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It Is Not Good 

Prayer of Illumination 

Present God, 
 Settle our hearts. 
  Still our minds. 
   And stir our imaginations, 
    That we might hear your Word for us this day. Amen. 

Exodus 18:5-9, 13-19a, 24 

Jethro, Moses’s father-in-law, along with Moses’s sons and wife, came into the wilderness 
where Moses was encamped at the mountain of God. He sent word to Moses, “I, your 
father-in-law Jethro, am coming to you, with your wife and her two sons.” So Moses went out 
to meet his father-in-law; he bowed down and kissed him; each asked after the other’s welfare, 
and they went into the tent. Then Moses told his father-in-law all that the Lord had done to 
Pharaoh and to the Egyptians for Israel’s sake, all the hardship that had found them on the way, 
and how the Lord had delivered them. Jethro rejoiced for all the good that the Lord had done to 
Israel, in delivering them from the Egyptians.  
 
The next day Moses sat as judge for the people, while the people stood around him from 
morning until evening. When Moses’s father-in-law saw all that he was doing for the people, he 
said, “What is this that you are doing for the people? Why do you sit alone, while all the people 
stand around you from morning until evening?” Moses said to his father-in-law, “Because the 
people come to me to inquire of God. When they have a dispute, they come to me, and I decide 
between one person and another, and I make known to them the statutes and instructions of 
God.” Moses’s father-in-law said to him, “What you are doing is not good. You will surely wear 
yourself out, both you and these people with you, for the task is too heavy for you; you cannot 
do it alone. Now listen to me. I will give you counsel, and God be with you!  
 
So Moses listened to his father-in-law and did all that he had said. 
 
The Word of the Lord. 
Thanks be to God. 

–––––––– 

It Is Not Good 

When the time for the Annual Meeting came around my first year at Covenant, I had been 
here for about six months, and it was my Sunday to preach. The scripture passage that day was 
from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, the passage about how the Body of Christ is made up of 
many parts, like a body; and how we cannot be the church without the variety of gifts, skills, 
and quirks that each of you bring. I titled my sermon Body Politics, but I took my inspiration 
from the State of the Union address that the President offers each January, and used the 
opportunity to reflect on what I had come to know about Covenant in my first six months. 
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Each year, as the time for the annual meeting roles around and I read through all of the 
various committee reports, I am reminded of that sermon and what I privileged perspective 
Jenny and I get as your pastors. 

I suspect that most of you know what a remarkable place Covenant is—its why you’re here. 
But I am here to tell you that you only know the half of it. One of the greatest gifts of being a 
pastor is being able to see “behind the scenes”, as it were. As your pastors, Jenny and I get to 
see the times when one or two people reach out or work hard to take care of something or 
someone with no else ever knowing. We get to receive the anonymous gifts so many of you 
give, above and beyond whatever you pledge, that you ask us to set aside to help other 
members or the community. 

We get to hear the conversations session has each month about how we can be Christ not 
only to one another, but also to our community and the world. I get to hear the Deacons have 
animated conversations about how they can best make sure that each of you knows that you 
are loved, that you are prayed for, and that you are not alone in whatever it is you are going 
through. I get to hear the Adult Spiritual Growth committee brainstorm about how we can think 
more deeply about who God is calling us to be in this day and age. I get to hear the Trustees 
work to steward our finances, our building, and our life together—balancing the desire to be 
cautious and conservative with the gifts we have been given while also being lavish and 
extravagant in our giving and living as Christ’s presence in the world. I could go on. It is a 
privilege in ways I will never be able to fully articulate to be a pastor, and in particular, to be 
your pastor. 

Our scripture passage this morning isn’t one we usually hear in worship. It’s not included in 
our schedule of three-year readings, but I chose it because, much like the passage from Paul’s 
letter to the Corinthians, this passage from Exodus reminds us of the importance of community, 
of one another. The passage itself is pretty straightforward. Moses has led the Israelites out of 
Egypt and they have arrived at the base of Mount Sinai. Before Moses goes up the mountain to 
meet with God, receive the Ten Commandments and enter into a covenant with God, we are 
given this interlude—an entire chapter dedicated to an encounter between Moses and his 
father-in-law.  

In it, Jethro has the opportunity to observe Moses’s life and he is quick to take his 
son-in-law aside and tell him that he is trying to do too much—that he will surely wear out not 
only himself, but his people as well. Jethro advises Moses to focus on doing the things that only 
he can do—to be the go-between between the people and God—and to let other people 
handle the rest. And Moses listens. The text tells us that Moses listened to his father-in-law, did 
what he suggested and nothing more is ever said about it. 

The whole thing is rather remarkable in its lack of remarkability—there is no conflict, no 
miracles, no drama. Indeed, in a book that is primarily about this new relationship between God 
and the people, neither God nor the people play much of a role in this chapter. This is just a 
story about one person giving another person some practical advice—you can’t do it all, share 
the load.  
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What makes this story remarkable is that it exists at all. And that it exists where it does. 
When compiling and recording the story of the Israelite’s exodus out of Egypt, the people who 
put the Bible together could have left this chapter out entirely. Had it not been included, we 
would still eventually learn that there was a division of labor, that one person did not do it all. 
So why include this story? And why make it a full chapter when a few verses would have 
sufficed? And why include it here when textual evidence suggests that the story was originally 
placed after Moses received the Ten Commandments? 

A big deal is being made about this encounter between Moses and Jethro and the 
implementation of Jethro’s advice. In Bible Study this week, we talked about how placing this 
encounter before God’s encounter with Moses may have been meant to illustrate that God is 
not always going to be the one to solve all of our problems; that we may not always hear from 
God directly, that sometimes we need to learn by listening to the wisdom of other people. We 
talked about how, by placing this story before the story of Mount Sinai, the biblical writers may 
have been trying to teach future generations that we are more likely to encounter good advice 
from others than we are to hear it directly from God—that the continuation of the story 
without interruption or divine comment lends this story a sense of divine approval.  

But there is something else remarkable about this story—it is one of only two places in the 
first five books of the Bible when the phrase, ‘it is not good’ appears. You may recall that the 
first time is in the story of creation, back in Genesis, when, after declaring everything good and 
very good, God declares that it is not good that man should be alone. When you think about all 
of the stories we hear in Genesis—Cain killing his brother Abel, God almost destroying creation 
with a flood, Abraham almost killing Isaac, Joseph being sold into slavery by his 
brothers—there’s something remarkable about the fact that the only thing the text identifies as 
fundamentally not good is aloneness. It is not good that man should be alone. And it is not good 
that Moses should lead alone. 

 

In her book, The Amen Effect, Rabbi Sharon Brous writes of an ancient pilgrimage ritual, 
when hundreds of thousands of people would go to Jerusalem, they would ascend to the 
Temple Mount the holiest of sacred places, and they would enter its courtyard—a mass of 
humanity entering through a gate and turning to the right. They would then circle, 
counterclockwise, around the enormous courtyard and exit close to where they had entered. 

Unless the person was brokenhearted. The text, Rabbi Brous writes, is clear that if someone 
is grieving, lonely, sick, besides themselves with worry, these people would ascend to the 
Temple Mount and enter the courtyard through the same gate, but rather than turning right 
with everyone else, the brokenhearted would turn left and circle the courtyard from left to 
right—every step against the current.  

What is remarkable about the ritual, Rabbi Brous writes, is not that the brokenhearted 
entered with everyone else, but that each person who entered and turned to the right was 
required, when they encountered someone going in the other direction, to stop and ask that 
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person, “what happened to you?” And, upon hearing the answer, they were to offer that 
person a blessing.  

“Two thousand years ago,” Rabbi Brous writes, “the Rabbis constructed a system of ritual 
engagement built on a profound psychological insight: when you’re suffering, when your loved 
one hovers between life and death, when you feel hemmed in by the darkness, when all you 
want is to self-isolate—because who would understand you anyway?—you show up. You root 
your suffering in a context of care. 

“But even as you step into community, you don’t pretend that you’re okay … the whole 
world moves seamlessly in one direction and you in another. And even still, you trust that you 
won’t be marginalized … In this place, you will be held, even at the ragged edge of life. 

“Now imagine,” Rabbi Brous continues, imagine that “pilgrimage to Jerusalem has been a 
lifelong dream. You’ve planned, prepared, and saved for years. Maybe you’ve traveled [far] … 
You arrive to a bustling Jerusalem, alive with feasting and celebration … You ascend a grand 
staircase and walk through the arched entrance to immense, elaborately decorated, 
high-ceilinged porticoes. You burst into tears, overcome by emotion to be surrounded by 
pilgrims from the farthest reaches, all gathered in common cause. You begin to process around 
the Courtyard, in rhythm with the masses. Body and spirit transcend time and space. 

“But [then] there’s a stranger coming toward you, making her way against the flow of the 
crowd. Her stride is slow. She seems impervious to the festive spirit of the day. She is clearly 
suffering. You want to avert your eyes … but you’re not allowed to. You are required to stop 
and greet her with a simple, openhearted question: ‘why does your heart ache?’” 

Being a part of this sacred circle, knowing that today you walk from left to right, but that 
tomorrow it will be me, this is what it is to be a faith community; it is another image for what it 
is to be the Body of Christ. And as I read through this year’s annual report, this was the image I 
came back to again and again. We. may not ritually process in different directions each week, 
but Covenant is a place where people show up. It is a place where you show up—you show up 
when your life is going well and you show up when it is not. And you allow others to show up. 
This isn’t a church where you need to absent yourself for a few weeks if you are grieving; this 
isn’t a community where you need to put on your finest outfit and pretend that everything is 
fine even if it is falling apart around you. Nor is this a community where you need to hide your 
joy or protect your celebrations for fear that they might upset someone else. You all are a 
congregation that allows each other to celebrate and to mourn, to be where you are in the 
midst of life’s journey without having to feel like you are there alone. A congregation full of 
individuals who are willing to show up, to be vulnerable, with both your heartaches and your 
happiness, your grief and your joy.  

And so as we prepare to receive another annual report, I can only echo the words of Paul in 
his letter to the Philippians, “I thank God for every remembrance of you … for your partnership 
in the gospel … and this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and more with 
knowledge and full insight, to help you determine what really matters.” 
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Amen. 


