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Exodus as a place of transition and transformation – Exodus 17.1-7

The first sentence of a book by Scott Peck is simply made up of three words; “Life is difficult”.  In our Old Testament reading we encounter the Israelites suffering difficulty – again.  They had been led out of the slavery of Egypt by Moses and the Lord God; and it then just seemed to be one problem after another.  “Can't Moses, or the Lord God, or both get it right?”  Crossing the Red Sea was dramatic and victorious, but after three days in the desert with no water the victory seemed rather pale - especially when the water that was eventually found turned out to be bitter and undrinkable.

Then, there was no meat to eat, and the people cried out, "why didn’t you leave us in Egypt to die - at least we could eat meat."

And now in Exodus chapter 17, the matter of no water was a pressing issue again.  "Why?" they cried to Moses, "did you bring us up out of Egypt?  To kill us, and our children, and our livestock with thirst?  Is the God with us or not?"

My talks this week and next week are linked.  Today's is about the Exodus, next week's will be about the Exile.  Both of these experiences of God's people in the Old Testament are, I believe, pertinent to our contexts today; in the world as well as in the church.

The Exodus story deals with the struggle of a three-week journey that took 40 years.  Why?  (Andy Bull would have you know that it took so long because men will not ask for directions!)  The parallels are of course much more serious than this.

The Old Testament commentator, Walter Brueggemann, wrote this 22 years ago:

“I believe we are in a season of transition, when we are watching the collapse of the world as we have known it . . . the value systems and the shapes of knowledge through which we have controlled life on now in great jeopardy.  One can paint the picture in very large scope, but the issues do not present themselves to pastors as global issues.  They appear as local, even personal, issues, but nonetheless pieces of a very large picture.  When the fear and anger are immediate and acute, we do not stop to notice how much of our own crises is part of the larger one, but it is.”

Fear and anger are immediate and acute in the world about us as companies outsource, institutions merge, politics are bland and unimaginative, banks become weak, and voluntary organisations dwindle.  But this fear and anger are also present in the church at large, in this church, and in this congregation; as what we have known in valued starts to look vulnerable and even unsustainable.

One temptation when journeying through such tumultuous times is to do more of what we have always done before.  We fall into the trap of believing that if we run faster and work harder we will recapture what we once had.  Another temptation is to look for a leader who will take us back to what we once knew to be effective and successful.

Ann Morisy, in her book "Journeying out" says:

“For the church today the challenge is to . . . resist the temptation to become preoccupied with the insistence, internal demands for more money, new roofs, more clergy, more children in the Sunday School, and more young families in the pews.”

She says we have to journey out to meet strangers and rise above the fear and anxiety of our present situation.

How do we do this?  Well we have to re-enter the core stories of our Biblical tradition, stories that have shaped the lives of our forbearers.  The Exodus and the Exile two such stories.

In Egypt, over a 300 to 400 year period, the family of Jacob became the children of Israel, a stateless and nationless people.  Being slaves in Egypt had become the normal way of life for them, and a feature of their self-identity.  Because of this, the journey out of Egypt was by no means an easy movement.  Like a private leaving the Army, or a prisoner leaving jail; the transition from captivity to freedom can be most threatening.

The Israelites were confused and frightened during the early days in the desert precisely because the structured world of Egypt had been taken from them.  Even though Egypt was the very world that was destroying them, yet they yearned to return to the habits and security of this known world.  So they cried, “Why didn’t you leave us in Egypt to die?”

One of the primary reasons why they wandered for 40 years in the desert before entering the Promised Land, was because they found it almost impossible to get 400 years of Egypt out of their system.

Surprisingly, leaving Egypt was experienced as loss.  It was all they had ever known for generations.  With this memory so strong it was hard to imagine anything else.  So the people resist Moses’ leadership all along the way, and constantly sought to reverse the direction of their journey - back to Egypt.

In the Western World, in the church, and in this congregation we are having to leave behind many securities, habits and accepted patterns of life.  We like the Israelites, are having to learn to travel from one world (that we have known for a very long time) to another world (which yet we do not see).  The old world is the modernist world, built on the principles and values of the Enlightenment, - but this world is passing.

As leaders (in the church as outside the church), the roles we have traditionally held (based largely on command and control) no longer function.  We want to go back - and yet we cannot, as that world is rapidly no longer existing.

So how do we respond in the middle of this transition?

1. First with confusion - as we are not able to make sense of what is happening and as we experience the loss of how things used to be.  And a lot is said about how things used to be in society and how things were in the church.

2. Then, in this loss, we respond with anger - striking out at whatever or whoever might symbolise the source of our anger.  For the children of Israel Moses was the target of their anger.

3. Thirdly, there is an almost instinctual desire to return and recapture things as they used to be – but we cannot go back.

If we are not going to ‘get stuck’ in this part of the journey, we have to learn, even in the trauma of the desert experience, how to know God all over again.  (For Israel this started to happened at Sinai.)  Until we do this we will either get stuck or fight, or both.  We will fight the borough council, the head teacher, your line manager, the church minister, the dioceses, our politicians - or anyone else who we feel symbolises the source of our anger about how things are at the moment.

But it is precisely in this trauma and difficulty where we can rediscover, (as Israel did), what it means to be community, the community of God, if we do not fight - as community naturally emerges from places of shared pain.  (Visit a children's ward in hospital or the hospice if you do not believe me.)  And it is as this community that we need to learn to know God all over again, not through striving and wilful effort, but by waiting together discerning for the right moment.

Then, and only then, does the desert experience of Exodus become sweet; as it becomes a hopeful experience in our life and not a threatening one.

In times of loss and difficulty, God has not abandoned us - even though it often feels like that.  It is here in these times that he can prepare us for a new world - one that cannot yet be seen.

This message is not just true for the church, but for the world at large.  Now more than ever we need people who can imagine and see a different future – even though it is with the eye of faith.

My hope and my prayer is that it will not take us 40 years to see an alternative future for the world and the church - and then become truly Hopeful people.

Lord, in a world of uncertainty and chaos
when what we have valued
falls apart before our eyes
and our spirits become dry and hungry.
Lead us to a place 
  where we can know you afresh,
  understand what we have to leave behind,
  and see what we have to journey to.
So may we become gifts to the world
wherever we are during the coming weeks and months.  Amen.

