forward; and he heard about people who were dealing with depression, 
loneliness, and a few who had serious physical ailments. He prayed with each person 
even though he said he didn’t expect anything to happen because he wasn’t a 
healer. 

 Two weeks later, however, he received a phone call from a woman whose 
husband had come forward for prayers that day. Dr. Compolo couldn’t help feeling 
thrilled when she said her husband had had cancer. “Had?” he responded, just to 
make sure he heard her right. 

 “Yes,” she said, “He died.” 

 Dr. Compolo was both embarrassed and confused, and tried to stumble 
through an apology but the woman interrupted him by saying her husband had only 
been 58 years old when he was diagnosed and although he had tried every kind of 
treatment available for 2 years, the cancer didn’t go into remission. This made her 



husband angry, so angry he became someone who was not pleasant to be around; 
all he did was complain and rail against doctors and against God and against 
everyone else. He had wanted to see his grandchildren grow up. He had wanted to 
retire with his wife. Now those hopes and dreams were not going to be realized. We 
might understand his anger, but it did not change his situation, nor did it make it any 
better. In fact, his angry disposition made it so that no one, not even his wife, really 
wanted to be around him. 

 Then, the woman said, after Dr. Compolo prayed for him, somehow by lifting 
up that cancer to God, that prayer changed something in her husband. He only lived 
two more days after that prayer, she said, but those two days were the best they’d 
had in the last two years. Her husband was like a different man, he laughed, he and 
his wife sang their favorite songs together, they talked, and just enjoyed being 
together.  That prayer, the woman insisted, had healed her husband, even though it 
didn’t cure the cancer, it did give her husband the healing he needed so that he 
could live as he hadn’t been able to live before.  

 Dr. Compolo realized it wasn’t him that caused that change, but something in 
that prayer, something in that lifting up of what caused the anger and pain and fear 
that released the man from those things and gave him life. 

 Dr. Compolo’s enlightening experience might help us as we look at the Gospel 
reading for today; a reading that might seem confusing at first as Jesus compares 
himself to a story many scholars and commentators refer to as an obscure story 
about snakes which we heard in our Old Testament reading. It might help to 
remember in this part of John’s Gospel Jesus is speaking with Nicodemus, a Pharisee 
who came to talk with Jesus one night. Jesus was trying to enlighten a curious and 
intelligent man. We don’t know if Nicodemus was familiar with the story of the 
poisonous snakes we heard read from Numbers, but it is a very intriguing story, or 
maybe a better word to describe it is “distracting” because it is full of drama and can 
lead us down some very distracting paths. I mean, come on, there are people 
complaining that the food of the wilderness wasn’t good enough for them, there are 
poisonous snakes (some translations say fiery snakes), there are people repenting, 
there’s Moses making a bronze symbol of the very thing that is hurting people, and 
there is miraculous healing.  That’s some pretty crazy stuff, and the story could have 
us questioning a God who sends such vicious snakes to attack the people God 
supposedly loves; even though God does provide means to heal the people, once 
they apologize for their bad behavior, but the cure still seems odd: a statue of the 
very snakes that are causing people to die. 

 



 But all that might have us missing a key element in that dramatic story: it 
wasn’t just the statue of the snake that was the cure, it was the lifting up of the 
statue, and the people lifting their eyes and their faces toward that statue. In some 
ways, that was a terribly risky thing to do, because they wouldn’t have been able to 
keep an eye on the live snakes, the ones that could bite them, and look up at the 
statue at the same time. It meant lifting their attention from what was happening, 
or what might happen, to look up at a statue.  But the ones who were willing to lift 
their attention from the slithering, biting snakes at their feet, at least as we heard in 
the story, were the ones who were healed, they were the ones who lived. Because 
God somehow acted through that lifting up, lifting up of what was causing their 
death, lifting their attention from the snakes, to God. 

 And maybe it is that lifting up Jesus was emphasizing in his conversation with 
Nicodemus when he used that snake story to say something about himself; that the 
Son of Man will also be lifted up.  So maybe the story wasn’t really about the snakes, 
maybe the story was about lifting up. 

 In John’s Gospel the term “lifted up” scholars remind us, isn’t meant to be just 
a term about that means being made higher, it is a term that also means being 
exalted, or raised to the very summit of opulence or prosperity. Jesus was talking 
about his crucifixion, but for the author of John’s Gospel the crucifixion isn’t a 
humiliating horrible event, it is a sign of God’s glory where the cross is also Jesus’ 
throne because Jesus’ death was lifted up to God who raised Jesus from the dead, 
and through his Resurrection created New Life for all of us.  

 This Resurrection Life, New Life, or Everlasting Life, which ever term you want 
to use for it, isn’t just something we experience when we die, it is something we can 
experience right here and right now. It has already been given to us. 

 Living into this new life may be connected with this lifting up, lifting our 
attention from focusing on whatever is causing things like anger, frustration, 
anxiety, fear and actually lifting it up to God. Which is what happened when Dr. 
Compolo prayed for the man with cancer; the prayer did not negate the cancer, it 
didn’t make the cancer magically disappear, but the prayer somehow helped the 
man lift his attention from what the cancer was taking away from him, or from his 
fear of dying, of his sadness at what he was going to miss out on, so that he was 
looking to God. Then he was able to see that the cancer might have the power to 
take his life, but it didn’t have the power to take away the love people had for him, 
or the love he had for them, and it certainly didn’t take away the love God has for 
him.  That is what might have been so healing for him, so that he was able to live 



into that love, which is what made those last days so beautiful for him and his 
family. 

 Lent is a time when for many it might seem like the church emphasizes our 
sins over God’s love for us. But I wonder if that is a way of being distracted instead 
of noticing that Lent is a time when we are invited to lift those sins up to God. 
Remember, the definition of the word sin is anything that we choose that takes us 
farther away from God instead of helping us grow closer to God.  Perhaps today’s 
Gospel lesson is a reminder that nothing can separate us from God’s love, especially 
when we lift it up to God. 

 That might be a lovely theological sounding thing to say, but I believe it can be 
also be realized in a practical way. I recently read about a man who wrote about his 
struggle with racism, and how a frightening past experience with an African 
American man affected him so that to this day he struggles to trust people of color. 
He said that ignoring this part of himself did not help him, and in fact made his 
bigotry worse. But recently the incidents in the news and his response to them has 
made him realize he needs healing, that his racism is hurting his soul. So he started 
by simply naming his situation. Naming it in prayer, naming it with his spiritual 
director and his wife, who had served as an ordained minister in predominantly 
African American parish and was able to suggest involvement in opportunities that 
might help him. While he isn’t cured, he now sees his struggles in a new light, one 
where he isn’t isolated and afraid, where he is now open to listening to and 
understanding people in ways he wasn’t before.  

 That openness, that willingness to respect the dignity of all human beings, is 
his beginning to live into the Resurrection Life Jesus opened for all of us to live into. 
Imagine what might happen if we all were able to identify and name one thing, just 
one thing we might be struggling with, something that isolates us from God and 
others, and then courageously name that thing, whatever it is. If we could lift it up 
to God and let God do what God does, transform that which we used to isolate 
ourselves from God and others into the very thing through which we actually grow 
closer to God and others, imagine how we’d grow.  

 Lent offers us the opportunity not to dwell on our sinfulness, but to identify it 
and lift it up to God because God loves us too much to let anything keep us from 
God, no matter what is crawling around on the ground. Perhaps this week or any 
time we find ourselves distracted from following God, we might stop, and risk 
naming the distraction in prayer and in conversation with someone we trust, and let 
God transform it into something even more powerful, and then see how we grow. 


