[bookmark: _GoBack]“The Prayer of Moses”
Numbers 14:1-24
Dr. David K. Wood
First Presbyterian Church
Waterloo, Iowa
January 30, 2011
	Poppa Neutrino died this past week at the age of 77.  Now you probably never heard of him but he was significant enough to warrant a rather extensive obituary in the Wall St. Journal.  His real name was not really Poppa Neutrino but William David Pearlman.  He never wrote a book, acted in a movie, or managed a Fortune 500 company.  What he DID do was, as the Journal put it, lead “a life nearly as free as the subatomic particle for which he named himself.”  To hear Neutrino tell it, “The idea of freedom became paramount to me.  Remaining free to move, free to plan or not plan, free to have an adventure, free to explore an idea or an intuition, free to make my own choices and determine my future drove my life from that day forward.”  Hence, in his pursuit of freedom, there was very little logic to his life.  His rambling ways led him to drop out of high school and join the army.  In the early 1950’s, he hung out with the Beatniks in San Francisco and worked at various times as a pastor, a sign painter, and a correspondent in the Vietnam War.  He slept in the streets more than a few times, and avoided paying rent as if it were a plague.  He was married four times and led his family on journeys across the U.S. and through Mexico.  To raise funds, they learned to play on instruments from pawn shops and performed as The Flying Neutrinos.  His GREATEST achievement, however, was to make a raft entirely out of garbage and sail it across the Atlantic along with his wife, two companions, and three dogs- only the second person to successfully raft the Atlantic and the first to do it on a pile of garbage.  People couldn’t figure out if this free spirit was fearless or just plain nuts.
	Our story this morning is about a group of persons who after years of servitude and oppression finally experience their first taste of freedom- but eventually decide they can’t handle it.  The defining event of the Old Testament and of God’s people, the Israelites, was their deliverance by God from out of the hands of the Egyptians.  For hundreds of years, they languished as slaves in a foreign land and throughout their enslavement, they never stopped crying out to God to deliver them and make them a free and independent people once again.  Well God HEARD their cries and out of great pity and love for his people, he raised up a certain person to help bring about their liberation- his name was Moses.  
	Now, after a period of wilderness wandering in which God personally led them with a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night, they now find themselves on the borders of the Promised Land- the land of Canaan.  Moses sends a delegation of spies into the land to see what the terrain is like.  They eventually return carrying large bunches of fruit, proof that it is just as God said- a land flowing with milk and honey.  However, they qualify their report by saying that it is inhabited by strong people and their cities are large and well fortified.  They seemed as grasshoppers in comparison to them.  Realizing now that the path of freedom before them is not an easy one, the Israelites begin to feel sorry for themselves and even regret having left Egypt in the first place.  Fearful of the great challenge before them while still having to contend with the burning heat of the sun and the shortage of water in the wilderness, they are convinced that the risk is not worth it and that any attempt to conquer the land will only end in futility, even death.   They feel Moses has sold them a false bill of goods and they want to reject Moses’ leadership (which is actually a rejection of GOD HIMSELF) and blame HIM for all their problems.  When Joshua and Caleb stand before the people to remind them that the land is INDEED good land and that if the Lord delights in them, he will bring them into it and give it to them, their anger is such that they want to stone them to death. 
	At this point, God’s patience has been exhausted.  He tells Moses, “How long will this people despise me?  And how long will they not believe in me, in spite of all the signs which I have wrought among them?  I will strike them with the pestilence and disinherit them, and I will make of you a nation greater and mightier then they.”  In other words, God is SO disgusted with his people that he resolves to abandon them.  He will go so far as to revoke his covenant with Abraham and establish a NEW one with MOSES as the beneficiary.  MOSES would then become the father of a great nation and through HIS loins the savior of the world would emerge.
	Moses responds with this marvelous prayer of intercession.  He begins by appealing to God’s honor and gracious ways.  He says that if he follows through with his threat and destroys the people as he is promising, then the Egyptians, Israel’s great enemy, will use this to accuse God of being impotent, of not being able to do as he originally promised which is to bring his people into the land he swore to give them.  In other words, were God to go back on his word and break the covenant he made with Abraham, this would be viewed as proof that the god of the Israelites is not really God AT ALL.  Instead, Moses appeals to God’s patience and love to pardon his people and forgive them their sin.  In spite of their frequent unfaithfulness, let the Israelites enter the Promised Land and her enemies will know just how powerful he TRULY is.  
	This prayer shows us just how humble a man Moses really was.  Two chapters earlier, he is called “the meekest man in the world,” and with this prayer now we see MORE proof of it.  When the Israelites made the golden calf in direct defiance to God’s will, it was Moses who prayed for God to forgive them their sin, and if not, then to punish HIM instead.  Thus we see how Moses was willing to take upon HIMSELF the sins of his own people if by doing so it would only avert God’s righteous wrath.  And then HERE, when the people demonstrate their ULTIMATE ingratitude by demanding to return to the slavery and oppression God had delivered them from, instead of agreeing with God that “enough was enough” and it was time to finally cut these faithless, recalcitrant people loose, Moses does just the OPPOSITE- he rejects the offer to make HIM the NEW Father of Israel and pleads, instead, for God to show mercy upon them- AGAIN!  
	There is no greater component to prayer than humility and if we really want our prayers to be effectual, they must issue from a heart full of genuine humility.  In Jesus’ Beatitudes, he exalted this quality to the first rank when he said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit”; “Blessed are they who mourn”; “Blessed are the meek.”  When we come before God, we must know that there can be no place for ego or pretense.  We stand before God as a pauper stands before a king.  We have no boast to make for God knows us better than we know OURSELVES; before him, NOTHING can be hidden.  No matter how good we are or have been, it can never be good enough, and yet we ALSO know that as BAD as we have been, there is always MORE than enough grace and forgiveness available to make us cleansed and acceptable.  Hence, all we CAN do is fling ourselves upon God’s mercy and take heart that God loves us and will never turn a deaf ear to our pleas.
	Of course, perhaps the most STARTLING development to arise out of this whole episode is why ANYONE, after having experienced real freedom, would want to return to the slavery they had so long despised.  What were they so afraid of that they would gladly re-submit themselves to the same bondage they had once cried out for deliverance from?  After all, they had personally witnessed God’s liberating power with the defeat of pharaoh’s armies, a military force that was then the mightiest in the world; they had been led by God with a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night; they were continually sustained by a steady diet of manna from the moment they left Egypt; and now they were poised to enter the Promised Land- their long-awaited inheritance which God had promised to their forefathers.  If they would only trust, they would then see the power of God at work AGAIN, driving out the inhabitants before them so that the land overflowing with milk and honey would become THEIRS.  
	However, instead of reciprocating with love and gratitude for that which God had done for them and believing the land could be theirs, they complain incessantly, and at the slightest bit of hardship, they are ready to turn around and become slaves once again- to live as though God had never existed!  This is unbelief at its WORST.  The Israelites would rather die in Egypt than face an unknown and threatening future in Canaan, for at least in Egypt, they had three square meals and a roof over their heads.  Consider the irony that this morning, when we are talking about the Israelites wanting to RETURN to the enslavement of Egypt, the CURRENT people of Egypt are crying out for THEIR liberation, rebelling against a tyranny that has restricted THEM for lo these many years.  
	With all the help and support the Jews have received from God and especially as they are on the verge of achieving their greatest dream, it does seem absurd that they would suddenly chuck it all and say, “Take us back.  We don’t want to do this.  We’re done with it all.  We just want to go home,” but obviously, their fear is greater than their faith.  THEIR FEAR IS GREATER THAN THEIR FAITH.  The threat of the unknown is SO daunting that it overwhelms everything else, EVEN THEIR COURAGE.  But before we start throwing around adjectives like “faithless” and “cowardly,” might not Israel be more of a picture of OURSELVES than we would like to admit.  You see, there is no more basic attitude toward life than that of “fear.”  You don’t need a psychologist or sociologist to tell you that Americans in general no longer exude that same confidence, that same self-assurance that was once such a hallmark of our national character.  And what’s so surprising is that the fear they all share is not necessarily a fear of death, but rather it’s a fear of LIFE.  With all the stresses people find themselves under—economic or otherwise—the future for many seems overwhelming.  I can’t begin to tell you how many young couples I have talked to who tell me they’re either going to defer having children or not have them at all, that they’re too afraid to bring them into the world at this time.  With the advent of the internet and such social networks like My Space and Facebook, more people are connecting with each other than ever before.  Yet, these same people report that they’ve never been more lonely, having to admit that a computer screen is simply no substitute for REAL human relationships.  
	People in general seem to experience a gnawing emptiness, some undefinable sensation which makes them feel either lonely or depressed or afraid or bored and they don’t know where it comes from or how to rid themselves of it.  In response, some people will resort to drink or drugs or drift from one lover to another in the hope they can mask it, but they can’t.  Others will make their work their mistress but then quickly find out that there’s no security to be found in their employment any more either.  And then there are those who immerse themselves in every kind of sport or entertainment to escape their boredom (which is really an attempt to escape THEMSELVES) only to discover that that’s no solution for the emptiness they feel inside.  There are few areas of modern life which do not bear the mark of this anxiety and our futile flight from it.  It might not be an exaggeration to say that human beings have never been more FREE and yet also more ENSLAVED than they are today.  
	A common religious metaphor for life in this world is that of a journey or pilgrimage.  Like those Israelites, we find ourselves amidst our own wilderness wanderings with some of us sure of our goals and many MORE of us UNSURE as to where exactly we are heading.  If you listen to some preachers, they will tell you how there is a road map—the Bible--that is filled with easy instructions as to how to get you from point A to point B, from where you happen to be in your life to where you SHOULD be.  They like to point to specific scriptures and say that if you mechanistically follow this rule or adhere to these standards, you will end up on the King’s Highway and find yourself well on your way home.  It’s all that easy and effortless.  They will tell you that all the answers regarding such issues as abortion or homosexuality or gun control or the death penalty can be found within its pages.  You only need to know where to look and then obey what it tells you- no questions asked.  
	If only life WERE that easy, to take no responsibility for our lives other than to consult a book in which we would find all the answers we would ever need; to have a book or someone else tell us what to do instead of thinking or struggling for those answers OURSELVES.  Of course it’s always much easier and more comfortable to be able to follow a schedule of predetermined commandments.  Then we need only live up to what is expected of us and do whatever agrees with the traditional value system.  Then we need only conform and simply cooperate.  That is a tremendous saving of energy in itself.  We don’t need to beat our brains out so much or make many decisions for ourselves.  Isn’t that the REAL reason why the Israelites wanted to return to Egypt and go back to being slaves again- because then they wouldn’t have to take responsibility for themselves there.  At least there was some security for them and the future didn’t seem all that risky or threatening.  Life would be hard but at least it wouldn’t be FEARFUL.  All they had to do is follow orders, the same way the German people were contented to just “followed orders” under Hitler.  They didn’t have to ask questions- only DO.  It’s the same reason many Christians flock to churches run by strong, controlling ministers.  They’ll tell them just how to live and just what to do- and they DO it, and this gives them the feeling that they’re following the Christian path and that it’s really not that hard.
	But we know that life is NEVER quite so easy or programmatic as all that.  It’s messy and confusing and tension-filled and ladened with more QUESTIONS than answers.  Suppose, however, instead of a map, God were to give us a COMPASS.  Marching into the future with a compass is entirely different than heading into it with an already pre-determined plan or map.  Steven Covey, author of best-seller The Seven Habits of Highly Successful People, agrees.  He writes in it:
We are more in need of a vision or destination and a compass and less in need of a road map.  We often don’t know what the terrain ahead will be like or what we will need to go through it…But an inner compass will always give us direction.  
Not sure of where to go or what to do, we look at the compass and the needle points to  the commandment that we shall love the Lord our God with all our heart and all our soul and all our mind, and we shall love our neighbor as we love ourselves.  That then would be the direction we are to go.  At every crossroad, we are confronted anew with ANOTHER decision, but when we look down at our trusty compass, we find that the answer lies in loving God with all our being and loving our neighbor as we love our self.  With that kind of guidance, we will surely find our way to our life’s goal and destination.  
	Many years ago, I wrote in my Bible a Latin inscription that comes from the early Church Father St. Augustine that has served as my credo in life.  It reads “Dilige et quod vis fac” and it means “Love God and do what you will.”  And what he meant by that is this- if you love God, if you fill your heart with pure devotion to him for all he has done for you, then you never have to bother with a lot of rules and regulations.  You won’t have to concern yourself with a lot of thou shalts and thou shalt nots for then your HEART will serve as your guide and it will become your BEST guide!  You see, that love, that simple devotion is actually a compass, and with a compass, we possess a freedom that one does not possess with a map.  When you’re stuck with a map, you’re either on the right route or you’re lost, but with a COMPASS, it allows you to be inventive and independent as you negotiate life’s terrain and no matter where you are, the compass point will direct back onto the right path.  MORE importantly, you find yourselves trusting GOD HIMSELF instead of some blind or arbitrary principle or rule.
	The problem with those Israelites was that they wanted a road map, they wanted the security that comes with clear instructions--one that outlined all the twists and turns and obstacles before them--but God gave them a COMPASS INSTEAD, he gave them HIMSELF to follow.  He essentially said to them, “Just follow me.  Stay close.  Be attentive to my voice.  I will be with you every step of the way.  I will help you negotiate every turn and every obstacle.  I will never leave your side.  And when you trip and stumble or find yourself wandering too far afield, I will lift you up and bring you back.  Only believe.” But trusting God, even after everything God had done for them, proved too difficult for them and so they opted instead to return to the security of Egypt in spite of the drudgery and hard work they would have to endure once again.  
	This is the same answer that God gives to US this morning.  Even as God loved his people enough to deliver them when they cried out to him and led them through the desert and provided all their needs and brought them to the brink of their own homeland, so does he promise to do the same for US.  Only we need to trust him, we need to stay close and heed his voice and know that he will accompany us on our journey every step of the way.  Sure, the journey can be risky for it is up to each of us to find the way- that is our freedom, a freedom which the Israelites themselves rejected.  But with our compass in hand and the promise of his provision and his constant presence before us, we can be assured we shall safely arrive at our destination, at the goal he has appointed for us.  Only, we must trust, we must learn to take each step by faith, and then we’ll discover that we never have to be fearful again.  Amen.
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