
Massah & Meribah

Exodus 17:1-7; Psalm 78:1-4, 12-16; Philippians 2:1-13; Matthew 21:23-32

The reading from the Hebrew Scriptures this morning takes place almost immediately after

God leads the People of Israel with Moses as an intermediary across the Red Sea. The threat of the

Egyptian army has been annihilated by the waters of the sea closing over them. Miriam sang “Sing to

the Lord, for he has risen up in triumph: horse and rider he has hurled into the sea.” (Ex 15:21) 

The notes of her song have barely ended and the very next story begins with the people

complaining about “bitter” water. By Chapter 17, our reading for today the people are so angry with

God that Moses complains to God, “What shall I do with these people? In a moment they will be

stoning me.” For some reason our ability to praise God seems to only be when we think we are

getting what we want from God.

In contrast to that way of thinking is our reading today from Philippians, Paul’s great hymn to

Christ. We’re not sure what the particular problems were in First Church Philippi that occasioned the

writing of this letter, but we can guess, reading between the lines, that the main problem is unity. Are

you surprised? I doubt it. If you have been around the church a while, like the Israelites who were

grumbling in the wilderness, in any congregation unity is always a work in progress for a church. 

Sometimes divisions occur because of our different backgrounds and circumstances.

Economic level, educational background, geographical origin, language, gender, orientation, race.

The list of reasons for our divisions can be long. 

One church consultant commented that, “There’s no such thing as a large congregation.

There’s only a church composed of dozens of small ‘churches’ that happen to meet at the same

location at the same time.”

Any event can be a cause for division. A congregation was debating whether or not they
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should have an additional service of worship. They had a traditional service; should they create a

new service with contemporary music? Those of you who have been here for a while may remember

the struggle we had in adding a contemporary service.

The main argument against an additional service at a different time in the aforementioned

church was, “But that would divide our congregation. I don’t like the idea of splitting us up. It’s so

important for all of us to gather at the same time, in the same way.”

Someone else countered, “We are already divided. We have different age groups, differing

tastes in music, opposing theologies. Right now, having only one option for worship means that we

have decided to let those for whom this is an inconvenient hour, or those who don’t like the traditional

style of worship, to be absent. Wouldn’t it be better to admit that we’re already divided?”

Sometimes what passes for “unity” is just a situation in which dissenting voices have been

suppressed, disagreement has been papered over, and dissidents have been encouraged to just

fade away.

So Paul’s got a problem on his hands in speaking to the issue of disunity. But notice how Paul

attempts to minister to the divisions and factions in a church. He doesn’t name and tackle the

disagreements directly. He doesn’t try to position himself on one side or the other, mounting his

arguments for and against. Paul doesn’t even attempt to find some elusive middle ground or

moderating position.

Rather, what Paul does is quote from what we believe to be a popular early Christian hymn.

That’s our scripture for today.

Though he was in the form of God, he did not consider being equal with God something to exploit.

But he emptied himself by taking the form of a slave and by becoming like human beings.
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When he found himself in the form of a human, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of

death, even death on a cross.

Paul doesn’t talk directly about the divisions; he sings about the glory of Jesus Christ. We

think this hymn was sung in the Philippian congregation, sung by heart in the deepest sense of the

word. Don’t you find it interesting that Paul addresses unity by singing to Christ?

A skilled choir director once said to a minister that she thought that many people in town

joined her demanding, excellent choir out of their desire for unity. “Lots of people are so sad about

the divisions in our town, in our nation. They are concerned, but they don’t know what to do about it.

The act of being with a group of people, people with whom you are only barely acquainted, and

attempting to sing the same notes, in the same rhythm, is a healing experience.”

Maybe we must sing our way into unity.

To push the analogy a bit further, what happens when we join our voices as one and sing a

hymn here on Sunday? We are different people who have differing talents for singing, who have

differing musical experiences and tastes, but we all submit ourselves to sing the same notes at the

same time. And the harmony is wonderful.

Will Willimon writes: “I remember the Easter when I preached as skillfully as I knew how on the

resurrection, a sermon about how (as today’s scripture says):

God highly honored him  and gave him a name above all names, so that at the name of Jesus everyone

in heaven, on earth, and under the earth might bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the

glory of God the Father.

After the sermon, a departing worshipper said, “Good sermon, preacher. But don’t you think

that on a Sunday like Easter, music is more to the point?”
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I thought she was exactly right. There is some truth so deep, so glorious, mysterious and

wonderful, that only singing can do it justice.”

And that’s the sort of truth that Paul pushes toward the Philippians in the midst of their

divisions. He doesn’t say, “Aren’t you ashamed that you are picking sides and having a nasty church

fight? You ought to act more like Christians!” 

Paul says, “Myrtle, get on the piano bench. Let’s sing that favorite old hymn, ‘He Emptied

Himself for Us.’” 

Paul is bold to tell this divided congregation, “Adopt the attitude that was in Christ Jesus.” Paul

tells them that he wants them to inculcate the spirit of Christ, to think like Christ thinks, do what Christ

did and does. 

Canada has some striking, fierce divisions. This city has its gaps, walls, big divides. How is it

possible for a group of folk like us to gather and sing off the same page, so to speak? 

It is an affirmation of faith that Jesus Christ makes possible that which the world considers

impossible. Christ has called us not only to believe in him but also to follow him, even more, to

emulate him, to engage in the same moves in our lives that characterized his life. To sing the notes

that he sung. It is a claim of our faith that Christ not only commands us to live together, minister

together as one, but also enables us to do what he commands. The Holy Spirit becomes the water

from the rock that heals our wounds, bridges our boundaries, and closes our gaps. 

Our church is called to be a showcase for what God can do. The world is quite right to look at

us and see an organization that is markedly different from the world. 

The pagan Roman world looked at the early church and marveled that here was a group of

people that wasn’t organized as the world organized itself—on the basis of family, gender, class, and

money. The surrounding Roman culture said, “See how they love each other!” Alas, now too often
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the world looks at congregations today and exclaims, “Look how they fight with each other. Look at

how they test and quarrel with God.”

How is it possible for a diverse congregation like ours to sing with one voice, to believe with

one heart? It’s impossible—unless Jesus Christ really is the true “form of God.” We are many, but we

have been gathered here, congregated, by one wish, to follow the way of Christ. We are divided by

many different political, social, gendered points of view, but we are all here to focus more intently and

singularly on our faith. We have come from many different places, but we are all attempting to walk in

the same direction—toward the one who has come toward us.

Jim Collins, in his best-selling book Good to Great, documents well how great American

companies lose their way and decline because they lose their originating focus. They take their eye

off the ball. Collins comes up with his “hedgehog principle,” which is basically “keep the main thing

the main thing.” When a company loses its focus, it breaks apart into bickering, infighting, turf

protection, and confusion of direction. A company, to thrive, must be able clearly to articulate, “this is

who we are, this is what we do, and this is what we don’t do and who we don’t try to be.”

With much more eloquent words, Philippians encourages the church to sing that our focus, our

originating cause, our great mission is Jesus Christ. He was God, but God in a certain form, God

drawing all sorts of people into the realm of God. And Paul dares to urge these Philippians, with

whatever persecution they were suffering, in whatever circumstances of disunity they found

themselves:

Complete my joy by thinking the same way, having the same love, being united, and agreeing with each

other. Don’t do anything for selfish purposes, but with humility think of others as better than yourselves. Instead

of each person watching out for their own good, watch out for what is better for others. Adopt the attitude that
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was in Christ Jesus.  Maybe if the Israelites had known Jesus, the wandering, quarreling and testing

might not have been so long. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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