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What does it mean to be in the wilderness?  I suspect most of us would answer that the 

wilderness is a place, a place that’s isolated, untamed, and maybe even a little dangerous.   

 

When we think of the wilderness, we might imagine a vast desert that seemingly stretches 

forever into the horizon, filled with sand, oppressively hot during the day, and terrifyingly cold at 

night.   

 

Others may picture the wilderness as a South American rainforest so thick and tangled 

with vegetation that it’s almost impassable, a place where our imaginations are haunted by the 

exotic sounds of potentially deadly predatory animals lurking in and beneath the heavy tree 

canopy.   

 

Still others might associate notions of the wilderness with a huge concrete city with 

bland, gray skyscrapers that make you feel penned in, and countless nameless, faceless people 

who stare right past you.  However you picture your wilderness, it’s a scary place. 

 

Today I want to propose to you a very different definition of a wilderness.  Think of the 

wilderness not as a place but as a state of mind.  Under this definition, we find ourselves in the 

wilderness whenever we feel stuck between promise and fulfillment.  That too can be a scary 

place.  Let me give you a personal example from a couple decades ago. 

 

My wife and I had been trying for a long time to adopt a baby.  After multiple 

miscarriages, more than a few tears, and even one adoption that fell through the day before we 

were to receive the baby, we finally had a little two-week-old girl in our arms.  Not just any girl 

– our girl.  We had the promise that this precious little redhead would be our daughter. 

 

But until officials in multiple states approved every aspect of the adoption and the birth 

parents no longer had the option to change their minds, this promise was incomplete.  As 

agencies in two states quarreled with each other, we were prohibited from leaving her birth state 

and so, thousands of miles from home, we were stuck between promise and fulfillment.  Even 

though we were in a safe and beautiful part of the United States, emotionally at least, it felt like a 

wilderness, and it was scary. 

 

Today’s reading from Exodus takes us into a wilderness experience too.  Once again, the 

wilderness is more than a place – it’s a state of mind – a feeling of being stuck between promise 

and fulfillment.  For years the children of Israel had been wandering.  The exhilaration of their 

escape from slavery in Egypt had faded.  The promise of liberation, freedom, and new life was 
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still unfulfilled, to the point that they wondered if they hadn’t been better off as slaves.  At least 

in Egypt they could count on being fed.   

 

But in their wilderness of wandering, even something as fundamentally necessary as 

water could no longer be counted upon, and it was scary.  And so they did what humans 

throughout history have done when they feel anxious and adrift: they started complaining.  They 

complained about their predicament, they complained about their leaders, and they even 

complained about God.  Moses became worried that they might turn on him and kill him.  Even 

he couldn’t see water anywhere, and so as much out of fear as faithfulness, there in the 

wilderness, he pleaded with God for relief for himself and his people. 

 

What is your wilderness?  Where are you feeling stuck between God’s promises and 

God’s fulfillment of those promises?  We’re all wandering through some sort of wilderness, and 

it can be scary.  We can feel helpless and turn hopeless as the imperfections of our lives are 

magnified and we face the limitations of our control.  As we await a diagnosis, we realize how 

imperfect our bodies are.  At work, we realize how imperfect our jobs and careers are.  At home, 

we realize how imperfect our families are.  Even here at church, we realize how imperfect our 

community is and how imperfect our leaders are.  And as the coronavirus seems to roll across the 

planet like an unstoppable, marauding army, we realize how imperfect our safety and security 

are.  No matter how much we trust that God will someday make things right, here in the 

wilderness our hope is tested and our patience is stretched.  And so as much out of fear as 

faithfulness, we complain and demand that someone do something to fix all this. 

 

As we heard in our reading from Exodus, God responded to the fears of the people.  But 

God didn’t do it directly.  As God tends to do, God blesses us through other people.  And so God 

directed Moses to strike his staff on a particular rock, because even if the people could see no 

water, God knew where it flowed, and soon there at Horeb all would see the life-giving water as 

it flowed from that rock. 

 

In our adoption wilderness all those years ago, God likewise delivered us.  Once more, 

God worked through people.  In our case, a few friends made a call to the Governor of Maine, 

and with his symbolic staff he struck the metaphorical rock of the bureaucracies in two states, 

and a flood of paper and approvals at long last sprang from the ground and mercifully carried us 

and our daughter out of the wilderness, and back home. 

 

Friends, in your wilderness, God likewise hears your complaints, your laments, and your 

prayers.  And in response, God is quietly revealing your heart and your pathway.  Your way 

forward may not look like you expect.  There may be surprising twists and turns.  And your 

journey, like that of the Israelites, might include some tears of repentance and steps of humility.  

God will show you the way.  But remember that in order to accomplish all this, it’s likely that 

God will work through other people.  So be watching for the earthly angels God will send to 

walk with you, bless you, challenge you, occasionally redirect you, and help you on your way.  

In God’s eyes you are not forgotten.  You are not abandoned.  You are not alone. 

 

Here in the wilderness here’s one thing you can absolutely count on: God’s deliverance 

will include a rock – our rock – Jesus Christ.  And so in this Lenten season, ask God to rekindle 
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your trust, your patience, and your peace as you stand in your particular wilderness.  Ask God to 

reveal to you the rock – Jesus Christ – who is never far from us even when we struggle to see 

him.  And ask God to keep you ever-close to that rock, because here in the wilderness, the water 

that flows from Christ – the water of life – is everything our hearts truly desire and truly need.  

Amen. 


