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Have you ever felt that you have had your life sorted out? Maybe it feels okay now. I’m thinking 
however of times in the past when having got it all together along comes real life and turns everything 
upside down. Then you turn around and look for someone to pin the blame on and there’s only God 
there. Wanted desperately to blame God but you can’t do that can you? After all God is God and if you 
accuse God of getting it wrong for you, then who knows what would happen. And having had that 
series of inner conversations you then feel guilty that you could ever think bad things about God. After 
all we’ve been taught to trust God with all our heart and mind and soul, and our bodies too, and it feels 
as if God has let us down, yet at the same time we’ve been taught that God never does that either, so it 
must be something wrong with us, some sort of punishment or something. The other interpretation that 
goes with that is that God just isn’t there, not for us at least. Does any of that sound or feel familiar? !
Well you are in good company. That’s part of the message of the experience of the people of Israel as 
they set out towards liberation. At the end of the story of the crossing of the Sea of Reeds, we are told 
that they feared God and believed in God. In other words they trusted God. Yet here they are two 
episodes later and they are not only moaning about their circumstances – out of water… again! They are 
also questioning Moses leadership, and they really do wonder where God is.  “Is the LORD among us 
or not?” !
This account was written at a time when the people had lost all sense of security in the structures of 
their belief and practices, and it allows them to explore what it means to feel that God is somehow 
missing from their lives. On the one hand they admit and celebrate God’s deliverance of them from 
Egypt, but on the other hand it does not seem that in every case God still comes to deliver them from 
trouble. One of the lessons they had to learn was that if they recognise that God in freedom works in 
and through history then that was also to recognise that God could not be programmed in advance to 
get them out of the mire. Such recognition is also to run the risk of being arrested by the disturbing 
presence of God, or just as likely to discover that God is disturbingly absent just when you expect God 
to be there.. The focus of the complaints of the people of Israel are along the lines of the fact that God 
is not there doing what they want him to do. The lesson they learnt from that is that God cannot be 
controlled. !
How then do we respond to this story? Do we read it and wonder why such miracles seldom if ever 
happen today? Or does it dawn on us that they are not meant to be read as literal history, but rather as a 
story to draw us, the readers, to a deeper truth in a setting not merely of the present selfish moment, but 
of past and future realities of human nature. God does not promise to give people what they want, and 
that includes us. It may seem that God is not among us, but that may mean we are looking for the 
wrong kinds of signs. God does promise to uphold those who trust themselves to him. We demand 
proof like the Israelites but we cannot prove God, not in an instant, nor in a lifetime; we can only know 
God and learn to put our trust ever deeper into the divine love and justice. !
Perhaps we can read in this story that the Israelite people can symbolise us today in our tendency to 
point the finger at the community leaders as soon as we feel dry and undernourished? Yet isn’t it true 
that often the wellsprings of spiritual nurture are bubbling away underneath us but we are often 
oblivious to them? Isn’t it true that God is always ready to provide more than enough to sustain us, but 
that we often fail to either expect God to do anything or to ask God to do anything? Others have read 
this as if Christ is the rock whose wounding becomes a source of life and spiritual hope for us. Perhaps 
that too is part of a pattern of the way God acts and we need to respond in a different way. So how 
might that happen? What is the different way? 



The little community that Paul is writing to is a community under pressure to conform to the Jewish 
Torah. There are signs that it is causing problems within the community. It is a bit like today perhaps, 
where Christian communities feel under pressure to take on particular interpretations of how to use the 
Bible and what to believe and so on. Paul responds by inviting the Philippians to conform their lives to 
the mind of Christ to have the same mind and the same love. That passage sometimes seems to invite 
Christians to life as a doormat — regarding others as better than yourselves, and looking to the interests 
of others and not your own, but that is to misunderstand the way of love, of agape, that is lived out in 
the life of Jesus. !
This kind of love is properly understood as a conscious decision, a decision to extend yourself for the 
purpose of nurturing another’s spiritual growth, as well as your own. Extending yourself, whether it is 
for yourself or for others always implies effort. Putting it alongside romantic love, which our society 
tries to run on, makes it difficult to see how it can be sustained. However, it is not dependent on one’s 
emotional state or how you feel about the other person at the time. When we love following the pattern 
of Jesus, our love is demonstrated only through the way we exert ourselves for others. It is an exercise of 
our will which is more than simply desiring something. Will is that desire transformed into action. !
Similarly, love is not simply giving whatever the other wants, it is judicious giving and judicious 
withholding. It takes only enough notice of the complaints of the other as is needed. It is taking 
responsibility for the way one responds to the other who is loved and so it requires thoughtful and 
sometimes painful decision. If we simply see it all as self sacrifice, the “I’m doing it all for you” 
syndrome, then we deny our responsibility in the relationship. It is making the other’s wants and desires 
the sole reason for acting, in the hopes that they will love you back in return. If being loved is your goal, 
then self sacrifice or making yourself dependent on another will make sure you fail. This way then, says 
the only way to be loved, is to be a person worthy of love. But we know that love is not something that 
can be earned or merited. God responded to the Israelites by producing life giving water that was under 
their feet all the time, a response of loving graciousness which didn’t weigh up whether they deserved it 
or not.  !
This is what Paul seems to be on about when he points to the example of Jesus. Love is the extension of 
the self rather than the sacrifice of the self. Love enlarges you rather than diminishes you, it fills rather 
than depletes. Think of the stories you know of Jesus’ life. As he lives out the path of love does Jesus 
become smaller or larger in life, does he lose control of his life or does he actually have the say in what 
is going on around him, even at the end? Or the people that he interacts with, do they have the chance 
to grow in their response to Jesus as he offers grace and love in their lives? So it is with us today as we 
commit ourselves to live lives following the model of Jesus. It is the call of grace. God is at work in you, 
says Paul to the Philippians. Where there is encouragement in Christ, comfort from love, where there is 
any compassion and sympathy there God is at work amongst us, for we too are God’s people. !
The Word of Jesus is among us. Hear that Word


