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Quarreled and Tested 
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In 2007, Nebraska State Senator Ernie Chambers filed a lawsuit against God, 

accusing the Almighty of “fearsome floods, egregious earthquakes, horrendous 
hurricanes, terrifying tornadoes and pestilential plagues”.   

As you might expect, the lawsuit was dismissed. In Chambers’ case, the 
presiding judges argued that since God doesn't have a legal address, he can't be 
summoned to appear in court. If God can’t be found, God can’t be sued. Case closed. 

 
Our text this morning is from Exodus. We are in this “for the long haul”, the 

series title says, and in our case this means another week of grumbling and 
complaining. From the Israelites, at least. They were angry because God hadn’t lived 
up to their expectations. “Is God with us or not?” was their question.  

 
They’re camped in the wilderness of Rephidim. They have no water. They 

accuse both Moses and God. “Why did you bring us out of Egypt to die of thirst?” 
“Give us water to drink!” They whine. Loudly. How quickly they’ve forgotten.  
Didn’t God rescue them from Pharaoh and part the sea so they could escape the 
pursuing Egyptians? Have they forgotten they were slaves and now they’re free? 
Didn’t God provide food for their hunger? Drenched in the miraculous they still find 
reasons to protest. Moses is a little fed up.  “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do 
you put the Lord to the test?” In translation we lose the fact that the language Moses 
uses here is legal language. The Israelites are lodging a formal complaint. They're 
taking God to court. 
.  

Moses does what any good leader with a problem should do—he talks to God. 
God tells Moses to stand before a rock and strike it with his staff. When he does, 
water gushes forth. One writer describes the encounter saying, “Perhaps the true 
miracle wasn't God's intervention, but his restraint.” Once again, this patient, 
gracious God meets their needs. The God who could destroy choose to show mercy.   

 
Moses then names the place “Massah”, meaning “proof” and “Meribah” which 

means “quarrel”. The names are a reminder. In that place the Israelites demanded 
proof, and questioned God’s ability to provide for them. Every time anyone goes 
by—they are going to remember.  
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“Is the Lord among us or not?” That was the Israelites’ question.  Is it ours 
also?  For most of us it’s not about whether God exists. It’s about whether God 
knows that I exist. More importantly, “Does that mean anything to God care I do?” 
What the Israelites really yearned for — what we really yearn for — isn’t “proof” 
that God’s out there somewhere. We want to know if God is right here. Is God 
present in the particulars of our lives?  That question names our need, our fear, and 
our hope. 
 

Is God with us? Is God with us —when there’s bad news from the doctor, 
divorce papers from the process server, no body’s hiring or when we attend yet 
another funeral. Or when we see war abroad, poverty at home and disease 
everywhere. Frederick Buechner describing those times writes: “It is not objective 
proof of God’s existence that we want but whether we use religious language for it or 
not, the experience of God’s presence. That is the miracle we are really after. And 
that is also, I think, the miracle that we really get.” 

 
I know many persons who in their time of need, despair or suffering asked for a 

sign and got one. They had an experience that left no doubt in their minds as to its 
source. They heard a word spoken so clearly as to be almost audible. They felt God’s 
presence. They got the answer for which they were searching. I celebrate with them. 
I’m glad for them. I’ve had a few of those times and I cherish them.  

 
I also know that’s not how it happens for most of the time. Too many times 

God seems distant and silent. We experience no dramatic event. We receive no 
indisputable sign. No thundering whisper. No dazzling miracle.    

 
Maybe we get it backward. Our faith doesn’t grow out of signs and wonders. 

It’s our faith that shows us where the signs and wonders are found. It’s not a matter of 
undeniable proof, but of assuring presence.  
 

I found that’s true in my own life. I struggle with the decisions before me. I cry 
out to God. “Show me what to do, Lord.” “Tell me what to in a way that’s so clear, I 
know it’s from you.” I argue with God and am disappointed by what seems to be 
God's silence. I learn again. God isn’t to be tested.  God is to be trusted.  

 
That’s the way that takes us out of Meribah and Massah.  It’s the way of 

memory and faith.  We “remember to remember”. We remember and we trust.  We 
remember what God has done. We remember how God has already brought us 
through some of the worst moments in our lives. We trust God to do it again. Out of 
that hope we face our present, whatever it holds. We shape our future. I am told I 
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once put it this way: “It’s a gamble based on precedent.” When you bet on God’s 
love and grace; when you put yourself into the hands of the God we see in Jesus—
you won’t lose.  

 
Hugh Redwood was a noted journalist. One time he found himself in a 

wilderness. He was physically exhausted, emotionally drained, confused, and stressed 
out. He didn’t know what to do and he had some very important decisions to make. 
He was staying at a friend’s home before a big meeting. His friend said, “You look 
tired. Why don’t you go upstairs and rest?” 

His friend showed him to a beautiful, peaceful room. A fire was burning in the 
fireplace, an easy chair sat next to it. There was a little table with a Bible on it. The 
Bible was open to Psalm 59. In the margin someone had penciled a note.  

In the King James Version, Psalm 59:10 reads. “The God of my mercy shall 
prevent me.” In old English the word “prevent” meant “go before.” “The God of my 
mercy goes before me.” The note in the margin next to those words read, “My God in 
his loving kindness shall meet me at every corner.” As he read those words they 
reminded him of who God was. He found comfort, courage and new strength.  

 
My God in his loving kindness shall meet me at every corner. You and I don’t 

get to choose whether or not we’ll enter the wilderness. In one way or another life 
will bring us to those places. We can choose what we’ll do when we get there. We 
can choose to be bitter, frightened, angry and despairing.  Or, we can choose to trust.  
We can believe God.  We can believe God is faithful and will keep the promises God 
has made. We can believe God's grace will be sufficient for whatever need we have. 
It’s a choice. We get no proof that makes the choice unnecessary. What we get is 
reminders of God’s presence.   

 
We struggle with doubt and despair and God sends a friend to speak a word to 

lead us through it. We feel abandoned and alone and God sends someone to hold our 
hand and comfort us. We feel overwhelmed and burdened down with all the problems 
that confront us and God sends a person who says simply, “Let me help.” A card 
arrives in the mail with just the right words to ease our sorrow or encourage us. A call 
is made just when we thought no one cared if we existed. We hear a piece of music 
that lifts our heart from despair. A precious memory unexpectedly breaks though our 
numbness and recalls us back to life. We despair at the pain and suffering in the 
world.  Then we remember health workers fighting disease.  

Never discount such gifts. Don’t overlook them. Those are the ordinary, 
everyday signs of God’s presence and love. They’re how God daily answers our 
question saying, “I am here. I am with you. Don’t be afraid.”  

 



4 
 

The Israelites complained. They accused God of breaking faith with them. They 
wanted to know if God had abandoned them. God heard them.  God gave them what 
they needed.  God showed God was working among them. God still does. 

 
Here’s one woman’s story of how that happened for her. She writes: 
 

Hurrying through the supermarket, I accidentally knocked over a display of 
shoelaces. Impulsively, in my embarrassment, I flung a packet of men’s shoelaces 
into the shopping cart. After paying for them, I tossed the shoelaces into my purse.  

Then I went to the rehabilitation hospital where I’d been visiting daily with 
Donald, a man whose arms and legs were paralyzed after he’d fallen from a ladder. 
That day he was unusually down. “Brenda,” he said after we’d finished our physical 
therapy session, “I've tried to be cheerful about all this, but sometimes I feel as 
though God simply doesn’t care any more about what happens to me.” “You know He 
cares,” I said. But I had no real answer for him. We sat in silence. 

“Oh, by the way,” Donald said to me as I started to leave, “It’s no big deal, but 
the nurse broke one of my shoestrings this morning. Could you get me a new pair?”  

Shoestrings! I opened my purse and took out the brown pair from the 
supermarket. We stared at them in amazement. I bent down and laced the strings into 
Donald’s shoes. Shoestrings. For a pair of shoes on feet that couldn’t move to wear 
them out. For a set of hands that couldn’t even tie the bow.  

“Donald,” I said, “If God cares enough to supply you with shoestrings before 
you even ask, I'm certain He cares about you in more important ways.” He smiled.  
“You’re right. Now I’m sure, too.”  

Shoestrings. Whenever I’m discouraged, I think of them. Then I know that God 
cares for me, too, meticulously, and intimately. Right down to the laces in my shoes.  

 
Was it a sign? Was it a miracle? Was it a happy coincidence? Was it God at 

work in a simple, most ordinary way reminding two people in need of his presence,  
love and grace?   

Proof or presence. “Is the Lord among us, or not?” Faith’s answer is: “Yes—
always!” Amen. 
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Holy God of infinite patience and grace, we bring our offerings today knowing that our 
actions too often don’t live up to our intentions and aspirations. When calling 
ourselves Christians, we announce ourselves as followers of Christ, knowing how many 
times our choices have made us unrecognizable as his disciples. Yet you wait patiently 
for us to find our way back to the path. May our giving this day and our living reflect 
our desire to be on the path that would be recognized as faithful to the Savior, in 
whose blessed name we pray. Amen. (Matthew 21:23-32) 
 

We gathered to worship God who responds to our grumbling with grace-filled, 
sustaining love. So now go from this time and place guided by our loving God who 
leads you to respond to the quarreling and questioning of the world with a living faith 
and abundant love. Amen 


