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Proper 23A        St. Peter’s Cathedral - Helena 

Exodus 32.1-14 

Psalm 106.1-6, 19-23 

Phil. 4.1-9 

Matthew 22.1-14 

Waiting for a God we can touch 

 

Collect: 

Lord, we pray that your grace may always precede and follow us, that we may continually be given to 

good works; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, 

now and for ever.  Amen. 

 

“The Lord is near.  Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 

thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.  And the peace of God, which surpasses all 

understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen”  

 
Well, the people of Israel are losing patience:  Moses has disappeared on Mt Sinai and days have 

become weeks, then more than a month.  [There is no search and rescue captain Ray Brown ready to 

track Moses down.]  The Israelites are restless and frustrated.   

And you and I?  We know all about that.   I get itchy waiting for the mechanic to finish changing the oil 

in in my car, antsy waiting for exam grades to be returned.  How much more unsettled when we’re 

waiting for a shift in an important relationship, or to carry a long-awaited child to term, or to receive the 

results of a biopsy?  Just this week, some of you have spent time in a waiting room, counting the 

minutes and hours until the surgeon returns with an update.  In these anxious spaces, we recognize how 

tightly waiting is bound up with hoping.  

 And the Israelites?  They are a people defined  by the work of waiting and hoping.  They waited 

in slavery for generations, longing for a taste of freedom.  They followed Moses and left their homes, 

their outdoor kitchens, their vegetable gardens and favorite Nile River swimming holes to take up the 

work of hoping and waiting in the desert.  And now, walking and waiting, waiting and walking, camping 

and waiting…life is monotonous and sandy and dry.  

Today, here we are, at the foot of Mt. Sinai.  (The Israelites don’t know this yet, but this place will sit at 

the heart of Jewish identity This is the mountain where God meet God’s people in a deeper way. Here is 

where we take engagement pictures because the great love story between God and humanity is taking 

root and beginning to grow!  And the pictures we’re about to take  -- they will sit on the mantle of the 

people of God for millennia.)   But the Israelites don’t know any of that.  What they know is that they’re 

feeling abandoned.  They can’t see God, and they can’t see Moses. Can you hear them whispering to one 

another?   

“Maybe a hyena got Moses…he’s taking forever!” 

“If we keep waiting like this, we’ll be waiting until we’re dead!” 

“We need a god who can walk with us out of the desert!  Let’s be real – its been weeks.  Who could 

survive that?  Moses isn’t coming back!”   

The Israelites are in this together, so they pool their most valuable resources as a way to get themselves 

out of the desert. Aaron collects bangles and necklaces and earrings to make a golden calf, a god the 

people can touch.   

There is no text from Moses, no “ten more minutes!” or “almost there!” The desert, a place that seemed 

to promise freedom and escape and hope has become for the Israelites a landscape of confinement; 
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they’re feeling gridlocked, stuck, desperate for change.  And while God’s people grasp at the golden calf 

for reassurance and comfort, God’s heart is broken.  You see, God has been waiting, too.   

Just weeks ago, God had professed to Israel God’s most unguarded hopes: 

“You shall be, you are my treasure, 

 a kingdom of priests.   

        The whole world is mine, but you –  

 you are a people set apart, a holy nation gathered, 

 shaped, upheld by my love” (see Exodus 19:3-8). 

God loves Israel utterly and completely, yet silence emanates from Mt Sinai, and the Israelites fill in the 

gaps, the places where God is apparently not present, with negativity, with a sense of abandonment.  

Maybe you can identify with the hard work of waiting as this congregation prepares for a new Dean.  

Maybe your waiting together is filled with more grace, more reassurance than that of the Israelites.   

You know that I’m already waiting for camp to begin again, and at Camp Marshall – the diocesan camp 

that I direct, we have Grace Camps– our summer sessions for kids with a parent in prison.  Every year, it 

is challenging to provide transportation for the kids who sign up :  campers from Billings, from 

Lewistown, from Bozeman, from Helena.  Whomever drives – I’ve done it, Maggie Stockwell’s done it 

(who else?) – emerges from the van at camp with the kids catatonic, on the verge of collapse.  The kids 

we’re driving have such a hard time waiting to get to camp (-- they’ve anticipated it for so long!), and 

they have so many needs:  some don’t get along with the camper next to them, some get motion 

sickness, others wet their pants.  No one likes to wait.   

This year, we received a grant to charter a school bus to get kids to camp.  The yellow bus we reserved 

was driven by a man from Billings named Robert, and when I called him to help him understand what he 

was getting himself into, told me that he drives a school bus during the week and pastors an African 

American Pentecostal congregation on Sundays and in the evenings.   I didn’t want to talk him out of 

driving, but I did want him to have a realistic sense of what he was getting into.  When I ventured, “do 

you feel comfortable driving such a rambunctious group of kids?” he said “ Sure!  I consider it the 

Lord’s work!”   

So we sent a team of three eager, first year counselors to ride with Robert and 24 campers spread 

out along I-90.  As the drive progressed (stopping in Three Forks, then Helena, then Missoula), I 

received increasingly frantic text messages from the counselors on the bus. Early in the drive, pretzels 

from the lunch bags became projectiles.  Desperate to get off the bus, campers formed a kind of Greek 

chorus echoing pleas for restroom breaks, snack stops, playground time.  (“Restroom breaks, snack 

stops, playground time!”)  Nine excruciating hours in the bus crept by with crushed pretzel in the 

grooves of the bus aisle and in campers’ hair, and I was anxious and apologetic on everyone’s behalf.  

When I saw the bus pull up the hill outside of the camp office, I ran to meet it!  I greeted campers, got 

ready to hug exhausted staff members.  The accordion doors of the bus folded open, and stuffed animals 

and pillows vaulted out, then bouncing duffle bags and suitcases.  Some rumpled middle schoolers 

stretched their bodies out of the bus and started searching for the sleeping bags.  I greeted each camper 

as they emerged, thanking them for pushing through the long trip, pointing out the restroom,.  Then, the 

flow of children stopped as a tiny little guy came down the steps, a boy so small that he could hardly 

step down those enormous black and yellow stairs without help.  I asked his name, and he looked at me 

earnestly for a moment. I wondered, “is he already homesick?  Is he frustrated with the long trip?”  

Then, he smiled at me and said: 

“Thank you for the wondaful wide!”   

Jackson is just barely 8 year old, his dad has been sentenced to life in prison, and he knows something I 

don’t know about how to wait well.  ”Thank you for the wondaful wide!” 
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St. Paul is someone else who knows how to wait.  We know he was struck blind and waited in 

darkness for sight, found himself shipwrecked and waited to be rescued; knew discouragement from 

lack of resources and in disagreements with his closest partners in ministry, and waited for resolution.  

St. Paul practiced the hard work of waiting and hoping in the absence of information or updates.  Just 

now, we heard his advice to the church in Philippi, advice that really would have benefited the Israelites 

in the desert:  Paul says (loose translation) that when anxiety squeezes your rib cage and you’re stuck 

feeling powerless and lonely and you can’t find hope:  pray.  “Let petitions and praises shape your 

worries into prayers.”
1
  Paul recognizes that we are invited to pray every time we anxiety taps on the 

door of our mind or heart, and that this prayer is not a solitary activity.  As the people of God, we meet 

one another in making these prayers.   

The Israelites, though, are taking off their earrings and necklaces without – it seems – even 

discussing the possibility of turning to God.  (Maybe they feel they are not worthy to pray without 

Moses?)  At Camp Marshall, when a camper is irritable, complaining about someone else’s behavior, we 

sometimes remind them: “what you describe, you get more of.”
2
  That’s what Paul is telling us today.  

We’re going to have to wait.  We’re going to feel anxious.  And in those spaces, we can ruminate on our 

impatience and frustration and irritation or desperation.  But we have to remember remember that, “what 

we describe, what we cycle over and over in our minds, we get more of.”  Perhaps, instead, we can think 

of one true thing, one beautiful thing, one undeserved grace that we know right now.   

Can you think of one thing that fits into that category in your own life?  Maybe it is an 

unexpectedly beautiful, reliable friendship, or a walk under the golden leaves, or a tender moment with a 

child who may soon outgrow tender moments; maybe it is the gift of a lovely song.  Paul exhorts us to 

train our words, train our memories, train our attention on what is lovely, what excellent, what is 

authentic, what is true even when those things – as in the desert - seem few and far between.  

You and I, we have so much that the Israelites did not have in the desert waiting.  We have the 

whole story, from beginning to end, so when we are waiting anxiously, we can remind one another that 

the God we know in Christ is a God who could wait no longer.  This God, who invites us into 

friendship, who walks alongside us with patience and grace – this God could not wait to be with us, 

could not wait to touch us, just as the Israelites could not wait to touch their God!  In Jesus, this God 

came to walk and talk, teach and heal and eat by our side.   

Do you remember the story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus?  Jesus was there, listening to 

their disappointed hopes, hearing their heartbreak, their confusion. And Jesus ate with them – they knew 

him in the breaking of the bread.   And Jesus, a God we can touch, meets us at the table too, even here.   

The Israelites’ story is not over!  That sage camp advice,  “what you describe, you get more of,” 

that becomes the people of Israel’s salvation.   God is broken-hearted, despairing on Mt Sinai, ready to 

give up on the Israelites.  And Moses asks God to remember the beautiful, the truthful, the commendable 

promise that God made to a beautiful, lovely (if a bit wayward) people.  “Remember that truthful, that 

excellent, that noble promise,” Moses asks God, “about a people who will be as many as the stars in the 

sky and the grains of sand in the desert?”  “Think about that,” Moses urges.  And God does.  God 

graciously remembers God’s truthful, beautiful promises, and the covenant- God’s relationship with 

God’s people – continues and deepens. 
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  There is an image, in Revelation, of the marriage supper of the lamb, of God’s covenant 

fulfilled as God meets God’s people with joy.  (This is what we’ve been waiting for ever since we took 

those engagement photos!)  How long does God wait for that marriage supper?  How patiently?  How 

consumed is God’s heart with thoughts of God’s excellent and lovely and faithful people?  I wonder if 

you can imagine God, that bridgegroom, having waited so long to be united with you, the people of God, 

and leaning over to you at the banquet table to whisper with a wink:  “thank you for the wondaful wide.”  

I wonder if – in that moment, you and I; I wonder if we could say the same back to God.   

  

  

 

   

  


