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''LOO KI NG BACKWARD: A HELP OR HI ND RANCE?'' 

EXODUS 16:1-3 

LUKE 9:57-62 

THEY HADN'T BEEN OUT OF EGYPT, AND FREE 

FROM SLAVERY, VERY LONG BEFORE THE PEOPLE 

OF ISRAEL, UNDER THE LEADERSHIP OF MOSES, 

BEGAN TO COMPLAIN. THE BOOK OF Exoou� IN 

THE OLD TESTAMENT PUTS IT THIS WAY--"AND 

THE WHOLE CONGREGATION OF THE PEOPLE OF 

ISRAEL MURMURED AGAINST MOSES AND AARON 

IN THE WILDERNESS." THEY HAD BEEN GONE 

FROM EGYPT FOR SIX WEEKS. 

MOSES DISCOVERED TO HIS SURPRISE THAT GETTING 

THE PEOPLE OUT OF EGYPT WAS AN EASY MATTER 

COMPARED WITH GETTING EGYPT OUT OF THE 

PEOPLE. 

THEY "MURMURED" AGAINST MOSES AND AARON! 

THEY GRIPED) THEY MUTTERED) THEY COMPLAINED. 

THEY HAD LIVED UNDER THE LASH OF SLAVERY) 

BUT NOW MURMURED BECAUSE BREAD WAS SCARCE. 

As THEY LOOKED BACK FROM THE WILDERNESS, 

SLAVERY DIDN'T SEEM SO BAD AFTER ALL. 

FREEDOM HAS ITS RISKS; ITS UNCERTAINTIES, 

WHILE BEING SLAVES) THEY WERE AT LEAST GIVEN 
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BREAD AND WATER. THERE'S A CERTAIN SECURITY 

IN SLAVERY -- ANY KIND OF SLAVERY., AND 

SO THEY LOOKED BACKWARD AND COMPLAINEDJ 

NOT ABOUT SLAVER'YJ BUT ABOUT FREEDOM.-

LET'S LOOK FIRST AT THEIR MURMURING AND 

OURSJ AND THEN AT THEIR FEARS OF FREEDOM 

AND OURSJ FOR THEY ARE CONNECTED TO EACH 

OTHER, 

MURMURERSJ COMPLAINERS ARE STILL WITH US, 

AND IT'S A DISEASE THAT QUICKLY SPREADS. 

IF TH�R� IS ON� C�RONIC COMPLAIN�R IN A 

GROUPJ SOON IT INFECTS EVERYONE, SOMEONE 

WROTE--"THERE'S ONE THING I'M CERTAIN OF: 

MISERY LOVES COMPANY. NOT ONLY DOES IT 

LOVE IT! IT DEMANDS IT! THE MISERABLE 

WANT YOU TO BE MISERABLE TOO! n 

A COMPLAINER IS NEVER SATISFIED. "THE FOOD 

IS TERRIBLE J AND SUCH SMALL PORTIONS, n 

THERE ARE SOME PEOPLE WHO ARE IMPOSSIBLE 

TO PLEASE. ONE ILL-TEMPERED COMPLAINING 

HUSBAND WAS SULLEN AND SILENT AT THE BREAKFAST 

TABLE. "How DO YOU WANT YOUR EGGS COOKED?ll 

ASKED HIS WIFE GENTLY. 
n
0NE FRIED AND ONE 

SCRAMBLEDJ " HE ANSWERED GRUFFLY, WHEN SHE 

PLACED THE EGGS BEFORE HIMJ HE WAS FURIOUS, 
ll

WHAT'S WRONG?
ll 

ASKED HIS WIFE, nvou FRIED 

THE WRONG E.GG!
n 

HE SNAPPED, 

MOST COMPLAINERS ARE BACKWARD LOOKERS AND 
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THEIR KIND OF LOOKING BACKWARD KEEPS THEM 

FROM APPRECIATING THE PRESENT AND FROM GOING 

FORWARD. EVERYTHING WAS ALWAYS BETTER BACK 

THEN--AT LEAST THAT'S WHAT THEY SAY. THE 

PRESENT IS NEVER GOOD AND THEY ARE EVEN 

MORE AFRAID OF THE FUTURE. OF COURSE THE 

PASTJ WHEN THEY LIVED IN IT WAS NEVER GOOD 

EITHER� 

FOR THE COMPLAINERJ THERE'S TOO MUCH RAINJ 

THEN NOT ENOUGH. THE WEATHER IS EITHER 

TOO HOT OR TOO COLD. CHRONIC COMPLAINING 

ACCOMPL ISHES NOTH ING EXC�PT TO MAK� MOR� 

PEOPLE MISERABLE1 

OUR TENDENCY TO LOOK BACKWARD AND THEN 

COMPLAIN ABOUT THE PRESENT IS PART OF WHAT 

THE CHRISTIAN FAITH DESCRIBES AS ORIGINAL 

SIN. C.S. LEWIS SAYS SOMEWHERE THAT WE 

COME INTO THIS WORLD WITH "BENT SPIRITSJ " 

AT ODDS WITH THE VERY STRUCTURE OF REALITY 

AS IT IS GIVEN TO US. 

THE COMPLAINER SEEMS ALWAYS TO BE AT ODDS 

WITH LIFE AS IT IS GIVEN. I HAVE REFERRED 

BEFORE TO KAREN HORNEY'S FAMOUS DISTINCTION 

BETWEEN A PSYCHOTIC AND A NEUROTIC. "A 

PSYCHOTICJ " SHE SAIDJ "IS A PERSON WHO SAYS: 

'TWO PLUS TWO IS FIVE;' THAT ISJ THEY ARE 

COMPLETELY OUT OF TOUCH WITH REALITY. A 

NEUROTICJ HOWEVER IS A PERSON WHO SAYS: 

'TWO PLUS TWO IS FOURJ BUT I DO NOT LIKE 
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IT! '" THERE IS SOMETHING ABOUT THE WAY 

LIFE IS PUT TOGETHER THAT NEVER SEEMS TO 

SUIT THEM, THEY ALWAYS HAVE SOMETHING TO 

COMPLAIN ABOUT. THEY ARE ALWAYS AFRAID. 

"WHAT A BEAUTIFUL DAY IT IS>" YOU SAY TO 

SUCH A PERSON, AND HE REPLIES> "BUT I HEAR 

IT'S GOING TO RAIN TOMORROW. "  COMPLAINERS 

DON'T LIKE THE PRESENT> BUT THEY DISLIKE 

CHANGE EVEN MORE. 

THERE ARE TWO GIVENS AT THIS POINT WHICH 

COMPLAINERS ALWAYS �ORG�T. T�� �IRST IS 

THE FACT THAT CHANGE IS A FUNDAMENTAL 

CHARACTERISTIC OF LIFE AS WE EXPERIENCE 

IT HOUR BY HOUR AND DAY BY DAY. NOTHING 

REMAINS EXACTLY THE SAME FOREVER. OUR 

BODIESJ FOR EXAMPLEJ ARE CONTINUALLY 

UNDERGOING REAL> IF LARGELY IMPERCEPTIBLE> 

ALTERNATIONS. CHANGE IS THE CONSISTENT 

ELEMENT OF EXISTENCE AS WE KNOW IT. 

THE OTHER GIVEN IN THIS AREA IS THAT CHANGE 

BY ITS VERY NATURE INVOLVES LOSS AND GAIN. 

THINK ABOUT IT FOR A MOMENT. FOR SOMETHING 

TO QUALIFY FOR THE NOUN "CHANGE>" THERE 

MUST BE AN EXPER-IENCE OF BOTH LOSS AND GAIN. 

THIS MEANS THAT YOU GET SOMETHING YOU DID 

NOT HAVE AND GIVE UP SOMETHING THAT YOU 

DID HAVE. IF BOTH OF THESE DIMENSIONS ARE 

NOT PRESENTJ THEN THE EXPERIENCE IN QUESTION 

IS N-OT A GENUINE .CHANGE. 
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THUS THE COMPLAINERS) THE MURMURERS) ARE 

OFTEN THOSE WHO ARE WAGING A LIFE-LONG WAR 

AGAINST THE PROCESS OF CHANGE; THEY ARE 

THOSE WHO NEVER COME TO TERMS WITH THIS 

THING THAT HAPPENS TO OUR BODIES) OUR 

INSTITUTIONS) OUR RELATIONSHIPS) TO 

EVERYTHING. 

THEY WANT TO BELIEVE THAT IF YOU LEAVE 

THINGS ALONE) YOU LEAVE THEM AS THEY ARE 

WITH NO CHANGE. BUT YOU DO NOT. IF YOU 

LEAVE A THING ALONEJ YOU LEAVE IT TO A 

TORRENT OF CHANGE. IF YOU LEAVE A W�ITE 

POST ALONEJ IT WILL SOON BE A BLACK POST. 

IF YOU PARTICULARLY WANT IT TO BE WHITE) 

YOU MUST ALWAYS BE PAINTING IT AGAIN, 

So LOOKING BACK AND LONGING FOR THE PAST 

CAN COME IN LARGE PART FROM OUR FEAR OF 

CHANGE AND IT CAN LEAD TO MURMURING) TO 

COMPLAINING) AND ALL THAT DOES IS TO MAKE 

THINGS WORSE, As JESUS SAID IN ONE PLACE-­

nNo ONE WHO PUTS HIS OR HER HAND TO THE 

PLOW AND LOOKS BACKJ IS FIT FOR THE KINGDOM 

OF Gon.n 

SECONDLY) LIKE THE ISRAELITESJ OUR MURMURING 

MAY BE A COVER FOR OUR FEAR OF FREEDOM. 

THERE IS A PART O·F ALL OF US THAT IS AFRAID 

TO BE FREE--FOR TO BE FREE IS TO GIVE UP 

A CERTAIN AMOUNT OF SECURITY, SOMETIMES 

WE ASK IN DISMAY HOW TYRANT AFTER TYRANT 
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COULD COME TO CONTROL SO MANY PEOPLE AT 

SO MANY POINTS IN HISTORY, THE ANSWER IN 

PART IS THAT WE HUMAN BEINGS ARE OFTEN 

AFRAID TO BE FREE. FREEDOM ALWAYS IMPLIES 

RESPONSIBILITY. So WE ALL HAVE OUR 
u

EGYPTS, u 

EVEN OUR SLAVERIES, AND OUR ABUSERS THAT 

WE FIND IT DIFFICULT TO LEAVE BEHIND BECAUSE 

TH-EY REPRESENT TO US SECURITY. 

ASK YOURSELF THIS MORNING--uWHAT 'EGYPT' 

WITHIN MY LIFE DO I FIND IT HARD TO ABANDON? 

WHY? PERHAPS YOUR FEAR OF FREEDOM, AND 

WITH IT YOUR FEAR OF CHANGE� KEEPS YOU FROM 

LOOKING FORWARD WITH HOPE AND AT THE SAME 

TIME CAUSES YOU TO ROMANTICIZE THE PAST. 

ISRAEL'S TIME IN SLAVERY IN EGYPT WAS NOT 

NEARLY AS GOOD AS THEY LATER IMAGED IT TO 

BE. I.N THE SAME WAY, SOME OF -YOUR SLAVER'! ES, 

AND MINE AREN'T NEARLY AS GOOD AS WE IMAGINE 

THEM TO BE, BUT THEY GIVE US A FEELING OF 

SECURITY, 

. YOUR uEGYPT
u 

MAY BE A PLACE WHERE YOU ONCE 

LIV-EDJ BUT SINCE HAVE LEFT, BUT YOU CANNOT 

LET IT GO, OR IT MAY BE WHERE YOU NOW LIVE 

AND KNOW YOU SHOULD MOVE ON, BUT CANNOT 

BECAUSE OF YOUR FEAR OF LOSING YOUR SECURITY, 

YOUR llEGYPTll 
MAY BE A JOB YOU ONCE HELD, 

OR A JOB YOU NOW HOLD AND SHOULD LET GO, 

BUT ARE AFRAID,. 

YOUR "EGYPT" CAN BE ANYTHING THAT IS DIFFICULT 
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FOR YOU TO LET GO TO LEAVE BEHIND1 EVEN 

YOUR GRUDGES OR YOUR HATES, OR YOUR 

UNWILLINGNESS TO FORGIVE. WHATEVER YOUR 

"EGYPT" IS1 IF IT CAUSES YOU TO CONTINUALLY 

LOOK BACKWARD AND THEREFORE IN A HINDRANCE1 

LET IT GO. THAT KIND OF BACKWARD LOOKING 

IS NEVER A HELP, 

REMEMBER TOO THAT WHEN YOU LEAVE YOUR "EGYPT" 

BEHIND1 YOU MAY EXPERIENCE A SENSE OF LOSS, 

EVEN IF THAT "EGYPT" WAS AN UNPLEASANT 

EXPERIENCE. LIKE THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL, 

TO GET TO THE PROMISED LAND YOU HAVE TO 

PASS THROUGH THE WILDERNESS. HERE IN THE 

WILDERNESS THEY EXPERIENCED THE GRIEF OF 

LOSS. AND THEY HAD TO PASS THROUG.H THAT 

GRIEF AND DEAL WITH IT BEFORE THEY COULD 

ENTER THE PROMISED LAND. 

THE WILDERNESS IS SOMETHING YOU CANNOT RUN 

FROM. You NEED TO GO THROUGH THE WILDERNESS-­

THERE I.S NO WAY AROUND IT. THERE IS ALWAYS 

A DIMENSION OF LOSS IN A SIGNIFICANT CHANGE 

EXPERIENCE--SOMETIMES SO OVERWHELMING THAT 

YOU DO NOT THINK YOU CAN STAND IT. BUT 

IF YOU RUN FROM THIS ASPECT OF IT--THAT 

IS1 TRY TO AVOID OR EVADE THE PAIN1 YOU 

WIND UP MISSING THE OTHER ASPECT OF CHANGE1 

NAMELY, THE GAIN THAT ALWAYS IS AN INHERENT 

PART OF IT TOO. THERE IS NO GAIN WITHOUT 

PAIN, 

FR EDER I CK BUECHNE·R TELLS OF HAY I NG .HAD A 
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PROFESS-OR IN COLLEGE WHOSE WIFE DIED 

UNEXPECTEDLY AT SEVEN O'CLOCK ONE EVENING, 

THE NEXT MORNING AT EIGHT O'CLOCK SHARP) 

THAT PROFESSOR APPEARED IN THE CLASSROOM 

AND GAVE HIS LECTURE AS IF NOTHING HAD 

HAPPENED,. IN FACT HE NEVER BROKE STRIDE 

FROM THAT DAY FORWARD AS FAR AS ANYBODY 

KNEW, AN ENORMOUS CHANGE HAD OCCURRED IN 

THIS MAN'S LIFEJ BUT HE RESPONDED BY 

STONEWALLING THE WHOLE THING) AND AS A 

RESULT NEVER GOT OVER IT, 

JOHN CLAYPOOL� A MINISTER THAT I APPRECIATE 

VERY MUCH FOR HIS.WRITINGJ SAID THAT HE 

WAS HONESTLY TEMPTED TO RESPOND TO HIS OWN 

WORST EXPERIENCE OF CHANGE IN- THE WAY THAT 

THIS PROFESSOR RESPONDED TO HIS WIFE'S 

DEATH, 

WHEN CLAYPOOL'S TEN-YEAR-OLD DAUGHTER DIED 

OF LEUKEMIAJ THERE WERE SOME PEOPLE WHO 

WANTED HIM TO JUMP RIGHT BACK IN THE PULPIT 

AND SAY THAT IT WAS REALLY NOT SO BAD AFTER 

ALL, THEIR FEARS AND DESIRES NOT TO HAVE 

TO STRUGGLE CALLED FOR THIS SORT OF RESPONSE. 

BUT HE DID NOT CHOOSE TO DO IT THAT WAY. 

THEIR DAUGHTER� LAURA LUEJ DIED ON SATURDAY 

NIGHT AND HE DID NOT SHOW UP THE NEXT MORNING 

TO PREACH AS IF NOTHING HAD HAPPENED. THAT 

MIGHT. HAVE BEEN EASIER FOR SOME PEOPLEJ 

BUT SOMETHING DEEP WITHIN HIM SAID IT WOULD 

NOT BE BETTER. RATHER) HE DARED TO FEEL 
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ALL THERE WAS TO FEEL AT THAT MOMENT IN 

TERMS O.F LOSS, AND IN ALL HONESTY IT WAS 

HELL, 

HE SAID THAT TO LIVE INTO ALL THE FEELINGS 
,-

0 F WHAT HE HAD HAD AND NOW WHAT HE HAD LOSTJ 

TO LOOK IN THE FACEJ THE FACTJ THAT INTERACTION 

WITH THAT PERSON IN HISTORY WAS NOW OVER--

IT LITERALLY BROKE HIS HEART, HE DID NOT 

TRY TO PREACH FOR SIX WEEKS, 

BY EXPERIENCING THE LOSSJ BY NOT TRYING 

TO RUN �ROM IT� GOT � IM IN TOUC� W IT� T�� 

OTHER SIDE OF CHANGE, HE SAID THAT HE 

LEARNED THAT GOD CAN BE COUNTED ON IN THE 

W·ORST AND MOST TERRIBLE OF TIMES., IN HIS 

OWN WORDSJ "WHEN I GOT TO THE PLACE THAT 

AHEAD OF TIME I THOUGHT I COULD NOT STANDJ 

BEHOLDJ STRENGTH I HAD NEVER KNOWN BEFORE 

WAS THEREJ NOT A MOMENT TOO SOON OR A MOMENT 

TOO LATE, AND WHAT A CONSOLATION THAT IS 

IN RELATION TO FUTURE POSSIBILITIES. IF 

GOD WAS FOR ME IN THAT KIND OF TRAUMA-­

AND GOD SURELY WAS--WHAT DO I HAVE TO FEAR 

IN THE GREAT Nor YET? WHO OR WHAT CAN BE 

AGAINST ME WITH THAT KIND OF ALLY?" 

AND THEN HE SAIDJ " I  LEARNED THAT THERE 

WAS ALWAYS OPTIONS ON THE OTHER SIDE OF 

TRAUMA, THEY MAY NOT BE WHAT YOU MOST WANT 

OR WOULD HAVE CHOSENJ BUT AS LONG AS YOU 

FIND YOURSELF BREATHINGJ THAT MEANS THAT 
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GOD S"TILL HAS A FUTURE FOR YOU--THERE ARE 

STILL THINGS THAT CAN BE DONE WITH WHAT 

Is LE FT I // 

ul REMEMBER VIVIDLY SITTING IN A RESTAURANT 

SOME SIX WEEKS AFTER LAURA LUE DIED WITH 

MY WIFE AND SON . . I LOOKED AT THE EMPTY 

CHAIR AT THE TABLE AND THOUGHT MY HEART 

WOULD BREAK. SHE WAS NOT�-wouLD NEVER BE-­

THERE AGAINJ AND FOR A MOMENT THERE DID 

NOT SEEM ANYTHING LEFT TO LIVE FOR. AND 

THEN I LOOKED- AT MY SON AND SAID TO MYSELF) 
1 BUT WAI.T! 1 THERE HE IS., REPRESENTATIVE 

OF ALL THAT IS LEFT. To GIVE UP WOULD BE 

TO SAY TO HIM: LAURA LUE WAS ALL THAT 

MATTERED) AND THAT IS NOT TRUE!
u 

IT WAS IN THE WILDERNESS THAT CLAYPOOL 

DISCOVERED A DEEPER TRUST IN Goo THAN HE 

HAD EVER KNOWN BEFORE. 

So TOO FOR THE ISRAELITES WITH MOSES AS 

THEIR LEADER. IN THE WILDERNESS) AFTER 

THEY STOPPED MURMURING AND COMPLAINING-­

ONCE THEY STOPPED LONGING FOR EGYPTJ THEY 

FOUND A DEEPER EXPERIENCE OF GOD THAN THEY 

HAD EVER KNOWN BEFORE. 

FURTHERMORE) THIS LED THEM TO DISCOVER THAT 

THERE CAN BE A KIND OF LOOKING BACK WHICH 

IS A HELP AND NOT A HINDRANCE .. THERE IS 

A KIND OF LOOKING BACK FROM WHICH WE CAN 

DRAW STRENGTH. 
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THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL COULD NOT LOOK BACK 

. AND SEE THAT GOD HAD LED THEM OUT OF SLAVERY 

AND THAT GOD -WAS WITH THEM IN THE WILDERNESS, 

IN FACT) IN BOTH THE OLD AND NEW TESTAMENTS 

OF THE BIBLE J TO REMEMBER IN ·TH IS SENSE 

HAS A CENTRAL PLACE, AND ALL REMEMBERING 

I.S A FORM OF LOOKING BACK. THERE ARE 

MEMORIES THAT NOURISH US AND MEMORIES THAT 

CAN DESTR·OY us I 

Goon LOOKING BACK OFFERS GOOD GUIDANCE AND 

HOPE. WE'VE ALL HAD THE EXPERIENCE THAT 

IN TIMES OF DISTRESS, �AILU RE, AND DEPRESSION, 

IT IS THE GOOD MEMORIES ·wH I CH GI VE US NEW 

CONFIDENCE AND HOPE. 

THAT'S WHAT THE PROPH.ETS FREQUENTLY DID 

FOR ISRAEL--THEY REMINDED THE PEOPLE HOW 

GOD HAD LED THEM OUT OF SLAVERY; HOW GOD 

HAD FED THEM IN THE WILDERNESS. THIS MEMORY 

ALSO WAS TO GUIDE THEM IN THEIR TREATMENT 

OF OTHERS--"Do NOT MISTREAT STRANGERS) 

REMEMBER THAT ONCE YOU WERE A STRANGER." 

BY REMINDING THE PEOPLE OF THE MISERY OF 

SLAVERY AND THE LIBERATING LOVE OF GoDJ 

THE PROPHETS OF ISRAEL MOTIVATED THEM TO 

MOVE FORWARD) AND CHALLENGED THEM TO HONOR 

THEI·R MEMORY BY THEIR BEHAVIOR, 

THERE IS ONE KIND OF LOOKING BACK) REPRESENTED 

BY THE COMPLAINTS OF THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL) 

WHIC.H HOLDS US BACK AND MAKES US FEAR THE 

FUTURE. BUT THERE IS ANOTHER KIND OF LOOKING 
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BACK WHICH MOVES US FORWARD WITH HOPE. IT 

IS THIS KIND OF LOOKING BACK THAT WEJ AS 

CHRISTIANSJ CAN PRACTICE. WE REMEMBER THAT 

GOD HAS BEEN WITH US IN THE PASTJ AND 

THEREFORE WE ARE CERTAIN THAT Goo IS WITH 

US IN THE PRESENT AND IN THE FUTURE. 

So OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH REMINDS US THAT OUR 

MEMORIESJ OUR LOOKING BACKJ CAN GIVE US 

GUIDANCE. THEY CAN BE A BLUEPRINT FOR THE 

PRESENT AND THE FUTURE. THEY CAN HELP US 

TO MOVE FORWARD AND BE FAITHFUL TO THE 

VISION WH.ICH MADE US LEAVE THE LAND OF 

SLAVERYJ AND OBEDIENT TO THE CALL WHICH 

SAYS THAT THE PROMISED LAND IS STILL AHEAD 

OF us. AMEN. 


