This has been an exacting week.  God has made true for me my invitation to us, and all week long I have felt, keenly felt, that I have been walking somewhere deep in the wilderness.  Let me explain what I mean.  I have sensed the encroaching presence of the wilderness as I have watched the news.  Our country seems to be the midst of exhausting our planet’s resources and seemingly this is of little importance.  We are in the midst of an economic wilderness where one out of ten homeowners is in danger of losing their home.  And this is not the plight of the just the down and out, but of those who were formerly on solid ground.  We are in the wilderness of business panicking and running rough shod over people just because they can.  I had a small credit card bill with a bank with which I have been a loyal customer, through four mergers, over 15 years.  The outstanding total on my bill was less than $1,500.  Somehow, I made a mistake, I missed a payment.  My interest rate, which was 4%, shot up to 34%.  Now I was in a position to pay the bill off.  But others are not.  This is a wilderness of greed and mismanagement.  Yes, we are in the wilderness, the wilderness of increasing violence in lands far away and on campuses oh so close; yet somehow in the midst of this wilderness our newspapers and televisions are filled first with stories of who had lunch with whom, who had twins and what they are to be named, and who is leading in the Oscar buzz.  

And my week also included an experience of the wilderness as it relates to the capital “C” church.  On Friday I attended a meeting of Lake County churches and pastors, Christian churches and Christian pastors.  The organization that hosted this event is a good organization and its purpose is to draw men and women of faith together to make a difference in our communities.  I have attended these meetings because I believe Jesus was serious when in John 17 on the eve of his crucifixion, just six verses before he is arrested and taken toward his death, he prays that all believers might be one.  

But the capital “C” church seems to be in a season of wilderness because we are not one.  We cannot find a place where we might stand together, where we might minister together.  We are too busy finding fault in how one group worships and how another prays; we are too busy holding up as banner and as a badge our differences instead of seeking the commonalities that call us to cohere in Christ.  The capital “C” church is in a season of wilderness and I felt it keenly Friday when at this meeting all of the senior pastors were invited to gather in a special room and as I walked into a gathering 80 pastors strong, I realized I was the only woman, and further recognized that there were those in that room who did not want me there.  The speaker for this session worked hard to include women of God in his examples of pastoral leadership, but the sighs and the body language of others made me know, as a church we are still in the wilderness.

And some of us, as individuals, have found ourselves in our own personal wilderness.  Each week I am blessed to hear the stories of hurt and heartache, of difficulty and disappointment that come and sit with me in my office or are shared over the phone; stories that you cannot imagine; stories whose author may be sitting next to you in the pew or standing near you at work.  There are beloved men and women in this congregation and in this community who are in the wilderness and who are searching for a story of hope, the story of someone who has gone ahead of them and made it through the wilderness; someone who has come out on the other side. 

And I am so grateful for God’s word because I believe God has provided such a story of hope in an unlikely place in our biblical text.  Numbers 33 does little, save listing the names of the 42 stops along the Israelites wilderness journey from Egypt to the Promised Land.  But, when I look at the names of those places, when I examine the travel log of my ancient brothers and sisters, I see correspondence with the wildernesses journey taking place around us today.  And I see hope.
Along their journey God allows the Israelites to travel through what I will call oasis places.  These are the places whose names are pleasant and whose meaning seems to indicate they were places where God’s people found rest and hope.  The Israelites met an oasis place in Jotbathat, for its name means a place of pleasantness.  They found an oasis place at Hazeroth, a safe place where God met and restored them.  According to the names of the stops along their way, the Israelites found an oasis place at Rimmon Perez where the fragrance of pomegranates in bloom blessed their wilderness weary souls.

I thank God for Oasis places.  Oasis places give us hope.  Oasis places show that God understands the difficulty of our journey and will grace us with places that provide pleasantness along the way.  Though it has been a difficult week, I too found an oasis place last Sunday as I sat with Jim Wallis; an author and leader; a man who considers himself an evangelical Christian.  I listened to Rev. Wallis challenge our political candidates to review the biblical mandate set out in the later verses of Luke 4.  I listened to him suggest that no one who thinks of him or herself as a person of faith ought to endorse a candidate until the candidate had endorsed a platform that responds to Jesus’ call to preach good news to the poor, proclaim freedom to the captives, restore sight to the blind, and enable relief for the oppressed.  It was an oasis place to know that there were men and women of all political stripes in that room who were focused on bringing faith values and political values in line; it was an oasis place to imagine how the principles and the power of the good news might make a difference in how we act as a nation and live out our call to be good news in the midst of the world’s wilderness journey.  On last Sunday evening into my wilderness journey came some hope.
I found an oasis place for the capital “C” church when a older white gentleman from a rather conservative denomination came up to me at that meeting on Friday and said I can see God’s spirit in your eyes and it is not up to me to question why you are a pastor or in this room.  That brother and I are going to have coffee soon.  That gave me hope.
And I find oasis places for my own soul when I gather with you in our coffee hours and when I sense your spirit and desire that together we learn more from one another and about God.  I thank you God for oasis places because they provide for me hope.  
But there are also obstacle places along our wilderness walk, our Lenten journey.  The Israelites encountered obstacle places as well.  Obstacle places like Dopkhah; which means, being knocked down and beaten up.  Obstacle places in our nation’s life that seem to allow good ideas to be beaten up because they were thought of by someone on the other side.  Dopkhah, obstacle places in our world; where that which is right and good seems to be knocked down because it will benefit someone other than us, whoever us is.  

There are obstacle places for the church, obstacles places like Oboth, which means mumbling voice.  Obstacle places where people won’t say what they believe but stand in the shadows and mumble.  Obstacles places like Oboth, like the men who would not sit next to me last Friday but just mumbled about the one woman in the room.  
There are obstacle places for the church when we are Marah, when we are bitter and will not work together for the good of God’s kingdom.  So many obstacle places, and it is hard when we are on our journey in the wilderness, it is hard when we are trying to remain where God has placed us; it is hard and we want to give in and get out.

Oh but when obstacle places rise up, where ever they rise up, we must not run from them, and Paul teaches us why.  In his letter to the church at Rome Paul speaks to those who have chosen to follow Christ, those who have chosen to be counted among the ones who believe Jesus is Lord.  And as he speaks to them, please recognize that they too are in the midst of a wilderness journey; they too are facing obstacle places.  
Without belaboring the point Paul writes to a community of Jewish and Gentile Christians living in Rome under the rule of Emperor Nero.  Nero the Emperor who was known for his cruelty to and violent execution of Christians; Nero, the Emperor who must have been mad for it is thought that he fiddled while Rome burned to the ground; Paul writes to a community of believers in the midst of Nero’s imposed wilderness journey, in the face of obstacles greater than we can imagine, and he says to them; because of what Christ did, because he died and rose again, because he has paid the price once and for all (Paul says this in chapter four); because of your faith in Christ, you have been justified, that means because of what Christ did, you who believe in him, have been made right with God.  And not because of anything we have done, we have been justified because of the atoning work of Christ.  And because we have been made right with God, even in the midst of this mayhem, even in the midst of the wilderness, even in the midst of more mess and more difficulty than we can articulate we may have hope.  
Paul tells those who believe in Rome, and through the presence of his letter he tells you and me today, that in the midst of a wilderness experience, in the midst of facing challenges beyond what can be imagined, we can have hope.  We can have hope, remember that means confident expectation, we can have hope that God is present, that God’s glory is real, that we by the work of Jesus now share in that glory that gives us the reason to rejoice.  We can rejoice in the confident expectation that God is watching and that God knows what’s going on with you and with me, with His church and with this nation, even in our wilderness journeys.  We can rejoice, in hope, that because we have been justified we have access to God’s power, God’s presence and God’s joy.  We can rejoice in hope along our wilderness journeys.  And Paul says one more thing; he says we can and should rejoice even in obstacle places, even in suffering!  

Wait one minute, boast or rejoice in suffering?  Boast or rejoice in the mayhem of Nero’s horror?  Rejoice in the midst of a world where Christ’s church is divided and the world is seemingly without good news?  Rejoice in the middle of a circumstance that has me, has you, pushed to the wall?  Rejoice?  Yes, Paul says boast or rejoice for when we do so in the midst of our challenges, when we do so in the midst of our suffering, in the midst of our wilderness our suffering produces endurance, and our endurance produces God’s approval and God’s approval gives us hope.  And this hope will sustain us, this hope will supply us, this hope will be our source for the days to come; because this hope, this confident expectation rises out of God’s love which is poured into us in our wilderness experiences and every day of our lives so that we may, by the presence of God’s love and God’s Spirit, be able to move into and through our wilderness experiences with hope, with the confident expectation that we will come out on the other side.  

And that’s just where Israel’s journey ends up, the last stop before they moved into the land God had promised them; the last stop as they prepared to inherit what was set up for them before the foundation of the world, their last stop was in the plains of Moab, at the foot of Mount Nebo, and that is translated on the other side.  The Israelites moved through their wilderness journey with hope and God brought them to the other side.  
And just as God moved with his people past the obstacles, through wilderness, to the other side, Paul invites us, as he invited those in Rome to do the same.  When obstacles rise up, when wilderness experiences make themselves all too real, when oasis places are few and far between, Paul invites us to not lose hope.  Paul invites us recognize that this experience is working in us something for the good.  He invites us to see that we have God’s presence and God’s glory, God’s peace and God’s hope.  He invites us to see what we have and to keep on moving, keep moving as a nation, as a church, as the beloved of God; keep moving through the wilderness because with the hope that comes from God, hope that will not disappoint, hope that will not diminish or die; with God’s hope we can and we will get to the other side.
This week as you walk through the fourth week of Lent, I want you to do me a favor.  When you chance upon an oasis place notice it, name it.  Honor God for giving you a Hazeroth, a safe enclosed place.  Praise God for giving you a Mithkah, sweetness in your day.  Glorify God for leading you to an Elim, allowing you to rest under the peace of a palm tree.  Do me a favor this week; when you find yourself in an oasis place name it and thank God for it.

But also notice the obstacle places, the Rissah’s where ruin seems to settle in, the where it is not wanted; where Dibon Gad, to be sorrowful seems to rise out of no where; Bene Jaakan where it seems those on whom you had counted have been twisted out of shape; notice these obstacle places and know that when you are there the  you will have hope; for the words that the choir sang are oh so true; even in obstacle places, especially in the wilderness when with all of our hearts we seek God, we shall surely find God.  When you are in an obstacle place this week have hope, for the one who loves you, the one who plans to bring you to the other side of the wilderness in hope, is as close to you as breath in your body and waits for you, waits for us, to seek him with our hearts so that with calm assurance we can go into the wilderness with hope.
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