
Wilderness, snakes, & scorpions  
 

For the LORD your God is bringing you into a good land, a land with flowing streams, with 

springs and underground waters welling up in valleys and hills,  a land of wheat and barley, of vines and 

fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive trees and honey, a land where you may eat bread without 

scarcity, where you will lack nothing, a land whose stones are iron and from whose hills you may mine 

copper. You shall eat your fill and bless the LORD your God for the good land that he has given you. 

Take care that you do not forget the LORD your God, by failing to keep his commandments, his 

ordinances, and his statutes, which I am commanding you today. When you have eaten your fill and 

have built fine houses and live in them, and when your herds and flocks have multiplied, and your silver 

and gold is multiplied, and all that you have is multiplied, then do not exalt yourself, forgetting the LORD 

your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, who led you through 

the great and terrible wilderness, an arid wasteland with poisonous snakes and scorpions. He made 

water flow for you from flint rock, and fed you in the wilderness with manna that your ancestors did not 

know, to humble you and to test you, and in the end to do you good. Do not say to yourself, “My power 

and the might of my own hand have gotten me this wealth.” But remember the LORD your God, for it is 

he who gives you power to get wealth, so that he may confirm his covenant that he swore to your 
ancestors, as he is doing today. 

         Deuteronomy 8: 7-18 

 

I know that for many of you Thanksgiving is one of your favorite holidays of the year.  

And I think many of you agree with me that one of the things that makes it a favorite is that of 

all our national holidays, at least up until more recent times, it seems the least commercialized.  

Even some of the big box retailers are dialling back the consumer frenzy and choosing not to 

open on Thanksgiving Day, to give their employees the full holiday.  And the day-after-

Thanksgiving madness that has been known for years now as Black Friday seems to be abating 

somewhat, as well. 

Who knows?  Maybe these are signs that we are coming back to the realization that 

Thanksgiving is mainly about the joyful feast and the gathering of family and friends.  And that, of 

course, is what may make this year’s Thanksgiving Day a bittersweet or even sad occasion—not 

being able to go over the river and through the woods to grandmother’s house, or have the 

grandkids, in-laws, and honorary family members gather in our home. 

It makes me wonder just what we will be thankful for this year.   

So, I have been thinking about another side of gratitude.   

Most often our attitude of gratitude springs from the good things that have come our 

way, whether it is financial security, family and friends, church and community, or good health.  

And we certainly should be grateful for these things, and give thanks for them every day, not 

just one day of the year.  But what about the other things that come our way, the hard things, 

the sad things, the wilderness we have sometimes found ourselves wandering in?  Should we be 

grateful for those things as well? 

In our reading from Deuteronomy, Moses is speaking to the Israelites as they are 

preparing to enter into the promised land.  And the picture he paints of that land and the 

anticipated joy of living there evokes a celebration of food and abundance and well-being—grain 

for bread, fresh water from springs and rivers, plump grapes for wine and olives for oil, figs and 

honey to satisfy the sweet tooth.  It is a grand vision of God’s intention for the joy and well-

being of creation. 



But just as we are imagining the robust wines and the crusty breads and a gaggle of noisy 

grandchildren playing around the tables, Moses throws in a sobering reminder.  Even as you are 

enjoying the feast, he tells us, even as you are placing that extra dollop of whipped cream on a 

slab of pumpkin pie, don’t forget where you came from, and how you got to this place of 

contentment and abundance.  His words are, of course, about remembering and acknowledging 

God as the source of all our blessings.  But it’s about more than that.  It’s also about finding 

gratitude for the way we have come into those blessings:  not around but through the 

wilderness, with all its poisonous snakes and stinging scorpions. 

There is something to that.   

This other side of gratitude is kind of like how one of our great philosophers describes 

finding forgiveness.  Lily Tomlin says that “forgiveness means giving up all hope for a better 

past.” There is something to embracing the losses we have suffered, and the tears we have 

shed, and the pain we have endured, as a way of coming to terms with them and making peace 

with the past.  It is not only the way to forgiveness; it is perhaps a way to gratitude as well, 

even if it is gratitude in a minor key. 

On 5 April 1943, a young theologian, pastor, and preacher, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who 
had been outspoken in his opposition to the persecution of Jews, was arrested by the Gestapo, 

the secret police in Nazi Germany.  He was taken from his parents’ home in a Berlin suburb to 

Tegel Prison, where he stayed for almost two years before he was finally executed.   

I have been re-reading some of the letters he wrote from that prison, particularly his 

insights on being separated from the people we love and being deprived of things we may have 

taken for granted.   

In one of these letters, written to his closest friend Eberhard Bethge, on Christmas Eve 

1943, he says, “Nothing can make up for the absence of someone whom we love, and it would 

be wrong to try to find a substitute.  That sounds very hard at first, but at the same time it is a 

great consolation, for the gap, as long as it remains unfilled, preserves the bonds between us.  It 

is nonsense to say that God fills the gap; God does not fill it, but on the contrary, keeps it 

empty and so helps us to keep alive our former communion with each other, even at the cost 

of pain.  The dearer and richer our memories, the more difficult the separation. But gratitude 

changes the pangs of memory into tranquil joy.  The beauties of the past are borne, not as a 

thorn in the flesh, but as a precious gift in themselves.” 

This is perhaps one of the most profound expressions not only of the experience of 

separation and loss, but of gratitude.  And it goes beyond being thankful for all the good things 

we have received in our privileged life.  It is this deep trust in God that enables us to look back 

at even the losses in our lives, the sadness and tears, the wilderness times, the snakes and the 

scorpions, and be grateful even for these hard parts, because they are all part of a fully human 

life and, as Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel reminds us, “Just to be is a blessing; just to live is 

holy.” 

Now, there is one more side to this argument that we have to acknowledge as well.  

We have to accept that maybe not everyone is ready to be grateful for the wilderness they 

have come through, and for the snakes and scorpions in their life.   

Last week I mentioned the line from Virgil’s Aeneid that in Robert Fagles’ translation 

says, “A joy it will be one day, perhaps, to remember even this.”   And we noted the 

importance the Fagles places on that qualifier, the “perhaps.”  It leaves open the possibility that 

it may not be a joy to remember these days.  



And it suggests that maybe some of us are not quite ready or able or willing to be 

grateful for the wilderness, the snakes and scorpions.   Maybe it will take longer to get over 

some of the losses in our life.  But often God sends people our way to stand beside us, like 

spotters for a gymnast, and keep us from falling into the abyss.  The ones who give us the grace 

and freedom to not feel grateful just yet, the space and the support to come to terms with our 

grief and loss and pain in our own time.   And maybe it’s enough for now just to be grateful for 

them. 

We have many things to be thankful for this year, individually, as a church, as a 

community, as a nation.  May we continue to discover a new depth to our experience of God's 

grace, and that we ourselves are becoming deeper in our expressions of grace and gratitude. 

Thanks be to God. 
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