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Psalm 95 / Exodus 17:1-7

The Third Sunday in Lent

March 12, 2023

Lately everyone's been talking about something called ChatGPT. Basically it lets 

you ask your computer a question, and it will answer in good conversational English. In 

fact, it will do such a good job that it's not always clear whether the answer was written 

by a human or by a machine. It even has some businesses asking, "could we get 

ChatGPT to do this instead of a human employee?" The obvious next question is, "Do 

we still need that employee?"

Recently, someone asked, "Could ChatGPT write a sermon?"

It's kind of tempting if you feel like you're running on empty and it's already noon 

on a Saturday.

...

The Israelites are well into their forty-year Exodus from Egypt, in the desolate 

wilderness far to the south of the Promised Land of Canaan. They are running on empty. 

They are out of food, out of water, out of hope. Moses is out of answers, and out of 

patience.

"Why did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and livestock with 

thirst?" they ask. On the one hand, this seems incredibly ungrateful and unfaithful. 
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Every time there is a problem - and a lot of them arise as they wander in the wilderness -

they make some new variation on this same complaint. One would think that, by now, 

they would trust God.

On the other hand, after a few days without water, you will die. So maybe some 

fear, anxiety and anger on their part is understandable.

The wilderness is vast, there's no water to be found. They know they don't have 

the resources, in themselves, to survive.

A few days ago, I had a nearly sleepless night. Like everyone else, our family is 

being squeezed by higher and higher prices on just about every recurring expense from 

food to gas to utilities; at the same time we've had unexpected veterinary bills, and my 

home computer will need replacing soon. Add that on to national and global crises such 

as rising military tensions and global warming, and I was left feeling very much like 

those Israelites: on my own and without the resources to handle it.

The people's helplessness and fear is directed at Moses. He understands their cries

as testing the Lord, but he is helpless himself. "What should I do?" he asks.

God's response is interesting. She tells Moses to go ahead of the people to the rock

at Horeb. He is to take some of the elders with him - possibly the very elders who have 

led the people in their complaining. God tells him to also bring the staff with which he 

struck the Nile, denying drinkable water to the Egyptians to secure the Israelites' 
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freedom. When God's people call for help, God is there. God has power over water, to 

provide it and take it away. Our life and death are in God. The elders of the people are 

witnesses.

There's a paradoxical sort of power in admitting our powerlessness. Once I 

admitted my powerlessness in the face of my problems, my dependence on God, I felt 

calmer. Once I admitted that I couldn't do it all with my own strength, I felt freer to 

simply do what I could. I found myself able to recognize the possibilities that God was 

bringing into being.

But this is still a precarious kind of power. It is not like the power of a chat-bot to 

simply write your sermon for you. Noam Chomsky has written that Artificial 

Intelligence can describe and predict, but it cannot explain, and it cannot make moral 

judgments.1 It simply combs the Internet for words that others have written and cuts and 

pastes into patterns that others have laid down. If I ask it to produce a sermon on Jesus 

and the woman at the well, it will do a passable job. The result could be useful for 

personal reflection.

But I think corporate worship - what we are doing here right now - is something 

different. A sermon is part of what we are doing. We are collectively coming into God's 

presence, like Moses at the rock at Horeb. But if the outcome is predetermined like a 

sermon written by an AI, if there is no possibility of something novel, then it is not a 

1 Noam Chomsky, "The False Promise of ChatGPT," The New York Times, March 8, 2023.
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genuine encounter with God and it is not worship. It is, at best, a play. There is always 

something risky and uncertain in any meeting with God. Worship should be more like 

improv.

The sermon is, ideally, the result of the preacher's encounter with God and the text

over the preceding week. It is a reflection on the meeting of the congregation's context 

with God and God's word, and that comes out in the worship. The preacher has at least 

thought about this text all week, and so the preacher can moderate and mediate the 

encounter on the fly, responding to insights from the congregation about the sermon, to 

prayers called out during the service, and so on.

Worship is and should be a genuine encounter with God. We gather as God's 

people, admit our dismay and confusion and helplessness, and paradoxically discover a 

power in that. Through the Holy Spirit, we hear the scripture and respond with our 

hopes, our fears, our experience. In this encounter the Word of God becomes alive again.

We discover where the Spirit may be leading us in this time and place, and go into God's

world ready to see and to embrace the possibilities that God opens before us.

So, this week, I invite you into the spiritual disciple of worship. As the Psalm 

says, "Come, let us sing to God / let us shout with joy to the rock of our salvation."

Once per day, set aside maybe fifteen minutes. Ideally the same time each day. 

Worship alone, worship with friends. Worship in your car.
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Every day, enter into God's presence. Settle yourself; centre yourself. Be silent, 

slow your breathing. Offer a brief prayer. Sing, or listen to a song; you can find many of 

them online.

Listen for the word of God. Read the scripture; let it become the Word of God for 

you as you think about how it applies to your life.

Finally, respond in a way appropriate to what you have heard. Offer a prayer; 

dwell in silence; or commit to an act of service.

Through worship, we not only thank God, but also discover our own strength that 

we have in God.

The main premise of this sermon - the importance of worship - is taken from Dave 

Jagger, "Are You a Regular?" in "Lent Week 3," Called to be the Church: Congregational

Giving Program, 2019, The United Church of Canada, 

https://united-church.ca/sites/default/files/called_to_be_the_church_five_sundays_of_le

nt.pdf.
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