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October 1, 2017 
Year A; 17th Sunday after Pentecost 
Exodus 17: 1-7 
Psalm 78: 1-4, 12-16 
Philippians 2: 1-13 
Matthew 21: 23-32 
 
“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.” 
 
We have not focused on the ongoing story of Moses in our Old Testament 
reading for a few weeks, and so we find Moses today dealing with muttering 
and blaming among the people….muttering and fault-finding…again.  
 
The Israelites have escaped from slavery in Egypt…and they have now been 
traveling in the Wilderness for a few months. 
 
And despite their safe passage thus far, every time anything seems wrong they 
start to grumble and quarrel with Moses. In the passage previous to this one, 
they were hungry and without bread….and they then came to Moses and said: 
 
“If only we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat 
by the fleshpots and ate our fill of bread; for you have brought us out into this 
wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.” Exodus 16: 3 
 
The Israelites were doing, in a tough time, what we all can so easily slip 
into…our human tendency to BOTH remember the past as better than it was, 
AND to forget God’s care in each moment. 
 
First the remembering….How often have you heard….if only we can get back to 
the way things were in the always called ‘good old days’…… 
 
We tend to look back and yearn for the past when we are low,  rather than 
opening our eyes and our souls to see what God is doing NOW in our lives.  
 
The Israelites are a great example of this as they grumble to Moses… 
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They are remembering back in the good old days…..when they were slaves in 
Egypt!…But as they are hungry in the present…all they remember is that we had 
plenty of bread then…and now you, Moses, are trying to starve us here in the 
wilderness! 
 
So second is the forgetting…within any muttering, grumbling, complaining the 
Israelites, and we, do…our hearts are in the bitter, and thus we forget all the 
blessings, the presence of God visible in each moment of our lives. 
 
The Israelites, as today they quarreled again with Moses, as they now need not 
bread but water…..…again saying: “Why did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us 
and our children and livestock with thirst?” 
 
They are forgetting, of course, how God had called Moses to lead them out of 
Egypt, how God had parted the Red Sea for them so they could escape from 
Pharaoh!   And how God had provided for them in the wilderness, over and 
over…quails and manna to eat, water to drink…. 
 
Yes, our oh so human tendency to BOTH remember the past as better than it 
was, AND to forget God’s care in each moment. 
 
 
I receive a number of devotionals in my email a few daily, others more 
occasional. Some are written by folks I know personally, others are from various 
denominations.  
 
As I have worked on this sermon all week, it seemed like everything I have read 
has to do with noticing God’s blessings, noticing God’s presence in those dark 
wilderness times.  Everywhere this week were calls to not overlook the tall tree 
of God, for the forest of our mutterings and grumblings. 
 
One daily devotional is called Still Speaking from the United Church of Christ, 
with a wide range of writers offering daily brief devotionals, all around the them 
that God is “still speaking” every day in our lives. 
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This devotional was written by a minister named Matt Fitzgerald who spoke of 
how, when he was a young boy his mother would ask him and his brothers, 
every day before they ate dinner, to name one thing they were grateful for in 
their day.  
 
His mother’s daily question like a beautiful and sturdy thread running through 
all of his days: “Matt, what are you grateful for?” 
 
As he pointed out, some days the question was easy to answer, others more 
difficult, but his mother never missed asking…..….“Matt, what are you grateful 
for?” 
On a beautiful summer’s day, she asked and he answered quickly, two days 
after his father’s funeral, she asked, and though it took a little longer, he 
answered too…… 
 
Rev. Fitzgerald reflected that we so often do ask: “Why the pain? Why the pain? 
(But) we rarely ask the opposite. Why is God so good to us?” 
 
As I said, all week, everything I have read seemed to do with noticing God’s 
blessings, noticing in those dark wilderness times.   
 
The second devotional was written in a blog by an old friend of Tim’s and mine, 
Donna Coffman. Donna is a retired Presbyterian minister and we have known 
her and her husband Terry for over 25 years. Donna was first a nurse and then a 
minister, a thoughtful preacher and writer, a comforter and caregiver, and an 
amazing spirit.   
 
For over 20 years Donna has been coping with a very rare form of bone cancer, 
that produces tumors all over her body. She had to have one leg amputated at 
the knee; she has had many surgeries.  She has received innumerable 
treatments, the last ones experimental and thus mainly to help those who 
follow her, and not to cure her illness. Finally, now Donna is in hospice care. 
 
Though fatigue and pain are so present now, Donna continues to write both her 
blog and a book on what Donna calls, “visible prayer”.  
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Now you might think her blog is a pretty somber affair, but no, hardly, as this 
most recent post shows, entitled: “Bogged Down”  The opening sentence is: 
 
“The Coffman and Daniels clans are feeling pretty bogged down these days! The 
dictionary says that a bog is “wet muddy ground too soft to hold a heavy body.” 
September has felt like that kind of month! Terry says our family is “snake bit!” 
 
The post went on to tell of the hail storm, this section called, “Aw Hail!”, that hit 
their town wreaking havoc and damaging cars, and then the car accident their 
granddaughter had, and how they lent their car to their kids in all of this, so 
they are driving their old Ford Explorer….as Donna notes, “I’ve ridden in more 
comfortable logging trucks!”  She goes on to tell of her daughter’s upcoming 
surgery, and of cleaning out her mother’s house with her siblings….A full, yes, at 
times, bogged down month for them! 
 
Donna does not leave out her illness, offering an update at the end of her post, 
an honest report on her pain and increasing needs. 
 
She then ends the post, finding that tree of God in the midst of all the snake bit 
days! 
 
She wrote:  “I’m sharing a prayer that I love written by Walter Rauschenbusch 
(1861-1918), a theologian who taught at Rochester Theological Seminary: 

“O God, we thank you for this earth, our home, for the wide sky and the blessed 

sun, for the salt sea and the running water, for the everlasting hills and the 

never-resting winds, for trees and the common grass underfoot.  We thank you 

for our senses by which we hear the songs of birds, and see the splendor of the 

summer fields, and taste of the autumn fruits, and rejoice in the feel of the 

snow, and smell the breath of the spring.  Grant us a heart wide open to all this 

beauty; and save our souls from being so blind that we pass unseeing when 

even the common thornbush is aflame with your glory, O God our creator, who 

lives and reigns forever and ever.”  Amen. 

 

The Rev. Megan Limburg 


