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CUMC Sermon Sept 27, 2020 
What will we learn in the wilderness? 

Exodus 17-1-7, Matthew 21:28-32 
Pastor Nancy Victorin-Vangerud 

This evening, when the sun sets, Jewish communities throughout the world will be commemorating Yom 
Kippur. Yom Kippur is the Day of Atonement, the holiest day in the Jewish religious year. The 25 hour 
observance focuses on repentance and repairing relations between people and within families, the 
congregation and with God. The mood is serious, solemn, with congregants fasting, refraining from work, 
and abstaining from drink, sexual relations, and bathing. So while there will be much socially-distant 
praying and reading from the Torah, there will also be the gnawing pangs of hunger and thirst. But when 
the final sounding of the shofar, or ram’s horn, is heard, the goal will be clear--the community becomes 
sealed in God’s Book of Life for the new year. Then the sweet fullness of celebration will begin!  

Ah, but this morning, here, in our virtual worship gathering, we are once again in Exodus. The book of 
Exodus, that is. We are deep in the stories of our spiritual ancestors’ journey to the Promised Land. We 
are stumbling along our faith’s rocky origins in the wilderness. The journey took a whole generation--
symbolized as ‘40 years’. Remember the story of the burning bush? Remember leaving slavery in Egypt 
along with Moses? Here in Exodus, there’s just one challenge after another. In today’s story, the people 
are walking along out in the thirsty desert. What will happen next?   

You know, with this story, you can almost hear the grumbling and complaining spilling off the pages---
come on, roleplay with me abit. 

Darn that Moses!  
The first well we came to had only bitter water! Not a good sign. We knew we couldn’t trust 
him. What does Moses know? He’s not one of us! 
Then we’re hungry and Moses told us to wait til morning. There was something flaky and white 
to eat--manna--whatever that was! At sundown we got abit of meat. Not much on those quail 
bones though. This was every day, manna and quail. What we wouldn’t give for the meat and 
bread we had back in Egypt! Remember those days? 
Next stop--Rephidim--but there, no water at all! Moses must be trying to kill us. That’s his real 
plan, bring us out to die. All this talk about God’s journey and a new land. Right! It’s all his fault. 
Why can’t we go back to Egypt?  
So now! Here we are full circle at Mt. Horeb again. Is Moses lost? He’s just making it up as he 
goes. What a waste of time! He’s not fit to lead us! Who does he think he is anyway?  

Ha! When we roleplay the story, it all comes out. All the grumbling, complaints, helplessness, and 
mistrust. Our ancestors in the covenant were an ornery bunch. The wilderness stories in Exodus don’t 
shy away from remembering the discontent! 

So what happened? What happened next? The story didn’t end there, the people didn’t die. They survived. 
But poor Moses, let’s focus on him for a bit. He was so frustrated he wanted to pull his hair out! He was 
afraid, the people wanted to get rid of him. So he complained to God. “What should I do with these 
people? They are so irritating, all they want to do is quarrel and put us to the test, God. Say, that’s what I’ll 
name this wilderness place, “Test and Quarrel.”  

Sounds like Moses was ready to quit. Maybe Moses didn’t want the job anymore. Leader? Liberator? A 
new future? Maybe Moses wanted to go back to the good ol’ days in Egypt too. Of course, he grew up in 
Pharaoh's court. People wouldn’t give him any grief there. Ah, for the days when people would do what 
he wanted them to do.  

Well Moses didn’t bug out. He stayed and when God told him to go check out the rocks on the mountain, 
he did. “Bring some of the elders too” the Holy One said. Half heartedly? Whole heartedly? Who knows? 
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Moses could have been running on empty. But he struck the rock, dislodged the boulders with his staff, 
and water came running out. That night, the quail probably tasted pretty good, with clear fresh water to 
wash it down. After all, God didn’t fail the people. 

And the people, including Moses, learned some wisdom along the way: 
1. One day at a time. 
2. There’s enough for the day. 
3. Enough is good enough. 
4. Don’t hoard. 
5. Focus on the abundance, not the scarcity. 
6. Let go of what gets in the way of being present to the journey. 
7. Egypt wasn’t so great. 
8. Trust God to show up. 
9. There’s water, but not in the usual places. 
10.  Look for the rocks. 

Wow, that’s alot of wisdom! We need to pause. We need a little reflection time. Let’s stop for a moment 
and reflect on where we are. What might we learn about spirituality, about our relation with God, not just 
the God of the burning bush, but the God of water in the wilderness?  

Can we live day to day faithfully with whatever happens? 

Can we honestly live with such radical trust and openness to ourselves, others and God? 

See “wilderness wisdom” sounds a whole lot different than the kind of spirituality where “God has a plan” 
or “It was meant to be” or “God is in control.” This spirituality of “predetermination” views God as causing 
the things we want to happen in our lives. The emphasis here is on “what we want”. In effect, we’ve 
determined what God should do, what a good life for us will be. We’ve determined what God should be 
doing in our world to make things turn out well for us. The focus is on appealing to what we want. 

We’ve heard various forms of this -- “Just keep praying to God for that.” “Give your life to Christ and 
everything will just turn around.” “All you need is Jesus to succeed, live a long life, become 
prosperous….God wants to do this for you!”  

This spirituality is based on our predetermined expectations of God.  

But the spirituality of wilderness calls forth new insights about ourselves and about the Divine. We can 
turn to a rabbi to help us understand. 

Rabbi Amy Eilberg, who led the multifaith pilgrimage to Palestine and Israel that I attended 5 years ago, 
recently shared her insights on spirituality---she says: 

“See we have far less control over our lives than we like to think. Much as we may desperately try to think 
otherwise, we do not know what tomorrow, or next year, will bring. This truth tends to break through 
when we encounter illness or death or twists and turns of our lives that we could never have imagined. 
We cannot predict whether the challenges that come our way will bring out the best in us or plunge us 
into despair and frustration. This radical uncertainty about the future is a key part of being human.” 

Now from a wilderness perspective, we can admit, we’re not in control, but then also, in the wilderness, 
neither is God. 

This confession may sound fatalistic or despairing. But it's not, really. 

Wilderness spirituality is about learning to be open, receptive and risk-taking. We risk the journey with 
God, and God risks the journey with us.  
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See, in contrast to predestination, John Wesley had a view of God that could be called synergistic. He 
understood that our journey with God is one of mutual companionship or even collaboration between 
God and ourselves. So a Wesleyan journey means letting go of needing someone to be in control--whether 
that’s another person, ourselves or even God.  

When we stop and reflect, we can understand that the shift from spiritual predetermination to 
wilderness spirituality means following a path of openness, self-reflection and life-long learning, so that 
as Rabbi Eilberg says, “We can discern a path of holiness through even the most difficult of 
circumstances.”  

In other words, together, in community with God, we discover water along the way. 

So where are we now? What might this remembrance of our spiritual ancestors mean for us? For 
Community United Methodist Church? Are we a people open to spiritual growth and learning with God in 
the wilderness?  

Well, pandemic time is certainly a wilderness journey. “We have not traveled this way before” in our 
lifetimes.1 Every morning we’re at a new point--checking the bar graphs about numbers of COVID cases 
and deaths. In the evening, we check the news for who has died, what age they were, where they lived. 
Throughout the day we ask ourselves, “What are the guidelines now? What are our leaders saying? 
Whose voice can we trust? Why can’t we just do what we want to do? Why can’t we go back to the 
familiar? Given our emotional and physical stress, it is no wonder we feel pandemic fatigue. The 
temptation for us to grumble and complain, quarrel and test, is understandable. 

The thing is, as long as we make our sole focus on getting back to the way things used to be, we will miss 
out on the wisdom of the journey--what God may be hoping we can learn, what we need to learn to 
survive day to day, and grow deeper in our relation with God along the way. 

Recently our UM Bishop Bruce Ough wrote to all members of the Annual Conference. You will be able to 
read his full words in the newsletter this week. But I would like to close this sermon with some excerpts 
of his letter, which conveys a wise understanding of wilderness. He advises us...  

“With cold weather approaching, it will be tempting to think we can be the exception—that we 
can gather like we used to and no one will get sick. Unfortunately, there are tragic stories of 
church-related coronavirus outbreaks from all over the country. Gathering indoors in groups is 
still a high-risk activity....”  

“As we look ahead...Christmas is coming. As painful as this is to think about, it is unlikely that we 
will be able to have a large number of people together, shoulder to shoulder, on Christmas Eve 
holding candles and singing “Silent Night.” Take a moment to lament this loss. And then, 
remembering Mary and Joseph who left what was comfortable to go on a journey to Bethlehem, 
start planning for how you can help bring Christmas to your community in fresh and new ways. 
Things won’t look and feel like they used to, but that was the case at Jesus’ birth too—he was 
God’s in-breaking in startling new ways. We have an important opportunity to try something 
completely different that reaches people in our [communities] in new ways.” 

“Continue to be kind and generous to yourselves and one another. This is a hard time for all of 
us. Give yourself grace. We are all doing the best we can, and we are all making decisions based 
on our particular context. Be wise about how you steward your time, resources, and energy. Ask 
the tough questions that lead to clarity about where to invest and where to let go so that you 
stay true to your mission while continuing to adapt and refine your methods for growing in love 

 
1 Joshua 3:4b (CEB) 
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of God and neighbor, reaching new people, and healing a broken world in this [unprecedented] 
season of ministry.” 

Thank you Bishop Ough! This morning, let us give thanks. Our bishop’s wisdom can lead us in our 
wilderness this fall as we face the new year, 2021 Like our Jewish sisters and brothers, our spiritual 
siblings who will be anticipating the sound of the shofar, may we anticipate God being with us as well on 
our journey. 

Thanks be to God. Amen. 


