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THE SEVENTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Camping at Massah and Meribah
Exodus 17:1-7; Philippians 2:1-13

One of the things I packed up and carried with me when we left the
Southern Baptist Convention was the statement in The Baptist Faith and
Message on scripture which reads, in part, “The Holy Bible . . . is the record
of God’s revelation of himself to [hu]man[kind].”  It is!  Turning the pages of
the Bible to discover God revealed more and more is like watching a time
lapse video of a flower blooming.  In this case, it is not so much changes in
God that we are seeing, but a multi-dimensional revealing of God that is
taking place alongside a sharpening of focus and broader perspective on our
part.

In the early chapters of Genesis, we hear, rather than see, the
disembodied voice of God speaking creation into being.  Then we glimpse the
shadow of a sculptor kneading clay by the river as human form takes shape. 
Bit by bit, we see a sometimes quirky and unpredictable God moving among
our forebearers, doing odd things like choosing the younger over the older,
the lesser over the greater, the underdog instead of the favorite.  Sometimes
we glimpse a God who does not want to play politics using other tribes to
school his people.  On many occasions, he lauds the weak and humiliates the
powerful.  He champions the poor and chides the rich.  At times God seems
absent, then present, then silent.  Sometimes God will not leave his people
alone.  Sometimes we hear God only through the words and actions of his
prophets.  Then God is immediately, profoundly, intimately present as a baby
who grows to be a man and becomes our Savior.  Jesus reveals God’s
strength through weakness, overcomes raw power with humility, taunts death
and rises to new life.  Without a doubt, the Bible is an astounding record of
God’s self-revelation to us.

I also learned along the way that if I want to understand scripture, if I
want to experience its relevance in my life, if I want to discover its efficacy and
power, I also need to find myself in its pages. I need to be able to read my
story in THE STORY.  After all, the Bible was written for us and it is very much
about us!  If it is God’s self-revelation to humanity, it is God’s message to me
and you.  At times, I do anticipate finding my story in the Bible but, at other
times, I am completely surprised by what I discover.  So it was when I read



today’s Old Testament lesson early last week.  It is a familiar story which
takes place after the Hebrew people have been liberated from Egypt.  They
have crossed the Red Sea on dry land and begun their journey into the
wilderness.  The first verses of chapter 17 in the Book of the Exodus tell us
what happened:

From the wilderness of Sin the whole congregation of the
Israelites journeyed by stages, as the Lord commanded.  They
camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to
drink.  The people quarreled with Moses, and said, "Give us water
to drink."  Moses said to them, "Why do you quarrel with me? 
Why do you test the Lord?"  But the people thirsted there for
water; and the people complained against Moses and said, "Why
did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and
livestock with thirst?"  So Moses cried out to the Lord, "What shall
I do with this people?  They are almost ready to stone me."  The
Lord said to Moses, "Go on ahead of the people, and take some
of the elders of Israel with you; take in your hand the staff with
which you struck the Nile, and go.  I will be standing there in front
of you on the rock at Horeb.  Strike the rock, and water will come
out of it, so that the people may drink."  Moses did so, in the sight
of the elders of Israel.  He called the place Massah and Meribah,
because the Israelites quarreled and tested the Lord, saying, "Is
the Lord among us or not?"

Keep in mind that all these people are in the wilderness–actually a
desert.  There is little vegetation.  There is no water.  Only rocks . . . and lots
of them.  That is why Moses was afraid the people would stone him! 
Scientists have determined that, at most, a healthy person can survive up to
100 hours without water.  That is a little over four days.  Consider the heat at
the time of year they were traveling and the amount of time is cut in half.  Add
the exertion involved in walking perhaps twenty miles in a day, carrying
supplies and children, and the limit of endurance without water is about seven
hours.1  So the people quarreled with Moses and, I suspect, among
themselves.  They also questioned whether or not God was even with them. 
That is to say, they “tested” God and God’s faithfulness to them.  It was not

1Holiday W eather.com, “Sinai Peninsula: Annual W eather Averages,”
http://www.holiday-weather.com/sinai_peninsula/averages/, accessed July 13, 2017 and Claude Piantadosi,
The Biology of Human Survival: Life and Death in Extreme Environments (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2003), 52-53 as cited in Anathea Portier-Young, “Commentary on Exodus 17:1-7,” WorkingPreacher.org
(October 1, 2017); available online at: http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=3432.
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the first time on this journey.  At Marah the people complained because the
water there was bitter and God provided a tree with branches that would
sweeten the water (Exodus 15).  In the Wilderness of Sin they fussed
because they had no bread to eat so God provided manna and quail (Exodus
16).  The Israelites did quite a bit of testing and quarreling.

God had rescued them from the Egyptians, pushing back the water of
the Red Sea so that they could escape–and for what?  To die in the desert? 
They tested and they quarreled so Moses finally declared that the place they
had stopped would no longer be called Rephidim.  Instead it would be known
as Massah and Meribah: Testing and Quarreling!  What a name!

There it is–my story–OUR story.  Reading this chronicle, I thought, “That
is exactly where we are today.  We are definitely quarreling–about many
things.  We are certainly testing in the sense of checking to see if any of us
are infected with the Coronavirus, but we are also beginning to wonder if God
has forgotten us, even abandoned us.  Sometimes we wonder if God is
among us anymore?  Along with the Hebrews of old, we are camped at
Massah and Meribah.

I think we are a lot like those ancient Hebrews, but to be honest, I am
a bit perplexed.  It appears that in the past most crises brought us together
as a nation instead of ripping us apart.  During World Wars I and II, people
sacrificed to protect our country but also to help other nations that were under
direct attack.  When the Great Depression hit, just about everybody was
instantly struggling, if not poor.  Yet, people helped one another in any way
possible.  I know that the sixties were years of upheaval as our society
changed.  The decades of the seventies and eighties revealed a more self-
focused shift.  In 1995, following the Oklahoma City bombing, a sense of
empathy and unity spread across the nation.  In 1999 this community was
united when Floyd put us under water.  Two years later, when the terrorist
attacks happened on 9/11, we all pulled together, with other nations stepping
up to lend support.  Other disasters and crises have seen the same results:
we put aside our differences and focus on what we have in common which is
our need, our concern for one another, and our resources.

When Covid 19 hit, however, unity seemed as scarce as a puddle in the
desert.  Seven months later, here we are camped at Massah and
Meribah–testing and quarreling.  Clearly, the coronavirus is not our only
problem.  Racial, political, economic, and social dehydration also threaten us. 
To top it all off, hurricanes, wildfires, and earthquakes have added to the
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crisis.  Maybe we should not be surprised that we are quarreling among
ourselves and testing whether or not God is among us.  Have we been left in
this wilderness simply to die?  Let’s revisit our story as it happened in that
desert wilderness thousands of years ago.

Moses was scared.  In the first place, he had not asked for the
assignment of liberator and leader of his people.  As you recall, he was out
near Mount Horeb watching over his father-in-law’s sheep, minding his
business, when a burning bush caught his attention.  We all know what
happened next as God compelled him to go free his people.  Following a
frustrating struggle of wits with Pharaoh and a terrifying escape, Moses
accomplished that task and found himself, along with the Hebrew people,
back in the wilderness at Horeb.  What do you do when everybody is yelling
at you to do something, to fix all their problems?  You turn around and ask
whoever got you into this mess what you are supposed to do now!  Moses did
just that.  Facing the holy mountain, flinging his words toward God, he yelled,
“What shall I do with this people? They are almost ready to stone me!”

God reminded Moses that he was still with his people.  He pointed out
that even though there were not abundant resources in that wild place, Moses
did have help.  God reminded him that he still had his staff, the sturdy stick
that he had used to protect his sheep, the staff that he had used to astound
and overpower Pharaoh, the staff that had parted the Red Sea so that the
Israelites could escape bondage.  The other thing available was rock–lots of
rock.  So God told Moses to take the rod, go to the rock–the mount  of
Horeb–where God would be standing, and strike the rock.

Moses did as he was told.  First he had to walk in front of all those
dehydrated, angry, rock-holding Hebrews to get there.  As God instructed, he
took with him some of the elders lest he think he could accomplish this act
alone.  When Moses struck the rock at the base of the mountain, the rock on
which God said he would stand, water poured out and, I suspect, a shout of
celebration gushed forth from the people.  The God who had pushed back the
waters of the sea to bring his people to freedom now opened the floodgates
to save them once again.

Throughout history, artists have attempted to capture this moment on
canvas.  I looked at several paintings from the fifteenth century forward.  Each
of them showed the Israelites (looking very European, by the way), clustered
around Moses with what looked like a water fountain spewing out of the rock. 
I liked the painting by Brian Shapiro best.  Created in 2010, it depicts Moses
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screaming, rod levitating above the rock, as a river of water transforms the
desert into an oasis.  That image clearly says, “God is among us!”

If this place in which we find ourselves today is our own Massah and
Meribah, what resources do we have to quench our thirst and bring us
through this crisis?  Where is our Moses?  Where is the nearly magical rod? 
Where is the holy mountain on which God is standing now?  These are good,
legitimate questions.  It is a shame we shout them at each other rather than
asking them of each other.

The Apostle Paul was familiar with testing and quarreling.  His beloved
friends in Philippi were all twisted up, partly over the question of whether or
not someone had to become a Jew in order to follow Christ and presumably
over some conflict between two women named Euodia and Syntyche.   He
essentially took up the mantle of Moses and struck the rock of faith to reveal
the river of mercy that flows from the heart of God.  We heard those blessed
words earlier:

. . . be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full
accord and of one mind.  Do nothing from selfish ambition or
conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. 
Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests
of others.  Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,
who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality
with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.  And
being found in human form, he humbled himself and became
obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross.
. . . work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is
God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work
for his good pleasure.  Do all things without murmuring and
arguing, so that you may be blameless and innocent, children of
God . . . . Philippians 2:2-8, 12b-15b

In the midst of a catastrophe in the making, with few helpful resources
available, God told Moses to pay attention to the resources he did have at
hand: the staff which was a simple shepherd’s tool but useful in other ways
and the rock on which God stood, that is to say the ground on which the
Hebrew people were standing, under which flowed a river of life-saving water.
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Paul’s answer was equally as simple: the tools God has given you are
humility, empathy, generosity, kindness, and sacrifice.  By inference he
pointed out that the tools they did not need were arrogance, hardheartedness,
selfishness, animosity, and greed.  Those weapons have no place or
usefulness during a crisis.

So what do we do while we are camped at Massah and Meribah?  How
do we make refreshing water flow during this crisis of health and spirit?  We
develop the mind of Christ as our way of being in the world.  That means that
we think and act out of humility, empathy, generosity, kindness, and sacrifice. 
We do not look at one another as adversary or enemy; rather, we see one
another as sister and brother and seek what is best for us all.  Moses had to
look no further than the staff in his hand which he could use, with the help of
God, to deliver water to his people.  What tools do we have?  What is in our
hands right now that can save us?  An obvious answer comes to mind but I
will leave it to you to answer for yourself and the people around you.

Ultimately, the tools that will deliver us from all of our crises are the
ways in which we relate to one another.  Last week, Deborah shared with me
a story that you have all heard in one way or another.  It concerns two people
who were about as far apart politically and philosophically as you could get;
yet, the refreshing waters of friendship enriched their lives in abundant ways.

It is common knowledge in DC that the late Supreme Court
Justice Antonin Scalia and the now-late Justice Ruth Bader
Ginsburg were close personal friends.  They shared a love of
opera, went souvenir shopping together when they traveled, and
rode an elephant in India with Scalia up front.  Their families spent
New Year's Eve together, and when Chief Justice Roberts
announced the death of Ginsburg's husband, Marty, Scalia wept
on the bench.  When Scalia died in 2016, Ginsburg said, “We
were best buddies.”

They never spoke politics or ideology to one another
because as one seasoned observer said, “There would be no
point.”  Scalia himself would say, “If you can't disagree ardently
with your colleagues about some issues of law and yet personally
still be friends, get another job, for Pete's sake.”

On her part, Ginsburg said of Scalia, “As annoyed as you
might be about his zinging dissent, he's so utterly charming, so
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amusing, so sometimes outrageous, you can't help but say, ‘I'm
glad he is my friend.’”  She said she sometimes had to pinch
herself to not laugh when he would say something audacious in
the courtroom. 

. . . Scalia and Ginsburg were The Odd Couple.  They held
the deepest respect for each other and kept their disagreements
intellectual, not transactional.

When he learned of Ginsburg's passing, Scalia's son,
Christopher, shared the following story from Judge Jeffrey Sutton
about an encounter late in his father's life.

“During one of my last visit with Justice Scalia, I saw striking
evidence of the Scalia-Ginsburg relationship.  As I got up to leave
his chambers, he pointed to two dozen roses on his table and
noted that he needed to take them down to 'Ruth' for her birthday. 
“Wow,” I said, “I doubt I have given a total of twenty-four roses to
my wife in almost thirty years of marriage.”  “You ought to try it
sometime,” Scalia retorted.

Unwilling to let him have the last word, I pushed back: “So
what good have all those roses done for you?  Name one five-four
case of any significance when you have got Justice Ginsburg's
vote.”

Scalia replied, “Some things are more important than votes.”

This is what we have lost: two earnest and caring people
who could place all differences aside for the sake of friendship
and an abiding love for each other.

I say to everyone, be a Nino; be a Ruth.  Remember what
is good in every person you know even when you have to work a
little harder to find it or need to let go of anger or hard feelings. 
God did not put us here in pre-formed harmony, He put us here
with differences so we could find it on our own.2

2Anna Tatum Swing, Facebook posting, September 21, 2020.

7



Paul said, “If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation
from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, make my
joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord
and of one mind” (Philippians 2:1-2).  We do not have to agree on everything
except that we will respect one another and work together for the good of all.

In difficult and dangerous times like the year we are experiencing, in the
midst of our testing and quarreling, God calls us to strike the rock of his mercy
in order to find refreshment and hope.  We do that, not by acting, but by
becoming more like Christ, who by humbling himself and giving himself for our
sake, opened the door to life that is full and complete.  God passed the test
by coming to us as the Christ and by remaining with us as the Holy Spirit. 
Truly, God is with us.  So why not live like it?!
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September 27, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

While we pray at various times every day and throughout the week, it
is good for us to take this time to pray together, O God.  Especially when we
cannot be in the same place, the sound of our prayers draws us closer and
reminds us that we are all together in Spirit.  Thank you for being the center
of life for us.  Thank you for holding us all in your love.

As the weeks and months of this pandemic lengthen, we admit our
weariness and our desire to get back to normal.  We know that our vigilance
against the virus is critical and that we guard not only our own health and well-
being but the safety of each other as well.  Keep us strong and resolute, we
pray.  Keep us focused and committed to overcoming this illness together.

We pray for everyone who is ill, for their families, and their caretakers. 
We pray for the medical professionals whose skills and compassion enable
them to do their work.  We pray for the scientists who are working on a
vaccine and a cure.  And we pray for everyone who is willingly participating
in vaccine trials so that we can all live into the future.  Bless these efforts, we
ask, and keep us committed to the best outcome.

We continue to pray for one another and all of the other needs that we
have.  While life is altered, it has not stopped, and the concerns of living day
by day go on.  Provide what we need to address our challenges and guide us
to people who can help.  When we are discouraged, shore up our spirits. 
When we want to give up, infuse us with hope.  When we are weak, grant us
rest.  Make us mindful every day of your support through the people around
us.

We would ask that you help us to develop the mind of Christ.  While we
often speak this holy name, our actions and attitudes so often discredit the
Spirit of our Savior.  Forgive us and teach us to embody the humility, service,
and hopefulness which Jesus bequeathed to us.

O God, we ask that you find each one of us today at a moment when we
are alone and open to your visitation.  Touch us.  Speak to us. Remind us that
you love us.  And open a means for that same love to flow forth from us;
through Christ our Lord.  Amen.


