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Welcome Home! 
Exodus 17:1-7 

17th after Pentecost; September 27, 2020 
 

Text 
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. 
2The 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?" 3But 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?" 4So Moses cried out to the LORD, "What shall I 
do with this people? They are almost ready to stone me." 5The 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. 6I 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. 7He called the place Massah and Meribah, because the 
Israelites quarreled and tested the LORD, saying, "Is the LORD among us or not?" 
 
Reflection: 
Over the spring and summer months of living with this global pandemic, many questions have 
been raised, such as, “If God is present, why are so many people worrying about the virus. Why 
are so many people dying from the virus?”  “Why does God not send miraculous treatments or 
vaccines to us?  Why must we suffer so much living in this wilderness? As we travel along our 
faith journeys, we may often ask questions like these about God’s presence. These questions 
sound like those raised by the Israelites had in the wilderness after their Exodus from Egypt.  
 
Last week’s Lection was about how the people of Israel, led by Moses and Aaron, were still 
wandering in the wilderness. On their exodus journey, the hungry community in the wilderness 
called out for food, and God fed them day-by-day with manna and quails. Today’s scripture 
begins as the Hebrews set up camp at Rephidim and discover that there is no water. Their 
reaction to this dilemma is a familiar one - they lash out at Moses. In spite of their deliverance 
from Egypt, their reliance on God’s sustaining presence falters once again. The people accuse 
Moses of intending to kill them.  
 
Moses, in turn, cries out to God for guidance, “What shall I do with this people?” Moses and the 
Hebrew people are not left alone in this wilderness of frustration and anger. God responds with 
grace and the journey resumes: “Go on ahead of the people... I will be standing there in front of 
you.” God’s faithful presence and provision sustains them once again. God’s faithfulness 
prevails over the Hebrews’ lack of trust and faith. 
 
Moses strikes the rock as God directs, and water rushes forth. The springs that are created there 
are named Massah and Meribah, Hebrew words that recall the Israelites’ quarrelling and testing. 
This may seem like a reminder not to raise complaints to God. Or, perhaps, the names are more a 
judgment of their lack of trust in God’s willingness or ability to hear and act.  
 
Today’s scripture concludes with the question, “Is God among us or not?” This question remains 
critical for all who journey in faith. So does the response given in this text - water springs from a 
rock to bring life in the wilderness. This will not be the last time that the people of Israel grow 
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anxious and fearful on their journey to the Promised Land. Still, as is often the case for them, this 
time of crisis pushes them to re-affirm their trust in God’s presence. 
 
“Is God among us or not?” Is this our question too as we live with this pandemic? So we wonder 
about God’s presence along our faith journey. We acknowledge that there are times in the 
journey of faith when we doubt the presence of God and the sweet consolations of faith. In our 
anxiety, God does not console us with proofs of God’s presence, and we may wonder why that 
is. In our fear we may even rail against God and all those warm words of encouragement that 
well-intentioned persons (like preachers like me) offer us.   
  
In the story, God answers the people who test God with the question, “Is God among us or not?” 
In today’s scripture, God proves God’s love and care. But what are we to make of those times 
when such proof is not forthcoming, when we experience thirst rather than having that thirst 
quenched? As for why God sometimes proves God’s love for us with sure consolation, as God 
did for Moses and the Israelites, while at other times not? This is a mystery; it is a question to 
which I, like you, may have no answer. I think that’s why our Judeo-Christian tradition calls it 
faith, for faith is not about answering all the questions we come across on our faith journey; 
rather, it is about accepting the love and grace which are the presence of God. 
 
“Is God among us or not?” If we look carefully into today’s scripture, we will know that 
although the story is a miracle story from our faith tradition, it has down-to-earth implications: 
God uses human agency in concert with material resources to meet human need. It is important 
to remember how God works with Moses and the elders. “God 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.’” This miracle was not 
achieved by God alone but with human agency. God was working with the people who were 
struggling, praying, searching, finding and acting with the dilemma or question.  
 
“Is God among us or not?” One of the most remarkable lines of the text is the divine declaration, 
“I will be standing there in front of you on the rock at Horeb.” Often we are overwhelmed with 
the human need in the situations we face. When we cry out from thirst, God does not magically 
fill our water jug, but employs human leadership and teamwork. Moses seeks the presence of 
God, accompanied by the elders of the community and is led to the rock. Water does not fall out 
of the sky, but arises where water is often hidden – from the ground.  
 
As the Israelites learn to live in community as God’s people, they encounter frustration and 
anger, and then hope, as God’s compassion comes in a surprising way; it becomes a moment of 
recognizing God in our midst. God’s people today still encounter God’s grace and care in 
unexpected places and in unexpected persons as we share God’s concern for all, near and far 
away. With this assurance, let’s journey together: “Let’s Paddle Together.” Welcome Home!    
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