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Are you on the Raptors bandwagon?  I’m not a strong sports 
fan in any sport, really, but I keep watch over what’s happening 
in sports generally.  Last year, however, I was on that Raptors 
bandwagon!  Just like when the Blue Jays won back to back World 
Series, and the various times the national hockey teams, men’s 
and women’s, competed for Olympic Gold. 

Generally, though, I’m cautious when it comes to 
bandwagons.  Anyone who is a Maple Leafs fan, and like me was 
cheering for them when they won the Stanley Club in 1967, 
knows disappointment.  So, you understand that, don’t you, 
being cautious about bandwagons? 

This is a kind of metaphor for life, isn’t it?  Falling or being 
pushed off the bandwagons of life, dealing with disappointment, 
promises apparently unfulfilled, opportunities lost, are among 
life’s challenges. 

Back when I was at Northminster, Jan Bush of Newtonbrook 
United Church, in a fine sermon for the World Day of Prayer, 
reminded us of some of these challenges.  These were challenges 
that many of us have experienced or at least can relate to, 
experiences of disappointment and unfulfilled promises. 

Although she admitted that she isn’t a parent, she reminded 
us of how at 12 to 15 years of age teens suddenly stop talking to 
their parents.  What was acceptable and even laudable behaviour 
by their parents is now greeted with embarrassment, horror, 
even outrage.  Somehow, parents get dumb and very annoying to 
their children.  It will pass, of course.  It’s simply a part of 
growing up and becoming your own person, but for a time it’s 
disappointing. 

And she reminded us from her counselling experience about 
how sometimes spouses stop talking.  There is something that 
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cannot be discussed between them, something that cannot be 
said, cannot be given voice.  It creates a rift, and it feels like a 
covenant has been broken, a promise not kept. 

Most of us can relate to these bruised relationships, even if 
we ourselves have not experienced them.  We can understand 
the pain and disappointment.  Somehow, people fall off the family 
bandwagon. 

Some people also find church difficult.  They too have been 
disappointed.  People have large expectations for the church and 
high hopes, but for some the promises were not fulfilled, needs 
not satisfied.  Something or someone disappointed them.  It 
might have been the people, the minister, the structures, lack of 
clarity and inconsistent norms, decisions made, or not made.  
Somehow, the church didn’t live up to its promise, to 
expectations, and it’s hard to stay on the bandwagon. 

And then, there is God.  Never to doubt God is never to have 
grown up, never to have felt life deeply and profoundly with its 
thirst and hunger and needs, for surely we have all been 
challenged in faith, pushed toward the edge of the bandwagon if 
not off, nudged to the limits of our faith.  Indeed, the difficulties I 
have already mentioned in church and family, and other human 
encounters, can also lead us to doubt the divine encounter, to 
doubt God. 

Israel was there.  Israel was there many times over the 
centuries of ups and downs in faith.  Who could blame them?  The 
passage we read today tells us about one of those times.  We find 
them in the wilderness with no water to drink.i  So, things turned 
ugly.  They panicked.  They got angry.  They turned on Moses, 
and because he was God’s representative, they turned on God.  
“Is God among us or not?”  Moses was so worried at the 
vehemence of their anger that he thought they would stone him.  
“Is God among us or not?” they demanded. 

You can understand that, can’t you?  They were thirsty.  
They had no water.  This was a far cry from their expectations.  
God had promised great things.  Not only would they be saved 
from slavery in Egypt and released from suffering, they would be 
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saved for prosperity, for the Promised Land, a good and broad 
land, a land flowing with milk and honey.ii  They got freedom, but 
they didn’t even have water.  All they had was desert heat and 
sand in their tea, that is, if they had water for tea, which they 
didn’t. 

So they complained.  I understand that.  Don’t you?  They 
complained to Moses, and Moses took their complaint to God. 

Then God acted swiftly and specifically, abruptly and 
decisively with a command and a promise.  A command to act in 
a ludicrous way.  “Hit a rock with a stick,” God said.  And a 
promise that God will act, will preside and will provide.  “I will be 
standing there in front of you.”  God will be present in, with and 
under the action of Moses.  Water came, Israel drank and there 
wasn’t so much as a thank you. 

Moses then named the place as they so often do in scripture.  
He named the place so that they would never forget what had 
happened.  He didn’t name it with one of those holy names like 
Bethel, house of God, or Peniel, face of God.  He named it 
Contest and Quarrel so that they would never forget that at this 
place they quarrelled with God and tested God.  They jumped off 
the bandwagon with both feet. 

That’s what this story is about.  It’s not about the gift of 
water and God’s caring.  God’s promise was never in doubt by the 
recorders of this story.  Indeed, this was not the first time that 
Israel had complained and God had always come through. 

After the crossing of the Red Sea, the first water they found 
was bitter.  They complained to Moses, and God revealed to 
Moses how to make the water sweet.  God then promised to 
protect them and at Elim, they found 12 springs of water.iii 

In the wilderness of Sin, they complained about hunger, and 
God gave them manna and quail.iv 

From the beginning, God looked out for them and provided 
for their needs.  Of this, the recorders were never in doubt.  This 
story is about lack of faith, lack of trust and courage and 
enthusiasm in the face of challenge.  It’s a reminder not to do it 
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again, but to trust God.v 
And some – many – do trust God in the face of adversity, 

even when the fulfilment of promise is distant and opportunities 
few.  The truth is that it is often those under the most adversity 
who trust, those with the least for which to be thankful who give 
thanks, those with the least about which to sing who are the most 
joyful. 

Philip Yancey writes that in his travels around the world he 
has noticed a striking difference in prayers.  “Christians in 
affluent countries tend to pray, ‘Lord, take this trial away from 
us!’  I have heard prisoners, persecuted Christians,” he says, 
“and some who live in very poor countries pray instead, ‘Lord, 
give us the strength to bear this trial.’”vi 

Difficult times can nourish faith and sustain life.  The 
difference is the kind of faith we have. 

George Everett Ross writes that after almost 31 years of 
ministry he has come to believe that there are two kinds of faith.  
One says if and the other says though. 

“’If everything goes well, if my life is prosperous, if I’m 
happy, if no one I love dies, if I’m successful, then I will believe 
in God and say my prayers and go to the church and give what I 
can afford.’  The other says though:  though the cause of evil 
prosper, though I sweat in Gethsemane, though I must drink my 
cup at Calvary – nevertheless, precisely then, I will trust the Lord 
who made me.”vii 

Only the nevertheless faith will carry us through the adverse 
times and keep us secure on the bandwagon of God. 

Before his premature death, Peter Gomes was Preacher to 
Harvard University.  He was a black man and a white friend with 
a sociological mind asked him, “[W]hy black people, who had so 
little to sing about, who knew so little joy in either the wicked 
south or the brutal north, sang so much?  Were they singing 
simply to drive away dull care?  Was this a form of diversion, a 
self-induced ecstasy to kill the throb of a deadening existence?  
Was this an opiate or a primal scream, or a religious form of 
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kicking the dog after a bad day or week or life?  I concluded that 
my friend had read too much Joseph Campbell and not enough of 
the Bible.”viii 

The oppressed sing out of joy.  They sing out of an 
awareness of the closeness of God.  They sing with a joy that 
doesn’t make sense of reality but overcomes it, transcends it, 
overwhelms it.  They know that the message of freedom and 
encouragement in Christ has their name on it. 

As Mahalia Jackson sang, so they all sing, 
I sing because I’m happy, I sing because I’m free, 
For his eye is on the sparrow, and I know he watches 
me.ix 

Adversity, the slowness of God’s promises, the thwarted 
expectations are met with songs sung from God’s bandwagon. 

Nelson Mandela in his autobiography, Long Walk to 
Freedom, tells the story of when he first laid eyes on his 
granddaughter.  He had been in the wilderness of prison on 
Robbins Island for 14 years.  He was at hard labour in the lime 
quarry under the blinding sun and searing heat.  The only thing 
keeping the prisoners from despair were the songs of family and 
home and tribe and the world outside, which they might 
otherwise forget. 

Mandela was seldom allowed visitors but one day his 
daughter came.  She ran across the room and hugged him, a 
woman now who had only been a child when they last met.  Then 
she handed him her child, his granddaughter. 

“To hold a newborn baby, so vulnerable and soft in my 
rough hands, hands that for too long had held only picks and 
shovels, was a profound joy.  I don’t think a man was ever 
happier to hold a baby than I was that day.” 

As was tribal custom, it was his honour to name the child.  
He toyed with many names but settled on Zaziwe, which means 
hope. 

“The name had special meaning for me, for during all my 
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years in prison hope never left me – and now it never would.  I 
was convinced that this child would be a part of a new generation 
of South Africans for whom apartheid would be a distant memory 
– that was my dream.” 

Mandela would stay in the wilderness of prison for another 
13 years but the vision of hope, Zaziwe, sustained him.x 

Contest and Quarrel, the name of that place in the 
wilderness, warns us not to fall off God’s bandwagon again, not to 
test God, nor quarrel with God, but rather to stay on the 
bandwagon with faith, with hope in our hearts and a song on our 
lips. 

How do we do that?  By reminding each other of the Biblical 
story that God has not and will not fail us.  By praying for 
strength to bear up rather than complaining.  By rejoicing in 
God’s loving, providing presence with music and song.  And by 
remembering God’s name, which is love, and the name of God’s 
Son, Jesus, who will save his people, Jesus, the water of life.  “If 
any one thirsts, come to me and drink.”xi 

And be assured as well about the answer to the question, “Is 
God among us or not?”  The answer was, is and always will be 
yes. 

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
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x Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom (Little, Brown, 1995) pp. 495-496, quoted in Philip 
Yancey, op.cit., p. 78-79. 
xi John 7: 37, 38. 


