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40 years! 40 years! Can you believe it’s been 40 years of camping? If you’re not sure what I'm
talking about, you should know it’s been 40 years of Cameron Crazies camping in what is now
known as K-ville for the Duke/UNC game. There is no way that those first campers thought that
40 years later students would still be camping. What a tradition! Now the camping climate is not
what it started out as. Today’s campers not only have deluxe multi-room tents sitting up on
wooden platforms with inflatable couches and “grace nights” when the weather gets too bad, but
now some of them even have corporate backing. I’'m not quite willing to call what the students do
glamping, if for no other reason than fighting off illness in K-ville is a real challenge, but they aren’t
totally roughing it. The traditions of camping pass on from year to year, offering wisdom for how
to survive the long tenting season. I’m not sure if the students have a course manual for tenting,
but it wouldn’t surprise me.

Exodus 16 reminds us that for the Israelites, it was also 40 years of camping. It was desert
camping for them, and there were no nights off. And just as news outlets have featured stories on
the early days of camping in K-ville, Exodus tells us about the early days of God’s people camping.
Our lesson today picks up with the Israelites leaving the Desert of Sin where the Lord first started
providing their daily bread—a substance the people called “what is it?”—manna that they ate for
40 years. They continued their journey by stages until they arrived at a place called Rephidim, and
they camped. Now desert camping is not for the faint of heart or body. And it wasn’t long until the
people realized that this place where they stopped had no water. When it comes to camping in the
desert, there are not many things more important than water. It’s desert camping 101 to have water.
In fact, the Al summary of desert camping on Google says this: “Desert camping offers stunning,
quiet, and starry landscapes but requires careful preparation for extreme heat, cold, and lack of
water. Essential tips include bringing at least 1 gallon of water per person daily.” Yes, you get
glorious views of the stars, but don’t forget the water!

No water was a real issue for the people. Moses led them to a desert campsite with no water,
so they argued with him. “Give us some water!” It’s a reasonable demand for a thirsty people.
Moses must have missed the Al overview and the wilderness leadership training seminar that said if
you’re camping in the desert with a group of people, make sure there’s water for them. But, instead
of recognizing a reasonable need, Moses took offense and asked the people why they were
quarreling with him and putting the Lord to the test. This questioning didn’t quench the people’s
thirst. Afterall, they were in the desert with no water. The arguing escalated to grumbling and
complaining. “Why did you bring us out here to kill us, and our children, and our livestock with
thirst?” You can hear the momentum of their madness mounting with each conjunction in that
sentence. “You brought us out here to kill us!” “And our children!” “And our livestock!” What
might seem a little humorous to us now was no laughing matter for Moses. He cried out to God,
asking what to do because the people were about to stone him, and the Lord responded.



God gave Moses very specific instructions for what to do next. “Walk before the people, and
take some of the elders with you. Take the staff you used to strike the Nile and go to the rock at
Horeb, where I'll be standing. Strike the rock, and water will come from it.” God instructed Moses
to go right in front of the people who wanted to stone him and to take some of the elders of those
people with him. Moses was also to take his staff. It was the same staft he used to show God’s signs
and wonders to Pharaoh in Egypt when he struck the Nile making the water undrinkable (Exodus
7:21). It was the same staff he used to divide the Red Sea waters for the people to pass to freedom
on dry ground (Exodus 14:16). God commanded Moses to use the staff that reminded him and the
people of what God had done in providing for them so far.

It wasn’t just the staff that helped Moses remember; it was also the place. The rock was at
Horeb, the same place where Moses encountered God in a burning bush. It was the place where
this journey toward the liberation of God’s people began for Moses. At Horeb, God revealed
God’s name—God’s true identity—to Moses. This place was holy ground. As it turns out, this
desert was not unfamiliar terrain for Moses. And, more importantly, it was not unfamiliar terrain
tor God. None of our deserts are. So Moses did what God commanded in the sight of the elders of
Israel.

While this wasn’t the first time the Israelites were without drinkable water in the desert, it is
the last time we hear about it. Perhaps those early desert campers made a manual of memories, a
kind of Desert Camping 101 course to share with each other as they continued journeying through
the desert for the next 40 years. It was God’s provision of daily bread from the sky and life-giving
water, even from rocks, that sustained Moses, the elders, and the people in the desert as they
journeyed. The lessons they learned while camping in the desert are lessons that continue to sustain
all who find themselves in harsh and dry conditions today, in deserts literal and metaphorical.
Whether desert camping seems to be an overnight inconvenience in your life or an extended stay,
we can glean some valuable guidance from Moses and these thirsty people. I'll share just three
lessons from Desert Camping 101, though there are plenty more.

The first lesson, I’ll call the lesson of lack. Lesson 1: there’s a difference between the Creator
and creation—namely to be created means to be dependent and in need, that is, to lack. Human
needs are real and must not be ignored. This may seem basic, but we shouldn’t miss the simple fact
of human need at the center of this story. The Israelites were not unreasonable to ask for water.
The story doesn’t paint the people in a positive light, but it isn’t because of their need. The people
were desperate, and they were looking to their leader to help them. And even as God provided for
the people, there is no hint that human need was the problem. Perhaps I’'m being pedantic, but it
seems to me we are so quick to judge others, and ourselves, for having needs, especially if and
when we don’t have the resources within ourselves to meet them. Yet being needy, being finite,
requiring something more than ourselves for life is essential to our humanity; it’s part of our state
as God’s creation. The eatliest creation stories remind us that without the breath of God, without
God’s Spirit, we are simply lifeless dirt. To be human is to be in need, and specifically, to be in need
of God.

Yet, how often do we look with disdain or judgment on those in need? It’s so easy to hear
the Israelites asking for water and think of them as ungrateful and whiney people, who can’t even
remember that God rains bread from heaven to feed them daily. Shouldn’t they assume God would
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also be able to provide water? Isn’t it consistent with how we act in our world for us to be critical
of their need? Our society is so quick to moralize neediness. Just look at how we blame poor
people for their position in life. Sometimes this blaming is subtle and sometimes not so much, but
when people’s real needs press in on us and our resources, we question if (and perhaps assume
that) their need is because of their own bad judgments, or laziness, or lack of intelligence, or some
other character or personal flaw. What if instead of causing us to judge, their need just reminded us
of their humanity?

Now, I'm not sure we’re much more gracious to ourselves than to others on this either. We
do everything we can to put ourselves in positions where we don’t have to acknowledge our
neediness, our humanity. We assume that with the right degree, enough effort, and good decisions,
we will never have to know lack that we can’t address ourselves. I suspect you know the physical,
emotional, relational, and spiritual needs that you’re critical of yourself for having. What if instead
of causing judgment, you let your needs remind you of your humanity? If you find yourself in the
desert, of the literal or metaphorical kind, it’s worth remembering this first lesson: your human
needs are real and are not to be ignored or judged.

This brings us to the second lesson, which I’ll call the lesson of leaders. We heard something
about this lesson last week from the student preacher. Lesson 2: There’s a difference between
grumbling and lament. God’s people recognized they had need, and they let Moses, their leader,
know about it. But if recognizing their need was not the issue, then something else must have been
wrong. I don’t want to be too quick to judge the method desperate people use to convey their
need. And, God’s people didn’t get it right. Their distress escalated from recognition of their need
to arguing and then grumbling with their leader. “You must have wanted to kill us! And not just us,
but also our children! And the livestock!” Can’t you hear in their escalating complaints our own
rhetoric when it comes to our leaders who inevitably let us down? Now don’t get me wrong, not all
leaders are like Moses, summoned and called by God for the purpose of liberation, so there is
reason to consider the real motives of our leaders. But, like the Israelites, our grumbling about our
leaders’ inability to address our lack misses something crucial—namely, God.

Here’s the difference between grumbling and lament: Lament turns to God in trust as we
name our needs. Grumbling simply airs our grievances with those in charge. Lament is a form of
prayer—meaning it’s primarily a conversation with God. Grumbling is a form of political speech—
meaning it’s primarily speaking to persuade people. Lament assumes a trusting relationship even in
the hardship. Grumbling assumes a lack of care or good intention that has resulted in need. I don’t
know if I’'m ready to say there is no place for grumbling, especially in a democratic society
seemingly obsessed with power and war, but I am ready to say that if you find yourself in a
desert—of the literal or metaphorical kind—and in need, lament is the best language for naming

the lack.

Now let’s turn to the final lesson, which I’ll call the lesson of the Lord. Lesson 3: there’s a
difference between God’s testing and human testing. Up to this point in Exodus, God has been the
one doing the testing. In Exodus 15, the Israelites had gone three days in the wilderness without
finding water. When they came upon some bitter water, the Lord provided a way for it to be
sweetened for the people to drink. Then the scriptures say,



There the Lord made for them a statute and an ordinance, and there he put them to the
test. He said, “If you will listen carefully to the voice of the Lord your God, and do what is
right in his sight, and give heed to his commandments and keep all his statutes, I will not
bring upon you any of the diseases that I brought upon the Egyptians, for I am

the Lord who heals you.”

Then in chapter 16, God gave Moses the plan for raining bread from heaven. The scriptures say
that God used this to test the people to see if they would follow God’s instructions. In both cases,
God is interested in the people’s faithfulness in doing what God commanded.

In our story today, the testing turns. At first, we might think that the people are testing
God’s faithfulness in doing what God had said. The people cried out for provision, and Moses
asked them, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the Lord?” Maybe the people have
simply flipped the script. “You want to know if we will do what you say, well, God, we want to
know if you will take care of us like you said.” But at the end of the lesson today, we learn that the
people’s testing of God is different. Their question, their test, is, “Is the Lord among us or not?”
God wants the people to be faithful. They need God to be present. Later God’s people are told not
to put the Lord to the test like this because they can trust that God is in their midst, ready and able
to provide just what they need, no matter the circumstances.

In the desert, be it the literal or metaphorical kind, our faithfulness may also be tested. Will
we follow what God commands? Will we follow where God leads and do what God tells us to do?
These are live questions. Sometimes, yes. Unfortunately, sometimes, no. But in the desert, we don’t
need to test whether God is among us or not. That question is settled. The answer is, yes.

These three lessons—of lack, of leaders, of the Lord—form the core curriculum of Desert
Camping 101. But there’s one more lesson. Let’s call it the culmination of the course. You see, for
anyone familiar with the stress and strain of a desert situation, for anyone who is longing for water
to give life in a dry and rocky place in life, there is One to whom we can look because he fully
embodies these three lessons. This One has taken on lack by becoming human. He was acquainted
with need, asking for a drink to be given to him at a well and while hanging deserted on a cross. He
has taken the role of the leader. He has heard our cries of need and shown the way to follow to
find liberation and life everlasting. And, he has shown us the truth of the Lord—a truth that will
never need tested—the greatest truth of all, that God is with us. In Jesus, we recognize our own
humanity. In him, we see the leader who shows us the way. And, best of all, in Christ we see that
God has chosen to be with us no matter what desert situation we travel through. So, if you only
remember one thing from Desert Camping 101, remember Jesus—He is all you really need. Amen.



