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Exodus 17:1-7 (NIV) 
17 The whole Israelite community set out from the Desert of Sin, traveling from place to place 
as the Lord commanded. They camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to 
drink. 2 So they quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water to drink.” 
Moses replied, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you put the Lord to the test?” 
3 But the people were thirsty for water there, and they grumbled against Moses. They said, 
“Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to make us and our children and livestock die of thirst?” 
4 Then Moses cried out to the Lord, “What am I to do with these people? They are almost ready 
to stone me.” 
5 The Lord answered Moses, “Go out in front of the people. Take with you some of the elders of 
Israel and take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. 6 I will stand there 
before you by the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come out of it for the people to 
drink.” So Moses did this in the sight of the elders of Israel. 7 And he called the place Massah 
and Meribah because the Israelites quarreled and because they tested the Lord saying, “Is the 
Lord among us or not?” 
 

Every time a hiker approaches the Kennedy Meadows General Store on the 

Pacific Crest Trail, the crowd on the deck erupts in applause and cheers. There’s 

good reason for that. Each hiker who walks up has completed the 700 mile 

section that is the southern California desert. It is terrain notorious for 20-40 mile 

water carries, rattlesnakes, scorpions, cacti and blistering heat. Putting it nicely, 

it’s a different kind of challenge for most backpackers. Kennedy Meadows 

General Store is the point on the PCT where hikers transition from the desert to 

the Sierra. You can imagine the hikers arrive with a sense of accomplishment and 

a relief. 

According to expert Jaala Freeman in “The Art of Desert Backpacking,” the 

desert is full of plant diversity and wildlife, the landscape is expansive, the 

sunrises are stunning and the overall experience is calming. The desert can be a 

beautiful and rich hiking experience. Rather than being intimidated by the lack of 
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water there, put these tips to use and give yourself the chance to experience a 

completely different side of the backcountry.” 

1) Drink a liter of water at EVERY water source 

Hydration in the desert is a top priority for all backpackers and with an average 

of 17-20 miles between water sources most people are carrying 3-5 liters, or 6-10 

pounds, of water. The more you drink, the less you have to carry. 

According to the summer hiking page by the National Park Service, 

fluid/electrolyte loss can exceed 2 quarts per hour if you hike uphill in direct 

sunlight and during the hottest time of the day. 

2) Wake up and get out early 

At 7am the sun is already in full force, by 9 am it’s unbearable. Wake at 5 am 

and be on the trail by 6 am. We try every day to do 10 miles by 10am. 

3) Siesta from 1-4pm each day 

This is the hottest part of the day! Sometimes you’ll even extend siesta from 12-

5pm, when it’s really hot. Push through such heat and your pace will slow, you’ll 

be guzzling water and the few miles you make won’t be worth the energy you 

expend. So pick a nice shady place, possibly near a water source, take a nap and 

keep hydrating. You can make more miles after 4pm and still camp before the 

sun goes down. 

4) Take a break every 1-2 hours 

This may not be difficult for most people to implement, however this is the 

number one most neglected desert hiking tip. It seems that many people forget to 

take a break if their legs aren’t tired. But your feet are still taking a beating and 

they still need rest. By taking a break every 1-2 hours, even if it’s only 15 
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minutes, you can take your shoes and socks off and elevate your feet. Doing this 

helps prevent your feet from swelling so much that your shoes don’t fit. 

5) Electrolytes 

Drinking water is important, but adding an electrolyte supplement ensures that 

your body can USE that water, because electrolytes are important for muscle 

contractions and nerve signaling. 

 Wondering how the Israelites could come up with electrolytes? There are 

natural sources like lemons and coconut water. 

 By the way, you should also know that National Geographic voted the Sinai 

Trail as the number one new long distance hiking trail in the world. It is 137-

mile-long and runs from the Gulf of Aqaba to the highlands of St Katherine – the 

so-called ‘Roof of Egypt – it connects a number of old trade, travel and 

pilgrimage routes to pass through one of the Middle East’s most iconic 

wildernesses. 

 After the triumphant crossing of the marshland near the Red Sea, we find 

Moses and his charges in a miserable place in our scripture for today. These are 

no modern day tourists hiring Bedouin guides to help them navigate the Sinai 

Trail. These are men and women who have left their Egyptian captivity behind 

for a whole different experience of misery. Can you imagine yourself on that 

journey? There was no orientation giving everyone an itinerary for the trip. It 

seems as we read this section of Exodus that Moses gets his marching orders 

from God only on a need-to-know basis, so the leader is adjusting day-by-day 

just like the people. 

 I wonder how many miles they travelled before the complaining started? It 

reminds me of our family road trips when I was growing up. It didn’t take my 



4 

two brothers long to be at each other, I sat between them in the back seat as a 

kind of human shield. I made a game out of measuring how long we were in the 

car before my mom issued the annual “We will turn this car around!” ultimatum. 

It was a primitive time: no SUV with individual seats with cup holders, no 

A/V system, no iPads with games, no A/C, plastic seats that stuck to your legs, 

and no seat belts. Remember that? Our idea of entertainment back in the day was 

playing the license plate game or I Spy. If you could read without getting car sick 

there were books and magazines to pass the time. Otherwise the people in the 

back seat argue, wrestle, and finally nod off from heat exhaustion. 

As I think back, I don’t remember my dad getting involved in the discipline 

part. His task was to chart the course, to plan for fuel stops, and to consistently 

refuse to stop for any other reason. 

The road trip was so bad for Moses and the Israelites that he named the 

location “Test and Quarrel.” Doesn’t sound like a place you would want to visit, 

does it? “Hey, honey, let’s get dressed up and drive to Test and Quarrel this 

evening for dinner!” “Where do you want to go this year for your birthday?” 

“How about that lovely French bistro in Test and Quarrel?” 

Here’s the running refrain on this Sinai road trip: (Exodus 17:2-4) 

People:  “Give us water to drink!” 

Moses:  Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the Lord? 

People:  Why did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our 

livestock with thirst?” 

Moses:  “Lord, what shall I do with this people? They are almost ready to stone 

me.” 
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 We’ve talked about the physical hardship that Moses and the people were 

experiencing. What about the emotional hardship? Imagine the doubt and fear. 

Instead of being captured by Pharaoh’s soldiers they were being devoured by the 

desert. When God drafted Moses that day by the burning bush he promised 

(Exodus 3:8) “I have come down to rescue my people from the hand of the 

Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a 

land flowing with milk and honey.” Moses repeated that promise to the people on 

the morning after the Passover. It is what shaped their expectations for the 

journey ahead. And what they were experiencing was in direct opposition to 

those expectations. 

Think about the last “desert experience” in your own life—the times when 

your spirit was parched from unanswered prayers. Just how long can you endure 

a reality that seems in every way opposed to God’s promises before doubt begins 

to take hold? What do you suppose they whispered about Moses around the 

campfire at night when they were too hungry and thirsty to sleep? And after 

every cold night came the scorching heat by day. Day after day. 

And what about our fearless leader? You remember, of course, that Moses 

did not want this assignment. He tried his level best to turn it down. Now here he 

was rising long before dawn each day to pray for a water source along their route 

that day, sending Aaron out before breakfast on another water reconnaissance 

expeditions. 

 But never fear! While Moses and Aaron doubled down on practical problem 

solving, God prepared to solve the problem in a way that would be unmistakably 

divine. 
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(Exodus 17:5) And the Lord said to Moses, Go on ahead of the people, and take 
some of the elders with you; take in your hand the staff with which you struck the 
Nile, and go. I will be standing there in front of you on the rock at Horeb. Strike 
the rock, and water will come out of it, so that the people may drink.” 
 

Imagine what happens next! Watching sparkling clear water tumbling from 

the rock that day must have been like watching the rain fall at last in Wichita 

Falls. What was that like? Were there people around here with tears in their eyes? 

Did you run out of the house and stand in the rain? Did you dance?  

For those thirsty desert travelers, water gushing out of a rock was nothing 

short of a miracle. It was a sign that God was with them still. Remember these 

signs and wonders that we are watching for together. In the Bible and in the 

faithful witness of God’s people, signs are understood in two ways: 

 A sign is a visible indicator which points to the invisible power and activity 
of God in the world. 

 A sign supports or reassures faith, but it does not provide the conclusive 
evidence which makes faith unnecessary. Faith will be needed still in the 
journey ahead. 

 
I told you last week about the conclusion of our search for our two new staff 

members and how we were reminded of God’s presence with us in a powerful 

way. 

Here’s a story that Annetta Vaccarella shared with me this week. 

It was 1965 and Annetta was on her way to her bowling league 

on the base when she heard a voice tell her, “Go see Wilma.” It wasn’t 

a voice out in the world, it was a voice in her head but it was clear. 

Wilma was Annetta’s neighbor who was a widow.  
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It was almost time to meet her team at the bowling alley so 

Annetta kept driving. 

“Go see Wilma,” said the voice again. Annetta had spoken to 

Wilma the previous evening. She knew Wilma was fine. “Go see 

Wilma! Go see Wilma!” 

“OK, already!” Annetta said. 

When Annetta rang the doorbell, Wilma came to the door in 

tears. “I don’t know what I’m doing here,” Annetta said. 

“I do,” said Wilma. “I prayed for God to send me an angel and 

He sent you.” 

Wilma had just received a call that her daughter who was a 

college student had been rushed to the hospital in Denton. Wilma’s car 

was in the shop, and she needed someone to drive her to Denton. 

Annetta says there are other stories she could share about God at work in 

her life, but it is possible someone might say it was just a coincidence. But not 

this story. In Annetta’s life, this story is a sign that God cares about the details of 

her life, and that she is called to be God’s partner. 

 Together as a church family we are on the lookout for signs and wonders 

during this time of transition, reminders that God goes with us. Will you join me 

as we pray that God will help us to be watchful in the days ahead? Let us pray. 


