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This image in the second half of Exodus 17, with Aaron and Hur holding up the arms of Moses, 

is one of the most poignant images in all of Scripture.  It’s one we don’t talk about very often, 

but one I’ve long appreciated.  And, we’re going to come back to that in more detail in a bit.  

What struck me coming into this morning, however, is that I’ve never really thought about the 

contrast that exists between these two stories in Exodus 17.  More specifically, I’ve never really 

considered the question that this contrast poses, to us, about the choices we make in approaching 

those moments in life when things aren’t turning out the way we think they’re supposed to be. 

 

If there is anything that we all already knew 18 months ago, before this Covid-19 reality was 

much of a reality for most of us, it is that things don’t always go as planned.  It doesn’t take long 

for life experience to drive us out of our sheltered childhoods and early sophomoric idealism and 

bring us face to face with the reality that things are not, cannot, and will never be, perfect.  We 

are flawed… others flawed… there is brokenness surrounding us… and things just aren’t always 

easy.  Whether it is as material as the torrential rains that flood our basements or as emotionally 

detrimental as premature death or destructive relationships, our every day is filled with things in 

our lives, in the lives of others around us, and in the communities of which we are a part, that 

aren’t the way we thought they were going to be.  This is news to no one and is something that 

we all knew full-well 18 months ago. 

 

I think the thing that has perhaps been more clarified amidst the realities of these past 18 months, 

however, is how quickly (and frankly how devastatingly), in the wake of those trials, we will 

turn our hearts and minds towards the blame, the ire, and the tearing down of those we’ve 

decided are at fault for the challenges we face. 

 

That, I want to suggest, is the mindset – the approach – that we see coming to fruition in the first 

of these two stories in Exodus 17.  This story of Moses drawing water from a rock is one that 

garners an understandable amount of interest.  The Israelites have been wandering the 

wilderness, have settled camp in Rephidim, and are now finding themselves short on water.  

Thirsty, tired, and frustrated, they have a choice to make about how to approach their 

circumstance.  And, their choice?  Blame it all on Moses!  Now, our attention in this story gets 

rightfully drawn to God’s miracle, carried out through Moses, of drawing water from a rock, but 
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I think it’s important (especially in light of what comes later in this chapter) not to overlook this 

manner in which the Israelites respond in their time of trial.   

 

This story actually repeats itself multiple times in Exodus.  When the Israelites are facing the 

Red Sea with Pharaoh’s army in pursuit…when they are hungry and the manna from heavens 

eventually rains down…here where they are thirsty… the story plays out multiple times in the 

book of Exodus, and each time, the approach by the Israelites is the same.  In the face of trial and 

adversity – strife and struggle – regardless of how many times they’ve seen it play out before, the 

Israelites continually make that choice to respond to the difficulties of the moment by turning 

their eyes – their blame – to Moses.  And, in light of our communal experience these past 18 

months, it’s the contrast between that recurring decision on the part of the Israelites, and the 

image of Aaron and Hur with Moses in the second half of this chapter, that so grabbed my 

attention this week. 

 

In the wake of the Israelites blaming Moses for his perceived failures that they claim created 

their difficulties, the story turns to the moment in which those very people are attacked.  Still 

camped at Rephidim, the Amalekites come forth to battle the Israelites.  A fascinating image is 

painted for us, in this story, with a battle taking place between the armies down in the valley 

while Moses stands on a hill looking down.  Each time Moses raises his arms with the staff of 

God in his hands – the Israelites prevail.  Each time his hands are lowered, the Amalekites 

advanced.  You get this image of this seesawing battle between the armies that ebbed and flowed 

with the ability of Moses to lift his arms. 

 

The challenge, of course, is that your arms get tired after a while.  As the battle carries on, Moses 

is increasingly unable to lift up that staff and the Israelites are more and more at risk.  Things are 

starting to go awry.  Things aren’t setting out the way the people want it to be – and Aaron and 

Hur face that choice.  In the face of this pending turmoil, what is the approach they’re going to 

take?  Are they going to follow the lead of the Israelites when they were thirsty and afraid?  Are 

they going to turn their ire to Moses for his failures as a leader?  Are they going to set their 

blame on the one they’ve decided is at fault?  No!  They set him on a rock to rest his weary legs, 

and they set themselves underneath – one under the right arm and the other under the left – as the 

both figuratively and literally ‘lift up’ their leader as they pave the path for the entire community 

to prevail. 

 

Never before have I noted the contrast that exists in these two stories in the 17th chapter of 

Exodus.  And, the question they pose regarding the approach we’ll choose to take in those 

moments that things don’t quite turn out the way we thought they were going to be, is a question 

that I believe is as prudent today as ever! 

 

There is no question that we all knew full well, 18 months ago, that life was not always going to 

go as planned.  I’m not sure any of us anticipated to nature and extent of the disruption that 

might come, but we all knew that life happens.  That’s news to no one.  And, to an extent, I don’t 

think the blame-game is new to anyone either.  Assigning fault has always been something of a 

second nature to our human condition.  Where I think I’ve been taken aback over the course of 

these past 18 months, however, is just how quickly, how vehemently, and how self-assuredly we 

have turned on one another in a time of unparalleled challenge. 



Page #3 

• Watch the nightly news and you will quickly see that what was once that endless and 

painful litany of reports on violence in the community has been replaced with an endless 

and painful litany of reports on school board meetings that can’t even proceed over the 

voices of those screaming their righteous indignation in the face of those trying to serve 

at time in which there is no roadmap of what’s right and what’s wrong.   

• Take note of the countless stories of those who have been badgered, spat upon, and even 

physically attacked over various rules and mitigations that governments and businesses 

have and have not put in place over the course of the pandemic. 

• Take a look at the social media posts that so maliciously devalue, and even dehumanize, 

those who could possibly look at things in a way different than me. 

• I can’t tell you the number of stories I read and heard about clergy who have left ministry 

in these past 18 months because they just could no longer take the criticism and abuse 

they’d experienced from those who didn’t agree with whatever choices they’ve made, 

and leadership they’ve sought to provide, over the course of these past months. 

 

There is little of which I am sure in the face of the Covid-19 realities that we’ve known in the 

past 18 months, not to mention that which we will learn in the months and years ahead.  There 

are perspectives I’ve held, others I’ve changed, and many more that I know will evolve in the 

coming years.  I am confident that, in the end, I might turn out to have been right in a few things, 

and I am absolutely certain that, that in the end, I will turn out to have been wrong in many.  The 

one thing of which I am truly convinced, however, is that the vast, vast, vast majority of those 

who are seeking to lead us through these difficult times are doing the absolute best that they can. 

 

I’m not saying that there aren’t those out there who would be the exception to the rule.  But, 

from firsthand experience in the life of our church – as I look back upon the dozens, upon 

dozens, upon dozens, of hours spent in meetings, the constant and ceaseless dialog, and the 

countless sleepless nights I’ve spent thinking and praying over what is best for this church – 

from firsthand experience in the microcosm that is our church, I can tell you without a modicum 

of doubt that those who are seeking to lead us through these times, that have no map to follow 

and no textbook to read, are doing the very best that they can with the information and the 

circumstances that they have. 

 

Now, to be clear, I don’t mean to imply that there is never a time to stand up for what we believe 

– there is, and always should be, that moment.  What I am suggesting, however, is that this 

contrast that is painted for us in Exodus 17 – this distinction between those who sought to tear 

down and those who worked to build up – ought to be the among the first questions we ask 

ourselves when life’s tumultuous days arrive.  As I look around at the social media posts, the 

online reports, and the stories on the evening news – the reality is that what I have seen over the 

course of the past 18 months is a painful depiction of how ready and willing we are to follow the 

lead of the Israelites as we seek to tear down those who are doing their best to guide us through 

the wilderness.  And, in its simplest form, I just think we’d be so much better off, as a whole, if 

more of us might be willing to follow the lead of Aaron and Hur as we work to build up those 

who are quickly running out of the energy and strength to stand up to the battle on their own. 

 

 

 


