
They say the human brain is 75% 
water. If that is true no wonder we 
forget who we are when we are 
thirsty. No wonder thirst impairs us 
from good decision-making. If we 
are 3/4 water and we are losing 
who we are when we thirst no 
wonder we forget. When we are 
unsure about where our next drink 
will come, when the numbers and 
resources are falling short, we are 
quick to forget the ways in which 
God has remained with us and 
blessed us through both drought 
and harvest, famine and feast. No 
wonder the Israelites quarreled 
with Moses. No wonder churches 
get distracted by petty arguments. 
It doesn’t take much for us to 
forget. 

I know one church that argued 
more over changing the brand of 
coffee they brew on Sunday 
mornings than when they began 
ordaining women as deacons. We 
had two or three church council 
meetings a few years ago to 
resolve the issue of whether or not 
to turn off the copier in the office 
after office hours. I believe it was 
Judd Edwards (my predecessor) 
who told me one of the biggest 

church fights this church has ever 
gone through was when he chose 
to continue wearing a robe in 
worship on Sundays. Guy Sales, 
the pastor before Judd, had robed. 
When Judd continued that tradition 
about 25 people left the church. 

Whenever we read about the 
Israelites in the wilderness 
murmuring or quarreling… angry 
with Moses we tend to think of how 
petty they were— like a church 
arguing over coffee or robes. How 
short is their memory? God had 
just saved them from Egypt. Days 
before this Moses parted the seas 
and the people walked through on 
dry land. In the chapter before this 
manna and quail appeared 
miraculously for them to eat. And 
now they’re complaining again? 
Really? 

But, that’s not really a fair to the 
Israelites. To be fair we need to 
take their trauma into account. 
They're arguing and quarreling, 
sure. We tend to dismiss their 
thirst. That’s not really something 
to dismiss. They are in the 
desert… the wilderness. It doesn’t 
take long for dehydration to take 
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effect. Think about how important 
water is— the brain is 75% water.
The people were thirsty; maybe 
even dehydrated. It doesn’t take 
long for dehydration to take effect. 
Roughly 65-70% of our body is 
made up of water. By the time we 
feel thirsty, we have lost over 1% 
of our total amount of water. 

Yes, God has carried them out of 
Egypt…. rescued them upon the 
wings of Eagles. They have been 
set free from slavery. But, the 
journey out of bondage is not 
without risk. It’s no easy journey. 
These are people who are used to 
being slaves… brought up to be 
broken… never have they been 
anything else. They have no 
creative impulse for freedom. And 
now they are fighting for their lives 
in the wilderness. They’re worried. 
They see the effects of minimal 
food and no water on their 
children. They’re worried that at 
any minute they might see 
Pharaoh’s chariots on the horizon. 
Yes, they’re quarreling, but let’s try 
to understand where they’re 
coming from. They were in poverty.

Indeed, research from the last few 
decades has given us a better 
understanding of the impoverished 
brain. Poverty has an effect on our 
brains. It stymies brain growth in 

children. Chronic stress makes it 
difficult to make good decisions. 
And what about the effects of 
dehydration? Dehydration leads to 
confusion. So you combine 
confusion and the effects of 
chronic stress on these people in 
the wilderness and maybe we can 
begin to understand why they 
forget what they know to be true. 
The truth is:  they are God’s 
people; sons and daughters of 
Abraham. The rescued of God. 
Adopted into the family… God’s 
chosen ones. Beloved children of 
their maker. But, it’s easy to forget 
all this when you’re on the run. 
When you’re grieving. When you’re 
in pain. When all you can focus on 
is the thirst, we forget the God who 
brings the waters of life. God is 
leading the people into a radical 
freedom they have never known. 
They are heading through the 
wilderness into an openness they 
could never have imagined in their 
old lives as slaves. 

This story has a flow to it, as many 
of the wilderness stories do, that 
lacks structure and agenda. It’s as 
if God is excited about this radical 
openness as they head out into the 
future together. God isn’t going by 
the script. There’s some 
improvisation happing here. The 
back and forth between God and 
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Moses is like the back and forth of 
players on an improv stage. Moses 
says, “They’re thirsty. They’re 
angry. They’re going to stone me.” 
“Stone?” God says, “that’s a great 
idea. Take that rod of yours, the 
one you used to strike the Nile. 
Take that rod up ahead of the 
people, and take a few leaders 
with you. They need to see how 
things work; how we work out 
problems as they arise. They’re 
going to stone you, huh? Take that 
rod and hit the stone by Horeb. I’ll 
be standing on the rock. Water will 
flow out of it. Come and have a 
drink.” 

The shepherd’s rod of Moses was 
a powerful symbol of who they had 
become as a people. It was a 
religious symbol. Through it they 
were reminded of the ways God 
takes care of them… of the way 
God cared for them by turning the 
Nile red with blood and splitting the 
Red Sea. Now this instrument of 
tradition, this symbol of their 
people is being used in a new way. 
It’s traditional innovation— using 
the tools of yesterday in new ways. 
Using the symbols that have 
defined the people of God in new 
ways that open up not just who 
they were in the past but who they 
are becoming. 

Moses practiced the spiritual gift of 
improvisation. This kind of 
Improvisation takes what we have 
been given and imagines a new 
freedom through it. It’s what God 
does again and again in scripture 
turning what was meant for death 
into a means of life. The stone for 
stoning is turned into a drinking 
fountain to preserve life. Just as 
the cross created as an instrument 
of death becomes the way to life 
eternal. 

God did not take his people out 
into the wilderness to die; God was 
with them. Life itself was with 
them. That doesn’t mean they 
would not experience the 
wilderness. It just meant they 
would experience the barren land 
of nothingness alongside the one 
who creates from that very 
nothingness. Some have 
compared the creativity of our God 
to a jazz musician. I think of it 
more like comedians riffing off of 
each other at the improv. Improv is 
creation ex nihilo, something from 
nothing. 

A few years ago at a church 
council meeting I shared a 
devotional based on the rules of 
improv from Tina Fey’s book 
Bossypants. In one chapter she 
lays out rules for improv, which are 
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really just good lessons for 
communication and collaboration. 
First, Always agree— SAY YES. 
When you’re improvising, this 
means you are required to agree 
with whatever your partner has 
created. So if … I say, “Freeze, I 
have a gun,” and you say, “That’s 
not a gun. It’s your finger. You’re 
pointing your finger at me,” our 
improvised scene has ground to a 
halt. But if I say, “Freeze, I have a 
gun!” and you say,“The gun I gave 
you for Christmas!” then we have 
started a scene because we have 
AGREED that my finger is in fact a 
Christmas gun. 

Fey writes, “Now, obviously in real 
life you’re not always going to 
agree with everything everyone 
says. But the Rule of Agreement 
reminds you to “respect what your 
partner has created” and to at least 
start from an open-minded place. 
Start with a YES and see where 
that takes you.”

Next, The second rule is not only 
to say yes, but YES, AND. You are 
supposed to agree and then add 
something of your own. If I start a 
scene with “I can’t believe it’s so 
hot in here,” and you just say, 
“Yeah…” we’re kind of at a 
standstill. But if I say, “I can’t 
believe it’s so hot in here,” and you 

say, “I told you we shouldn’t have 
crawled into this dog’s mouth,” 
now we’re getting somewhere.

YES, AND means don’t be afraid 
to contribute. It’s your 
responsibility to contribute. Always 
make sure you’re adding 
something to the discussion. Your 
initiations are worthwhile. 

Third, make statements. If all I do 
is ask questions then I’m not part 
of the creative process. “Who are 
you? Where are we? What are we 
doing here? What’s in that box?” If 
I don’t make statements I’m simply 
placing all the burden of creativity 
on my partner. I need to be part of 
the solution. Don’t just sit around 
raising questions and pointing out 
obstacles. 

Finally, Fey explains, THERE ARE 
NO MISTAKES, only opportunities. 
If I start a scene as what I think is 
very clearly a cop riding a bicycle, 
but you think I am a hamster in a 
hamster wheel, guess what? Now 
I’m a hamster in a hamster wheel. 
I’m not going to stop everything to 
explain that it was really supposed 
to be a bike.

Who knows? Maybe I’ll end up 
being a police hamster who’s been 
put on “hamster wheel” duty 
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because I’m “too much of a loose 
cannon” in the field. In improv 
there are no mistakes, only 
beautiful happy accidents. And 
many of the world’s greatest 
discoveries have been by accident. 
I mean, look at the Reese’s Peanut 
Butter Cup, or Botox.” 

Moses and God had a good back 
and forth going. “They’re going to 
stone you? Huh. Yes, AND before 
they do you go hit that rock over 
there.” Moses tells God that the 
people are complaining that Moses  
brought them out of Egypt to die in 
the desert. There are no mistakes 
in this improv only opportunities. 
The opportunities for God and the 
Israelites were boundless. Their 
lives lay ahead in the Promised 
Land. They are invited into this 
back and forth, this creative 
relationship with the God who was 
their creator. What an 
unimaginable invitation?! But, 
that’s just it, traumatized people 
lack imagination. There must be 
healing first… there must be 
leaders to walk with Moses to the 
rock… there must be people willing 
to agree, to say yes, and then 
even say YES, AND.

Improv reminds us that what we do 
here we do together. No one, not 
the pastor and not even the 

loudest voice, has complete 
authority. We discern God’s will 
together. We move forward 
together. Each offering our voice to 
the scene— to make statements. 
In a beautiful back and forth, we 
come to the table saying this is 
what I’ve seen of God’s grace in 
my life… and the one on the other 
side of the table says, “Yes 
AND…” 

There will always be moments of 
trauma. There will always be 
people in need of water. And this is 
the two-sided good news— God is 
with us and calls us to the rock to 
drink of the waters of eternal life. 
Yes, AND God invites us to take 
what we have been given and 
strike the rock so that others may 
drink and live. Make what was 
meant to curse into a blessing.  

In developing nations women and 
girls are primarily responsible for 
collecting water; on average, 25 
percent of their day is spent on this 
task. Collectively, South African 
women and children walk a daily 
distance equivalent to 16 trips to 
the moon and back to fetch water. 
If they spend this much their day 
just getting water imagine what 
they are not getting— education to 
improve their lives and the lives of 
their children. Today, there are 
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over 663 million people living 
without a safe water supply close 
to home, spending countless hours 
trekking to distant water sources, 
and/or coping with the health 
impacts of using contaminated 
water. The children of God are 
thirsty; they don’t need to be. A few 
have improvised solutions to water 
crises. This Wednesday, March 22, 
is World Water Day. It’s a good day 
to consider a gift to an organization 
like Watering Malawi that provides 
access to clean water. God’s 
children are thirsty. Could we risk 
hitting the rock and seeing if water 
comes out? 
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