
7700 North Meridian Street •  Indianapolis, Indiana 46260 • SecondChurch.org • 317-253-6461

“Life in the Wilderness”
Exodus 16:1-8; Luke 15:11-16 October 2, 2016

Last Sunday, we left the prodigal son far from home. No 
carrier pigeon, no caravan and no cell phone could reach 
him where he is. His parents could never have imagined 
that things would turn out the way they do. They have no 
word from him: no late night phone call, no Facebook post, 
and no text. Nothing. Like so many teenage runaways today, 
who leave home with the hope of freedom and a different 
future, this young man hits a wall. What he thought would 
be the high life becomes the low life. When he drained the 
last bottle, experienced his last conquest, and spent his last 
penny, he has nowhere to go and nobody to help him. This 
son of a prosperous and respected landowner, this boy from 
a good family, finds himself without family or friends lost 
in the wilderness. 

He does the only thing he knows to do. He gets a job. 
The irony is that this good Jewish boy, who observed all 
the dietary laws back home, gets a job raising pigs. He has 
nothing else to do but to touch, feed, water and clean up after 
animals that are considered unclean to all Jews. A wilderness 
doesn’t have to be a desert. It can be a pigsty, a dorm room, 
an office, a hospital bed, a city in turmoil, a homeless shelter, 
and even a home where the love has vanished.

The children of Israel, set free from bondage in slavery in 
Egypt, are led into the wilderness by Moses. They had such 
great hope for this new freedom. They had dreams of what 
life would be like out of Egypt. Sleeping in makeshift tents, 
enduring the heat of the day and the cold of the night, they 
find the journey to be hard and life to be difficult. Reality 
does not match their expectations. They are hungry and 
thirsty. Their feet are sore and their bodies exhausted. They 
complain against Moses and Aaron. They begin to dream 
of going back, trading in their freedom for food. Have they 
come all this way only to die of hunger in the wilderness?  
At least in Egypt they had stewed meat to eat. Moses says 
that their groaning and complaining is against God, the 
one who enticed them out of Egypt into the wilderness. 

A friend in his fifties was diagnosed with a progressive 
and incurable disease. Within a few months, he began to 
walk with difficulty and lose his sense of balance. As his 
muscles weakened, he was confined to a wheel chair and a 

bed. He could no longer stand up, take a shower, care for 
himself or even put himself to bed. He is able to work for 
a few hours a day, but he doesn’t know how long he will be 
able to continue. He waits. He thinks. He prays. Where is 
God in the midst of a devastating illness when it feels like 
your whole world is falling apart?  

Look Homeward, Angel: A Story of the Buried Life is 
Thomas Wolfe’s autobiographical novel about growing up 
in a dysfunctional family in Ashville, North Carolina. His 
alcoholic father’s tumultuous relationship with his mother 
keeps the family in turmoil. The family endures the death 
of children, financial stress and the father’s disease. The 
novel follows the young protagonist, Eugene Gant, from 
his birth to his college days. Eugene is a poetic soul whose 
introspective musings capture the longing of his heart for 
understanding, acceptance, meaning and a sense of place. 
Wolfe writes, “He felt, more than ever the strangeness and 
loneliness of our little adventure upon the earth.” Eugene’s 
dead brother, Ben, appears to him and responds to Eugene’s 
anguish by declaring, “There is no happy land. There is no 
end to hunger.”  Even at home, perhaps especially at home, 
Eugene, like the prodigal and the children of Israel, feels lost 
in a wilderness. 

On Thursday evening, Christian Theological Seminary 
sponsored a public conversation at Butler University about 
poverty in Indianapolis. It was an inaugural program about 
a new movement in our community called the Faith and 
Action Project. This community wide project seeks to 
marshal the intellectual, human and material resources 
of our community to bring about systemic change to the 
serious problem of poverty. The special panel guests were 
commentator and author, Tavis Smiley, and columnist and 
author, David Brooks.  

The good news is that global and national poverty is on the 
decline. The official poverty rate in 2015 was 13.5 percent, 
down 1.2 percentage points from 2014, but still 1% higher 
than in pre-recession 2007. According to the United Nations 
report on the Millennial Goals, extreme poverty in the world 
has been cut in half since 1990. Yet, there are still nearly 800 
million food insecure and hungry people in our world and 50 
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million children under the age of 5 who are malnourished 
(http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/poverty). 

This is World Communion Sunday. It is the special day 
when we recognize that we are joined with all Christians 
throughout the world. We are one body. We remember that 
everyone on this earth is a beloved child of God. We are one 
human family. Many of God’s children live in a wilderness 
of pain, hunger, injustice, abuse and homelessness. The 
church is given to be a blessing to the whole creation and 
to all the people of the earth. So it is fitting that October, 
which begins with World Communion Sunday, is our 
hunger emphasis month. 

Our congregation’s participation in the Church World 
Service CROP walk against hunger is one way we respond 
to this urgent need. Many of our members will be walking 
on Sunday, October 16th to raise awareness and funds 
to address this global crisis. If you can’t walk, you can 
support a walker. The bad news is that poverty is growing 
at an alarming rate in Indianapolis. According to the 
Polis Center, one in five Indianapolis households lives in 
poverty. In the last decade, poverty has grown by 80% in 
our city (http://polis.iupui.edu/index.php/savi-poverty-
report). This means that 20% of our neighbors struggle to 
provide shelter, food, education, health care and security 
for themselves and their families.

The point is this: there are children in our community 
who go to bed hungry each night, who live in places that are 
not safe, who do not get the support and encouragement 
they need to learn, who will not have a warm coat to wear 
this winter, and who may not get the kind of medical care 
that you and I have come to expect for ourselves. Over 500 
families visit our food pantry each month. If you want to 
understand the seriousness of this issue, come and talk with 
our guests and hear their stories. They will change your 
heart. They know what it is to live in an invisible wilderness 
right here in our own community.  

Do we see them? Do we listen to their stories? Do we 
respond to their need? Do we walk with them to transform 
their situation? When this son hits bottom, there is no one 
to help. Jesus tells us that “He would gladly have filled 
himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one 
gave him anything.” No one gave him anything. No one 
listened to his troubled soul. No one heard his regrets or 
cared about his pain. No one lifted him up or showed him 
a way out of his misery.  

Are we not here in this time and in this place to help and 
to care for one another, to lift each other up, and to bear 
one another’s burdens? God hears the wilderness cries of 
the children of Israel. The Lord provides them with quail at 

night and manna in the morning. There will be times when 
each one of us finds ourselves lost in the wilderness. From 
those experiences, we can learn to be less judgmental and 
more compassionate. We can learn how to take the time to 
walk alongside a neighbor who is lost. We are the ones the 
Lord sends to feed the physically and spiritually hungry and 
to lead God’s children home. 

   


