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1 October 2017      Preacher: Jennifer Smith 

 

Hymns: 1 “All people that on earth do dwell” 

  662       “Have you heard God’s voice” 
155 “Come Holy Ghost” 

248 “I heard the voice of Jesus say” 

465  “Guide me, Oh thou Great Jehovah”  

 
Readings: Exodus 17.1-7 

Philippians 2:1-13 
  Matthew 21:23-32 
   

 

“Water from Rock” 

 

The Lord says: I will be standing there in front of you on the rock.  Strike the rock, and 

water will come.   

 

We have two stories today about murmuring people in a situation where they don’t know 

what to do – the Israelites in the wilderness with Moses and the temple elders and 

priests with Jesus – and then the extraordinary teaching of Paul in his letter to the 

church at Philippi, about how to engage with one another in kingdom living, when we 

don’t know what to do.   

 

I want to look at these passages today to talk about how low to the ground, in our 

everyday public discourse, we can do better than toxic division, the bunkered tribalism 

that is so much a part of our every day communication.  

 

I have a good friend from University who lives in Atlanta, Georgia.  We went through 

some things together, back in the day at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville in 

the early 1990s, we held placards at some of the same rallies, and worshipped in the 

same church, and though we don’t have much contact now except on Facebook, she is 

a fixture in my life. 

 

So this last week, my friend put up on Facebook some relatively gentle thoughts about 

the professional athletes who have knelt rather than stand during the national anthem.  

The kneeling is a protest at the continued exposure of black men and women to 

unwarranted violence at the hands of police.  A relatively small protest has become a 

toxic mess of murmur and vitriol, the latest in a long line of murmuring in the wilderness 

of our present divisions – this in the United states, to be true, but in this season of party 

conferences my home country hardly has a monopoly on toxic public discourse. 
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It happened I disagreed with some of my friend’s post, but I didn’t want to have conflict 

with her so I scrolled by it and didn’t engage.  There is a reason we pray ‘lead me not 

into temptation,’ and it absolutely applies to Facebook! 

 

I didn’t engage, but others did – and in a matter of hours, my friend had reason to call 

out to Facebook, if not to God, just like Moses did with the murmuring people, ‘God help 

me out here, because they are ready to rise up and kill me!’  Her comment feed was 

truly nasty, utterly out of proportion to what she had written, and she decided to take 

herself off line for a while, saddened and bruised by the tone of public discourse 

generally, but that had suddenly been focussed on her personally.   

 

When we are in the thick of it on any given day – low to the ground, remember the 

authority of Jesus who embodies the God who says to Moses when he doesn’t know 

what to do and is under great pressure: I will be standing there in front of you on the 

rock.  Strike the rock, water will come.   

 

Too often it feels like the best we can hope for, among friends who disagree, is strategic 

silence – if my friend puts something up with which I disagree, I just scroll on by and 

don’t respond – on Facebook this means I don’t click ‘like,’ or ‘love,’ or even ‘wow’ – I 

certainly don’t risk a ‘sad face’, or the ‘angry’ one –  shaded red with sharp eyebrows! 

 

And if we are drawn into the murmuring, it’s a very quick road to clicking the ‘unfriend’ 

button.  And if I unfriend everyone who disagrees with me, then it is much easier to think 

we live in a blissfully united world where we’ve preferred each other’s needs to our own, 

and emptied ourselves as Paul recommends to the church at Philippi – because we’re 

in a little bubble of self-selecting agreement – until the next time, of course. 

 

Let me say as an aside, If you don’t use Facebook, and don’t have personal experience 

of exactly what I’m talking about, don’t worry – 

Suffice to say it’s a limited, and limiting, media for anything like deep listening or 

conversation.  Great for cat pictures and birthday parties, great for all sorts of 

information and empowerment, great as a sometime antidote to loneliness, lousy for 

complex listening and dialogue about nuanced issues.  Lousy as a place where bullies 

and worse can prowl.   

 

And when I read the sections of the scripture in Exodus and Numbers that tell of the 

Israelites in the wilderness ‘murmuring,’ I think of a Facebook thread run amok.  And I 

think of the worst of our public discourse, dividing people, milking that division to raise 

money or get votes. Teaching us anger and contempt for them out there – the other. 
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Also teaching us that somehow clicking a ‘like’ or ‘angry’ button is action for justice?  It 

is not. 

 

A perfect wilderness of murmuring, in which the strategic silence of non engagement 

feels like the safest option.  And if I am strategically silent when my friend in Atlanta 

posts this or that, and call it love, and she if she is strategically silent when she notices 

that I’ve not joined the chorus of response to her comment, and I suspect she also calls 

it love, then where are we?  This is not love. 

   

And sometimes I would like to return to a simpler age – before so many of us had a 

screen at the end of our arm.  Was it not better then?  We can do better than to wish 

ourselves back into a kind of slavery where only the most wealthy, or educated, or those 

with institutional power have access to news about everything from today’s market price 

for yams to what the law really says about a landlord’s obligations to a tenant, or a 

wife’s rights in a custody battle over children.  And yet, we have a problem with our toxic 

public media, we have come out of slavery, but the wilderness we are in is real right 

now.   

   

I don’t want to go back to a day where only one small section of society can shape the 

collective thinking about things, and yet I don’t know how to walk forward in a 

wilderness of fake or misinterpreted news.  And I don’t know how to go forward with the 

vitriol, the spite-filled hatred that so often crashes down on someone who speaks a less 

than popular, even if a wrong opinion.  I want to change the tone of our public 

discourse, low to the ground! 

 

Here God is ahead of us – the promise is, that if we engage and make a start – pick up 

our staff, go get ready to strike that rock, God is going to bring water. Sometimes in the 

most inauspicious places.  Water from rock.  We can change the tone of our public 

discourse – and we must, because in the end it is not about us, but about those who 

Jesus reminded the temple posse are on the outside – the tax collector and harlot.   

 

I read Paul’s word to the church at Philippi and I admit I try to reason my way out of 

thinking it applies to me. 

 

How is this emptying ourselves, obedient even unto death going to get us to a promised 

land?  Where children have food, and elders have care? How would radical self-

abandonment to stop the stigma against people living with HIV, or fight homophobic 

bullying, or end the race privilege that still blights the lives of our young men and 

women? 
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In our Gospel today, we get this other record of an anxious, strategic conversation -  

very much the conversation of leaders who are afraid to give up the small power we 

have, and for some good reasons, in my imagination much like the concerns I’ve just 

mentioned about what might actually happen if we were to take Philippians seriously.  

Jesus is confronted by the posse of chief priests and elders as he comes into the 

temple, questioned, and turns the tables on them. 

 

In the end, Jesus will similarly demand more from us than a hoarding of what power we 

have, even in what seems like good cause.  Give it up and believe, he seems to be 

saying to the temple posse!  Strike the rock, water will come! 

 

The self abandonment Paul calls us to in the letter to Philippi, it is not a passive 

disengagement – it is not simply knuckling under to the next tyrant of social media – it is 

anything but passive! 

 

If we are going to live Paul’s words, there come days when we must engage, and 

sometimes at great risk to ourselves or others - and we are at times called to such 

horrendous vulnerability – and sometimes the vulnerability we are able to choose can 

unlock a situation where conflict has become so entrenched, so intractable.   

 

Part of why I respect my friend in Atlanta is that she was part of a movement a couple 

years ago where a number of households from an established church moved home, 

families, mortgages, work – and all came to live in a neighbourhood that was withering.  

Not to take over, not to plant a church, certainly not to judge or rescue - just to live and 

add their time and work to whatever they could.  It hasn’t been easy, and it isn’t without 

difficulty.  But I have respect for someone who put her mortgage where her mouth is.  

And put her children in a place others try to avoid. I think she’s wrong on a few things, 

and no doubt she thinks the same of me.  I hope she prays for me, I do for her.  But I 

refuse to be divided from my friend. 

 

I like to think God holds the moments before we are in unity – proper, justice unity – that 

God holds the moment to give us time to work it out and understand, and work on each 

other’s hearts on this journey together.   

 

Moses did not know what to do, and he prayed.  And God asked him to strike the rock – 

here, unlike the chief priests and elders who quizzed Jesus, Moses engaged.  He took 

the risk.  I hope that we are each ready to take the risks, and ready to walk forward with 

God before we know which rock to strike, or with what, or even if we’ve heard correctly. 

Sometimes we will face condemnation from friends – sometimes we’ll be right, and 

sometimes not.  But we’ll be walking. 
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Because we are in the end not called to follow Moses, nor the murmurers. Nor even 

those politically adept elders and chief priests.  We are called to follow Jesus.  And God 

still takes the great risk of engaging each of us human as we are – which is Paul’s point. 

 

Low to the ground, in the everyday, remember the authority of Jesus who embodies the 

God who says: I will be standing there in front of you on the rock.  Strike the rock, water 

will come.  Trust, engage with each other with grace, do not withdraw, listen to your 

companions.  And by this, we will together work out our salvation though in fear and 

trembling, for God is at work in us.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


