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Without Water Wings 

Reading from the OT:  Exodus 14:5-22 

Reading from the NT:  Philippians 3:13-14 

Soren Kierkegaard said, “Anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.” 

Think about it. If options are absent and next steps are mandated, your 

stomach may resemble a juicer in a vegan restaurant, but preference 

borne anxiety won’t be among the emotions swirling and mincing in 

your gut. Yet, ordering a sandwich can tie your tongue and paralyze all 

neural activity.   

White, whole wheat, rye, Kaiser, croissant, ciabatta, biscuit, 

biscotti, burger bun, or pumpernickel. Mustard? Will that be yellow, 

Dijon, honey mustard, spicy brown, pinot noir, horseradish, sriracha, 

balsamic, or habanero? Here or to go? Here? Inside, patio, palm room, 

garden, rooftop, or first available?   

When your order becomes more complicated than your medical 

history, it may be time to consider … oh, I don’t know … a rice diet?  

Okay, will that be brown, white, sticky, wild, or rice-a-roni?  Serenity 

now! 
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“Anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.” (Soren Kierkegaard, The Concept of 

Anxiety)  Ain’t. That. The. Truth! High School juniors and seniors know all 

about that, right?  What are your plans, College? Military? Or are you 

going pro? What college are you planning to attend? Public, private, 

large, small, close to home, across the continent?  And your major? 

History? Math? Gender studies? Engineering. Would that be electrical, 

mechanical, civil, petroleum, bio, nuclear, or chemical?   

Here’s a thought for all of our upperclassmen, juniors and seniors; 

you know how academic types are intent on attaching their degrees to 

everything? Jen Jones, Phd, MA, MDiv., Dmin., Mayberry RFD. Why 

not make yourself a set of business cards with your name along with a 

mysterious set of initials, something like, Riley Dixon, IDK. Might save 

you the monotony of confessing, I don’t know, a thousand times a day. 

Just pass out the cards and move on. 

“Anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.” Working through a Denny’s 

sized menu of choices day after day – this job or that; buy or sell; 

relocation vs. staying put; ask her out or play it cool; purchase or lease; 

SUV or sports car; Cineplex or Netflix; beach or mountains; church or 

not; lasik or horned rims; avoid the frenemy or confront the elephant 
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looming between you; sign on for an extension or polish the resume – 

you begin to feel as if you are starring in a Clash video on MTV: “Should 

I stay or should I go?” 

The descendants of Israel find themselves staggering into the 

dizziness of almost freedom there at the shore of the Red Sea.  Passover 

is past. Chacos strapped. Loins girdled. Furnishings, trinkets, 

heirlooms, all unessential possessions left behind, the Israelites are 

officially on the lam, running from the feds, outpacing the posse, 

escaped but not yet free.  

Stressed? Oh, yes. And that’s not all.  We shouldn’t forget, the 

Hebrew sojourn and subsequent enslavement were not brief. When the 

scriptures reveal that a new Pharaoh did not know or remember the 

place of Joseph in Egypt, it would be a distinct possibility that these 

fugitive slaves would have no memory of a time when their people were 

not enslaved. Consequently, the concept of choice, the freedom to say 

yes or no in regard to travel, emigration, or even the dilemma of which 

truck stop along the route looks like the best choice for clean bathrooms 

would seem foreign to them.  
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Thus, at the seaside, the Israelites are caught between the devil 

and the deep blue sea; the familiar life of enslavement and the 

unfamiliar freedom to accept the invitation into the great unknown. On 

this shoulder, weighing in at 2 ½ tons, is the list-making, routine 

loving, security = familiar believing, risk averse let’s-stay-putosaur and 

on the opposite shoulder, weighing in at a Ford F-150, is the 

spontaneous, free-wheeling, adrenaline addicted, ever restless, risk-

lovin’, change-is-thrillingasaurus. Will they stay or will they go? 

And Pharaoh’s army is closing in. The deathly tenth plague 

brought forth a loud cry in Egypt where “there was not a house without 

someone dead.” A desperate Pharaoh was no longer intent on defying 

the God of Moses.  “Rise up, go away from my people … Take your flocks 

and your herds … and be gone.” But the economy has no patience with 

grief, and Pharaoh quickly realizes the cost of letting all that free labor 

head off to rent kayaks down at the Red Sea. Pharaoh said, "What have 

we done, letting Israel leave our service?" So he had his chariot made 

ready, and took his army to go after them. 

When the Israelites looked back and saw the Egyptians advancing 

on them, their response is classic. They harangue Moses, "Was it 
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because there were no graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to 

die in the wilderness? What have you done to us, bringing us out of 

Egypt? Is this not the very thing we told you in Egypt, "Let us alone and 

let us serve the Egyptians'? For it would have been better for us to serve 

the Egyptians than to die in the wilderness." 

The thin veneers of civility and optimism and teamwork are so 

easily peeled away by the onset of fear or threat or dis-ease. You know, 

there’s a dark unexplored side to that treasured camp song, “It only 

takes a spark to get a fire going…”  The family vacation, the city 

council/county commission/school board/faculty/union/congregational 

meeting, wherever people gather, the onset of threat or fear can so 

easily bring out the worst in us.  Blame, contempt, anger, panic, 

irrational inferences, prejudice, and unreasonable conclusions combine 

to stall progress, surrender hope, fracture relationships, and invite 

retreat. 

And most folks know it is next to impossible to reason with 

someone once fear takes hold. 
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“You want to go back to Egypt. Really. Have you so quickly 

forgotten who we were and what we did there?” Hmmm, I think Moses 

saved some notes about that. “The Egyptians became ruthless in 

imposing tasks on the Israelites, and made their lives bitter with hard 

service in mortar and brick and in every kind of field labor. They were 

ruthless in all the tasks that they imposed on them.” 

“It would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to 

die in the wilderness.” Are you kidding? 

It’s the timeless battle between the unpleasant present and the 

blind promise of the unknown. Life may stink, but at least you know 

what you’re smelling. The door to whatever is out there appears much 

like the cobwebbed and creepy hallway door in the horror movie 

appears to the audience. Everybody in the theater is silently screaming 

at the libidinous teen on the screen, “You fool, don’t open that door!”  

Now, blessed be the tie that binds, but let’s face it, we are wired 

differently.  We are adrenaline junkies and folks who wrap themselves 

in caution tape. We are inveterate planners and spontaneous 

freestylers, web researchers and whim wanderers, irrationally fearless 
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and irrationally fearful. For one parent the first day of school means 

weeks of traumatic separation anxiety while for another it is a 

champagne cork popping, fireworks worthy independence day.  

An unpleasant present can foster for one person imaginative 

dreams for a future yet to be seen, while for someone else, the 

unpleasant present can strengthen over sentimentalized and heavily 

edited memories of days gone by.  Fear can coax us to forget that the 

good ol’ days weren’t nearly as good as we remember them to be. Ahhh, 

for a return to a simpler time says the man sipping on his half-caf, 

salted caramel mocha frappucino. You mean before anesthesia, 

antibiotics, Starbucks, and GPS, when dentists wielded plyers, most leg 

surgery involved a saw, and the flu could mean lights out? 

“It would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to 

die in the wilderness.” Are you kidding? And who said anything about 

dying in the wilderness? 

Moses could have easily blown a gasket here, but look at how 

Moses uncharacteristically responds: "Do not be afraid, stand firm, and 

see the deliverance that the Lord will accomplish for you today; for the 
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Egyptians whom you see today you shall never see again. The Lord will 

fight for you, and you have only to keep still." 

Do not be afraid – Among the most consistent messages from God 

to humanity. When these same Israelites approached the land of 

promise that would hold its own challenges and threats, God’s 

commission to Joshua was clear: “Do not be afraid; do not be 

discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.”  

As a later generation would bear the burden of exile in Babylon, 

the Lord’s prophet would encourage them, “For I am the Lord your God 

who takes hold of your right hand and says to you, Do not fear; I will 

help you.”  

To an adolescent, too young to take on the vocation of motherhood, 

the angel Gabriel says, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found 

favor with God.” Nine months later, an angel of the Lord spoke to a 

group of surprised shepherds, “Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing 

you good news of great joy for all the people.”  

To anxious disciples, Jesus says, “Do not let your hearts be 

troubled; neither let them be afraid.” Likewise, Peter challenges early 
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believers, “But even if you do suffer for doing what is right, you are 

blessed. Do not fear what they fear, and do not be intimidated, but in 

your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord.” 

Do not be afraid. It is such a frequent sentiment shared from 

heaven to earth. And what do you suppose is the most frequent 

response we offer to heaven’s encouragement?  “Well, God, that’s easy 

for you to say, but what am I supposed to do about all these lions, 

tigers, and bears, Oh my?” 

"Do not be afraid, stand firm, and see the deliverance that the 

Lord will accomplish for you today.” Moses is not minimizing the reality 

of frightening things in this world. Rather, the Lord is assuring the 

faithful that they will not face the fearful alone; the Lord is encouraging 

them to look for the signs of God’s activity we so often ignore or dismiss. 

And as Israel’s descendants are about to discover, sometimes those 

signs of God’s activity aren’t so subtle. Moses raises his hands and the 

sea parts like a salmon under the knife of the fishmonger. 
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So will they stay or will they go? Resign themselves to slavery or 

risk freedom? Will fear paralyze them or will faith propel them to walk 

without water wings toward the sea?  What about you?   

Shakespeare’s Hamlet lamented, “The native hue of resolution is 

sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought; and enterprises of great pitch 

and moment, With this regard, their currents turn awry, and lose the 

name of action.” Courage dissipates with each worst case scenario that 

invades our minds. What great hopes go unrealized because you are so 

paralyzed by the fear of the unknown and conditioned by the familiarity 

of the unpleasant present?  

With a metal bending death grip, the nine-year-old holds onto the 

ladder for the high dive at the swimming pool. Her friends jump again 

and again, bouncing off the board with spasmodic glee.  So carefree. So 

uninhibited. So fearless.  Last week the nine-year-old made it to the 

ladder’s top rung before climbing back down, which is progress. But 

today, she’s standing on top of that board which might as well be the 

top of the world. Body all-a-shiver, heart racing, a countenance of panic, 

eyes pleadingly glancing at her friends on the pool deck. She catches a 
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glimpse of her mom’s reassuring smile. “You can do this. I’m right here. 

I’m not going anyplace.”   

Will she stay or will she go?  It’s the question that faces you 

whenever you enter the unmarked road, the unfamiliar territory, the 

crowd of strangers, the presentation, the proposal, the surgical unit, the 

new job, the birthing room, the Hospice program, the exams, 

retirement, the valley of the shadow of death.  “You can face this. I’m 

right here. Look for the signs of my presence and work. I’m not going 

anywhere. I’ll be with you. Look for the signs.” Will you stay or will you 

go?  The question unfailingly arrives with every morning’s dawn.  

So, let us pray – Lord, We’re not sure what we’re doing or where 

we’re going, and fear is crouching at the door, but we want to trust you 

and we hope that desire itself pleases you. Grant us the courage to step 

into the unknown and the eyes to see the signs that you are indeed 

present and that you carry a flashlight.  Hear Paul’s conviction as our 

prayer to you, We do not consider that we have made it our own; but 

one thing we shall seek to do, forgetting what lies behind and straining 

forward to what lies ahead, by your grace, we will press on toward 

the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. Amen.             


