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The Israelites are in the wilderness of Sin. That doesn’t sound like a 
good place to be, does it? It’s not! It was a hot, dry, dusty desert. 
But there’s no going back to the land of Egypt (though they wanted 
to), and there’s no sight of the Promised Land. So, the Israelites 
complain again. Last time, it was because they were hungry. This 
time, they’re thirsty: “Moses, we’re dying of thirst. Give us water to 
drink!” 

God’s people are so testy that Moses thinks his life is on the line: 
“Lord, what should I do with these people, your people? They’re 
almost ready to kill me!” I imagine the Lord, shaking his head and 
with a heavy sigh, saying to Moses: “Take your staff and some 
elders and go to the rock at Horeb. I’ll be there. You’ll strike the 
rock, it will gush water, and the people will drink.” 

The Israelites aren’t only complaining here. They’re testing God by 
asking: “Is the Lord with us or not?!” 

“Is the Lord with us or not?!” Been there. Asked that. Right? We’ve 
all asked questions like that at some point. (If not, we will.) “Where 
are you God?” “Are you with me or not?” 

Why do the Israelites ask that question? Because their spiritual 
vision is impaired. Impaired by thirst. It’s not that their thirst 
didn’t matter. It did. But they let it erase their memory of God’s 
provision of manna and quail when they were hungry. They let it 
eclipse God’s presence in the “pillar of cloud” by day and the “pillar 
of fire by night.” They let it blind them to God with them: “Is the 
Lord with us or not?” 
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What about you? When has your spiritual vision been impaired? 
When have your sight lines to God been blocked or obscured? 

Like the Israelites, was it when you were hungry or thirsty? My wife 
has a t-shirt that reads: “I apologize for what I said when I was 
hungry.” More likely, it was when things weren’t going your way or 
when you were at the end of your rope. Or when you were 
frustrated, stressed out, or otherwise feeling vulnerable or scared. 
Or when your relationship with the Lord was frayed or distant. 
You’d neglected it, like we sometimes neglect our friends by not 
spending the time with them that we should. 

Sometimes it’s self-doubt that will leave us asking: “God, are you 
with me or not?” Sometimes our spiritual vision is impaired by the 
un-Christian advertising that litters our lives or the often-negative 
messages on social media. At times, it will be grief and loss, loss of 
the person we knew (e.g., to dementia), and the unanswerable 
“why” questions of life. All of these—and more—can land us right in 
the middle of our own wilderness. In a spiritually dry place where 
we doubt God’s presence. Israelites 2.0. 

When do the Israelites regain their spiritual sight? When is their 
question to God answered? It’s answered, of course, when God 
provides for them—yet again. 

The same is true for us. We often regain our spiritual vision—our 
ability to see that God is there—when God provides for us—yet 
again. Many times God does that through other people (as he did 
for the Israelites through Moses). 

When my dad was so sick at the end of 2016, God provided for me 
through you. Through your prayers. You prayed for him, for my 
mom, for me (as did others). Your prayers gave me the light I 
needed to see God at a very dark time, in a low-visibility storm that 
was raging in my family’s life. Then, after my dad died, God 
provided for me yet again, opening my eyes of faith wider than ever 
before. It was about a week after my dad’s death. I think it was a 
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Sunday afternoon. I laid down to nap. My dad was on my mind, but 
I didn’t expect to experience what I did. At some point during my 
nap, I had this vision/experience. I saw before me this hazy, 
luminescent circle of light, and I felt this assurance that dad was in 
heaven. Though I don’t recall having concerns or questions about 
his salvation, I’m very grateful and humbled to have this assurance 
that he is with God. 

When did God answer your question “Are you with me?” by 
providing for you—yet again? 

Even before God’s provision of water, the Israelites should have 
known, should have trusted that God was always with them. After 
the manna and quail. The pillar of cloud by day. The pillar of fire by 
night. After the plagues in Egypt! The parting of the Red Sea! Their 
miraculous exodus from the land of Egypt! 

And we should know, trust that God is always with us, too. For the 
Bible tells us so. It witnesses to our ever-present God. Psalm 139, 
for example, sings: “Where can I go from your Spirit? Or where can 
I flee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven, you are there. If I 
make my bed in Sheol, you are there. If I take the wings of the 
morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, even there your 
hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast.” 

That same Spirit, God’s Holy Spirit, dwells, makes a home, in you, 
in me, in the church! That’s how Jesus is able to be with us until the 
end of the age—through his Spirit dwelling in us. So, if you’re ever 
on “Jeopardy!,” and you select “Religion” for $1,000, and Alex 
Trebec reads this answer: “This member of the Holy Trinity makes 
it possible for God to be with us always” you can hit your buzzer 
and confidently reply: “What is the Holy Spirit?” 

Knowing, trusting that God is with us—through thick and thin, hell 
and high water—Christian author and fellow Presbyterian 
Frederick Buechner imagines God reassuring us with words like 
these: “Here’s the world. Beautiful and terrible things will happen. 
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Don’t be afraid. I am with you. Nothing can ever separate us. It’s for 
you I created the universe. I love you.” 

Yes, nothing can ever separate us from the love—and thus the 
provision and presence—of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. Yes, even 
though we walk through the valley of the shadow of death, we will 
fear no evil; for the Lord, the Good Shepherd, is with us. His rod 
and his staff, they comfort us, assure us that he is with us always. 

Prayer, of course, also helps us to know, to trust that God is always 
there. Prayer helps us regain—and sustain—that spiritual sight, our 
sight lines to God. Indeed, prayer (as well as Scripture, worship, 
and other vessels of God’s Spirit) is able to give us the spiritual 
vision to see that—in the words of poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning
—“earth is crammed with heaven, and every common bush is afire 
with God.” 

At the very end of his life, a husband and his wife had that spiritual 
vision. They were able to see that earth is crammed with heaven.  1

As the husband lay dying, he turned to the hospice nurse and 
asked: “Is my vision supposed to change? It’s blurry and fuzzy, but 
the colors are spectacular.” The nurse answered: “Yeah, that sounds 
right.” He then turned to his wife and said: “This is happening, and 
I want to thank you for being there with me.” 

He started looking up to his left. The nurse said to him: “Are you 
seeing something?” He answered: “I don’t know, but I think I’m 
supposed to go there.” And the nurse said: “Can you describe it for 
me?” He replied: “It’s too beautiful for words.” The nurse said: 
“That sounds like a good place to head toward. We love you. You 
did a good job. It’s OK to go.” The husband turned to his wife and 
said: “I’ve got to go now. I love you.” She said: “I love you, too.” 
Then, he took his last breath. Turning to the nurse, the wife said: 
“That’s it? That was beyond anything I could ever imagine.” 

 Luanne Rife, “Hospice Prepares Families, Patients for ‘The Long Dance,’” The Roanoke Times, September 1

10, 2017.
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Please pray with me: God, you are with us always. It’s your Son’s 
name, “Emmanuel.” And your wherever-we-go presence is possible 
because your Spirit dwells, lives in us. Through your indwelling 
Spirit, help us to know that, to trust that truth about you. 
Especially when it’s dark and storms are raging in our lives, open 
our eyes of faith wider to your presence. Through the Bible, prayer, 
worship, the people in our lives, in this church, open our eyes to see 
that earth is crammed with heaven, and every common bush is afire 
with you, our God. Amen.


