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If you know anything about hiking, the story I’m about to tell you has an entirely 

predictable outcome. Many of you already know that I have this either fantastic or 

bizarre trip every winter, depending on your perspective. For about a decade, my father 

and I have done a mountaineering and ice climbing trip to New Hampshire every 

January or February, culminating in an ascent of Mount Washington. 

 

Mount Washington is not the tallest mountain even on the eastern half of the United 

States, but it is famed for having some of the worst weather in the world. Fortunately, a 

few years ago, we had some pretty nice weather - which means in this context, it was in 

the teens, snowing, and under whiteout conditions. 

 

We were descending from the summit, and I was at that point in charge of navigation, 

which of course means that I missed a turn, and we got lost. I walked right by a left turn 

to bring us between two ravines, and all of a sudden, we found ourselves at the headwall 

of one of the ravines, unable to see over the edge, but knowing that continuing in our 

current direction would end rather poorly. So, I got out my map and compass, figured 

out the direction in which we were supposed to go, put my navigation tools back in my 

pack, and we set out to correct our ways. 

 

Now, if you’ve been backpacking before, you might imagine where this is going. We 

walked for about ten minutes until I finally saw footprints, a sign that we were back on 

the right track. And then my heart sunk. They were footprints alright: mine. When I 

looked up, I realized that we had walked in a perfect counterclockwise circle, ending 

exactly where we had started. Lost. 

 

Turns out, this is a common thing. People lost in the woods, unless they’re staring at 

their compass the entire time, tend to circle back on themselves. I almost couldn’t 

believe that I’d be tricked by such a common error. We were lost in the wilderness, with 

nobody to blame but myself. And panic set in. 

 

I suppose I can take comfort in that at least I wasn’t Moses in the wilderness, and so 

there wasn’t an angry mob of people reminding me that they were also tired, hungry, 

and thirsty. Did he take them out of Israel just to let them die in the desert of thirst? 

 



 

This is now the third complaint that the Israelites have made against Moses as he leads 

them from captivity. You probably know the story by now. Israel has been in captivity in 

Egypt for generations, and into this, Moses is born, escapes death as an infant, grows up 

in the palace of the Pharaoh, flees from Egypt, and is called back by God in a burning 

bush to lead the people out of the land of captivity and into freedom. The Pharaoh 

resists, but eventually relents after a number of plagues befall Egypt, and then changes 

his mind again and chases the Israelites who are fleeing towards the sea. This is where 

the complaining begins. First, they complain that he has led them to the barrier of the 

sea only to have Pharaoh's army nearly trap them. God parts the sea. The second time, 

they are hungry. God provides mysterious food. This time, they are thirsty. Yes, they 

have repeatedly now been saved, and yes, they are free from slavery in Egypt, but really, 

who doesn’t like to complain a little? 

 

God seems to have a peculiar and even frustrating habit throughout the story of God and 

God’s people. When it’s time to make a big change, God tends to send people out into 

the wilderness. Abram and Sarai went out into the wilderness. Of course Moses and the 

Israelites. John the Baptist, even Jesus began his work out in the wilderness. Now, of 

course, there’s a very practical reason for this, being that the vast majority of the world 

thousands of years ago was in fact wilderness. You had the occasional city, villages, and 

small encampments, and the rest of it was wilderness. This is obvious, but for me, I’ve 

lived my entire life in every metro area in what I’ve heard called the Boston-Washington 

Megalapolis, a stretch of the U.S. that covers only 2% of the land area but 20% of people 

in this country. So the idea that between one city and another, or one town and another 

is just absurd! And vast uninhabited lands - simply unimaginable. 

 

But not so in the ancient near east during the time of the Pharaohs. The Israelites, they 

should have known what was out there. They should have been prepared for what 

awaited. But I think there must be another reason, or maybe a few, that God sends them 

into the wilderness. To put it quite bluntly, in the wilderness, you can die. 

 

Perhaps that seems like a good enough reason for God not to send people into the 

wilderness, but hear me out. Consider the contents of the Israelites’ complaints. The 

first time: “Leave us alone! Let us work for the Egyptians! It would have been better for 

us to work for the Egyptians than to die in the desert.” The second time: “Oh, how we 

wish that the Lord had just put us to death while we were still in the land of Egypt. 

There we could sit by the pots cooking meat and eat our fill of bread. Instead, you’ve 

brought us out into this desert to starve this whole assembly to death.” And the third 

time: “Why did you bring us out of Egypt to kill us, our children, and our livestock with 

thirst?” 



 

 

There’s a panic that comes over the people that seems to derive from their comfort from 

being driven from their comfortable home, oppressive as it may be. On the outside, it 

seems strange that a people who had been oppressed for so long would ask to return to 

their oppressor rather than stick it out for freedom. It would be easy to castigate the 

seemingly faithless Israelites as just that, faithless. People lacking the boldness to do 

what is necessary. 

 

But I want us to view the Israelites here not as the villians, but as people, and see them 

with empathy and compassion. Perhaps Moses is getting frustrated. Let us not be. They 

really are quite scared, and with perfectly rational reasons. Not only for their physical 

safety, but because everything they have ever known, and their parents and their parents 

before, have been in Egypt. Stories of the patriarchs, Abraham, and Issac, and Jacob, are 

just stories. They are going into the complete unknown in more ways than one. They’re 

writing a new story. I’m told it’s an old story, that people who are under an oppression 

for a sufficient period of time resist leaving it, at least in part because the world outside 

is utterly unknown. 

 

And on top of it all, their lives are at risk. 

 

There seems to be something in human psychology that maintains a preference for the 

familiar, even to the exclusion of the good. I’ll confess my own shortcomings here - my 

typical M.O. is to avoid change whenever possible, and truth be told, most of us 

probably find ourselves in the same boat. 

 

Change, at least as often as not, seems to be thrust upon us, rather than asked for. There 

are the few, the Moseses, who appears to be always seeking out change, but for the rest 

of us, it just shows up, and it is almost always unfamiliar and strange. Wilderness. 

 

Most of those changes don’t come for us with the risk of death, but I think that this risk 

underscores an essential point. In a wilderness of sorts, at some point, you can’t really 

rely on yourself. Wilderness survivalists will tell you which berries to eat, and change 

theorists will tell you what leadership tactics to use, but at some point, it’s just too hard 

on your own. 

 

The simple point is that the Israelites were never going to make it anywhere if God 

didn’t lead them and provide for them. That’s the story. And how else were they going to 

learn to rely on God it if every other support structure, including the Egyptians, wasn’t 

taken away? 



 

 

And so they complain, and something happens. Moses and a few folks go looking for 

water, and Moses takes his staff. He knew he was in trouble, and he’s pleading with God. 

If he sets out in search for water, and comes back with nothing, the people will stone 

him, and that’s just as well, because he knows just as much as they do that a few more 

days without water, and that will be the end. Perhaps we’ve envisioned this moment on 

discovery as Cecil B. DeMille might have - Moses hears a great voice from the heavens, 

and he strikes the stone and water gushes out - cue the sweeping orchestral swell, and 

the people let out a great cheer! 

 

I’m not as sure. Perhaps God’s voice sounded more like a suspicion. Go and touch this 

rock, perhaps there will be water there. Perhaps Moses noticed that there was something 

different about one particular rock in a sea of desert. And there it was, a trickling 

stream, nearly hidden, easy to walk by, had it not been for a voice that sounded like a 

hunch that made him notice something that would have been easy to miss. 

 

When you’re in the wilderness, what do you notice? When I was above treeline that cold 

January day, I was panicking, and finally I stopped to take stock and look around and 

consider the options. Would we walk back up the mountain and shelter under one of the 

closed summit buildings? Would we try to follow the ridgeline to the path? And then I 

noticed a quick parting in the blowing snow, and there was a rock, seemingly split down 

the middle where just a few hours before we had taken a brief break, a rock that year 

after year I counted on as a guidepost on the path, and I knew how to go from there. 

 

When you’re in the wilderness, what do you notice? What are the subtle signposts and 

provisions that God uses to make a way where there seems to be none, when you’d 

rather retreat to the familiar? Take a deep breath and notice what you notice. Is it a 

friend who’s gone on ahead and is showing you the way? Is it a feeling in your chest that 

reassures against the odds? Maybe it’s even just a hunch. 

 

Right now, the world needs people who are willing to go on faith and a hunch into the 

unknown. I don’t know if you’ve been reading the headlines in the Post, but the 

well-worn paths aren’t working anymore. They’re leading us in circles, and the circles 

seem to be getting tighter and tighter with each go-around. And as strange as it seems, 

we stay on these paths because they’re comforting, even when they lead to the same, 

predictable, broken outcomes. So I’ll ask again, and I’ll ask it of myself: what do we 

notice? What are the signs of hope that lead to a new way? As people who follow Jesus, I 

think that’s our job, not to embrace a sort of pollyanna naivety about reality, but to 

maintain the conviction that God is present and to look earnestly for the places where 



 

God is working in the world and in our lives. Because what we need is to take a step into 

the wilderness, into the ways we haven’t yet known, and trust that God will guide us to a 

good and promised land. 

 

What we need is water from a stone. 


