
Good grief 
 

 You probably already know the biblical story of the Exodus.  Maybe you’ve even seen 

the movie.  You will remember the stand-off between Moses (looking like Charlton Heston), 

and the king of Egypt, the Pharaoh (looking like Yul Brenner).  God has sent Moses to confront 

the Egyptian empire, to call out generations of state-sanctioned violence against the Hebrew 

people.  It is only after pressure in the form of seven plagues that Pharaoh finally capitulates and 

agrees to let the Hebrew people stage a mass exodus from Egypt and slavery.  But no sooner 

are they on their way, than Pharaoh has a change of heart, and before long Moses and the 

Hebrew people are caught between the Red Sea and the advancing armies of Egypt. 

As Pharaoh drew near, the Israelites looked back, and there were the Egyptians advancing on 

them. In great fear the Israelites cried out to the LORD. They said to Moses, “Was it because 

there were no graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness? What have 

you done to us, bringing us out of Egypt?  Is this not the very thing we told you in Egypt, ‘Let us 

alone and let us serve the Egyptians’? For it would have been better for us to serve the 

Egyptians than to die in the wilderness.”  But Moses said to the people, “Do not be afraid, 

stand firm, and see the deliverance that the LORD will accomplish for you today; for the 

Egyptians whom you see today you shall never see again.  The LORD will fight for you, and you 

have only to keep still.”  (Exodus 14: 10-14)  
 

 Again, having read the story, or seen the movie, we know what happens next.  We 

know that Moses stretches his hands out over the edge of the sea, and God causes a great wind 

to drive back the waters so that the long band of liberated people, who were to become the 

people of Israel, could walk across on dry land to their freedom. 

 Once they have been delivered safely on the other side of the sea, once they have 

celebrated with victory songs, once they left the oasis at Elim and entered the wilderness of the 

Sinai desert, the text says: 

The whole congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness. 

The Israelites said to them, “If only we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, 

when we sat by the fleshpots and ate our fill of bread; for you have brought us out into this 

wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.” (Exodus 16: 1-3) 
 

So, there they are on the other side of slavery and oppression, on the other side of a 

life-threatening narrow escape, and the only thing they can think of is the lamb stew they used 

to enjoy every once in a while, back in Egypt—probably more stew than lamb, but nevertheless.  

They may have even complained about having so little nourishing food to eat and so little 

freedom to enjoy what little food they had.  They didn’t think much about it then, but now that 

it was gone, they couldn’t think of much else. 

And then, the story repeats itself a third time: 

From the wilderness of Sin the whole congregation of the Israelites journeyed by stages, as the 

LORD commanded. They camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drink. 

The people quarreled with Moses, and said, “Give us water to drink.” Moses said to them, 

“Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the LORD?” But the people thirsted there for 

water; and the people complained against Moses and said, “Why did you bring us out of Egypt, 
to kill us and our children and livestock with thirst?” (Exodus 17: 1-3)  
 



Three times the Israelites revert to the same argument—that it would have been better 

to live as enslaved people in Egypt than to be free in the wilderness and die there.  Like we saw 

in the story of Abraham and Sarah a couple of weeks ago, it seems to be in our nature to want 

to remain wherever we are.  It is difficult to let go of safety and security, even when it means a 

lifeless and barren existence.   

Now, more often than not, when we read these Exodus stories we take the Israelites to 

task for their complaining and whining and we usually chalk it up to a lack of faith.  Even the 

Bible does the same thing.  Moses renames the places where he struck the rock to produce 

water, calling them by the Hebrew words for “testing” and “quarreling.”  And a couple of the 

Psalms make specific reference to Meribah and Massah, where they hardened their hearts and 

put God to the test.  (Psalm 95: 8-9; 106: 32)  These stories are known in biblical history as the 

murmurings in the wilderness. 

 But for now, and particularly from our current perspective, I wonder if we shouldn’t 

assume a more generous, sympathetic posture.  Like we noted in the story of the disciples 

crossing the Sea of Galilee during a storm—the dangers they faced in the wilderness are real 

and their fears are legitimate.  It may seem easy, particularly in hindsight, to say that we should 
just trust that God will provide for our needs and deliver us from harm.  And in this sermon 

series we have been exploring these themes of trusting in God even as we let go of the security 

of past and present and embrace an uncertain future.  But there is also a season for giving 

expression to our grief and our fears.  There is a time to not move on, but to stay still.  There is 

a time to honor what we are leaving behind, to acknowledge our losses, and to seek out a balm 

for wounds that have not yet healed. 

 And so the witness of the Bible also gives us the language of lament.  Particularly those 

Psalms that we often skip over in our worship liturgy and in our own devotional reading—those 

Psalms of Lament and questioning of God, like Psalm 22:  “My God, my God, why have you 

forsaken us?  And why are you so far from my cry and from the words of my distress?”  

Or Psalm 13:  "How long, O Lord?  Will you forget me forever?  How long will you hide 

your face from me?"   

Or Psalm 42:  "My tears have been my food day and night, while all day long they say to 

me, 'Where now is your God?'  I pour out my soul when I think on these things:  I will say to 

the God of my strength: 'Why have you forgotten me?’”  

 Walter Brueggemann suggests that we neglect these Psalms partly because we believe 

that having faith means not acknowledging and embracing negativity.  That our faith comes from 

this image of a well-ordered world where God is in control, and to admit otherwise is an act of 

faithlessness and unbelief.  Our own version of murmuring in the wilderness. 

But what he wants to urge is that while the expressions of these psalms of lament and 

question "may be judged by the world to be acts of unfaith and failure, . . . for the trusting 

community, their use is an act of bold faith, albeit a transformed faith."  He says, "It is an act of 

bold faith on the one hand, because it insists that the world must be experienced as it really is 

and not in some pretend way.  On the other hand, it is bold because it insists that all such 

experiences of disorder are a proper subject for discourse with God.  There is nothing out of 

bounds, nothing precluded or inappropriate.  Everything properly belongs in this conversation 

of the heart. . . . Everything must be brought to speech. . . ." the anger, the fear, the sadness, 

even the hard questions about the goodness of the world and the possibility of forgiveness.  



"Everything must be brought to speech, and everything brought to speech must be addressed to 

God, who is the final reference for all of life."  (The Message of the Psalms, 52)  

 Like the Israelites who were hungry and thirsty in the wilderness, like the disciples who 

were caught in a storm in the middle of the Sea of Galilee, the dangers we face are real and our 

fears are legitimate.  And like them, our complaints and laments are heard by God. 

 Before anything else, in the story of the exodus, before the call of Moses, before the 

confrontation with Pharaoh, before the plagues, before the Passover, before the deliverance 

across the sea—before anything else in the story, the first thing that happens is that God hears 

the cries of a people in distress and God is moved by their condition and responds to their 

needs.   

 The God of this story is not a distant monarch, far removed from the petty concerns of 

mortals.  The God of this story hears our cries, sees our distress, and not only comes to us, 

but even becomes one of us.  The God we know in Jesus Christ experienced all the joys and 

the sorrows of human life that we go through.  He had close friends, whom he cared about, and 

when one of them died, he experienced the same grief we experience.  When Jesus wept at the 

tomb of Lazarus, he shows us that to be authentically human does not mean to face hurts and 

losses with a stiff upper lip, and to rise above our emotions with some Stoic sense of 

detachment.  He acknowledges the reality of death and the pain of loss.  He shows us what 

many grief counselors affirm, that the way out of grief is the way through.   

 We have much to grieve right now.  We grieve what we left behind when we closed the 

doors of our church building on March 15.  We miss the closeness we shared in all of our 

gatherings, the sound of our combined voices singing and praying together.  And even more 

profoundly, we are grieving the deaths of 130,000 of our American brothers and sisters, over 

500,000 world citizens. 

 Even as we hold out hope that we are finally starting to come to terms with our legacy 

of racial injustice, we are grieving the deaths of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, 

and that long list of Black Americans whose lives have been taken by those who were sworn to 
protect them. 

 Even as we see signs that we are inching toward a more just society, we are grieving the 

loss of civility in our discourse and the unraveling of our social fabric. 

 And beyond this intensified season of grief, think for a moment of all the losses you have 

experienced in your life.  Have you ever had to move from a town and a school you liked and 

leave your friends behind?  Many of you know what it means to be empty-nesters, to suffer the 

loss of children in your home.  Or, maybe to celebrate that loss, I don’t know. 

 And although I like to call everybody “kids,” and even though many of us are still quite 

young at heart, there comes a certain age when we realize that we have left our childhood and 

youth behind, and maybe even lost our innocence.  And one of the signs of seeing our youth 

slip away in the rearview mirror is a series of other losses:  we may lose our hair, or hair color; 

our eyesight and our hearing; our strength and mobility; our ability to remember things.  

 And, of course, this sense of coming to terms with losses doesn’t wait until our “autumn 

years;” it is part of every age and phase of life, from infancy to adolescence to adulthood.  It 

seems that every day of our lives, in one way or another, we face a loss and are challenged to 

face these losses as a necessary part of life. 

 Some of our losses are temporary, merely setbacks along the way.  But there are losses 

we will never recover, and never get over.  There things we let go of gladly and willingly.  And 

there are things that are taken away from us.   



 All of our losses are real, and all of our grief is legitimate.   

 Recently, the words of Paul in his letter to the Roman church have been coming to 

mind.  He writes:  

We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until now; and not only the 

creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait 

for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. . . . Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for 

we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for 

words. And God, who searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the 

Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.  (Romans 8: 22-23, 26-27) 

 What Paul suggests is that God is not aloof and apart from the struggles of the world.  

The relationship between God and creation, between God and human life is a dynamic, engaged 

relationship. 

 Matthew Skinner writes that “God groans, too.  God’s Spirit intercedes on humanity’s 

behalf with sighs too deep for words. . . . Through unheard but pained groaning, God expresses 

solidarity in our dissatisfaction about how things are.  Not only does God groan like we do, 

God groans where we groan, present in the struggles as well as in the accomplishments.  All 

[our] groanings, then, do not point to deficiencies in faith.  They are signs of longing, yearnings 

for relief located in a conviction that God will continue to contend for our future based on 

God’s demonstrated commitment to be among us, [and] to be for us.” (“Sorry, Presidential 

Candidates: Hope Resides in Groans, Not in Your Rhetoric,” Odyssey Network, May 18, 2015) 

At the end of Shakespeare's tragedy King Lear, after we have witnessed the violence and 

the breakdown of order, after the death of Lear and all three of his daughters, as well as 

Gloucester and his son Edmund, as the last of the dead are being carried off, the final lines are 

spoken by the Duke of Albany to the few remaining survivors.  He says:   

The weight of this sad time we must obey,  

Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say. (V.iii.323-24) 

 As we continue to bear the weight of this sad time, may we also continue to speak what 

we feel, to bring our grief and anger, our confusion and sadness to speech, and to bring that 

speech into conversation with the God who hears and who weeps with us. 
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