
ARE WE BETTER OFF?

Exodus 16:1-36 

BEYOND FREEDOM

Once you are set free, staying free is no easy matter. Last week we left Miriam, Moses, Aaron and the Israelites standing on the east side of the Red Sea and watching the Egyptian horses and soldiers struggling for life in the churning waters. Moses and Miriam were singing a hymn of praise: I will sing unto the Lord, for God has triumphed gloriously; the horse and rider thrown into the sea (15:21).


No matter how well you know Amazing Grace, sooner or later you are going to run out of verses (even in a Baptist church)! For the newly-freed slaves, it took about three days for them to forget their song. These city-slickers began their journey in the wilderness and found only brackish, bitter water not fit for drinking (15:22-23). Three days earlier when dead Egyptians floated up on the seashore, the people of Israel feared the Lord and believed in the Lord and in his servant Moses (14:31). Now, less than a week into their journey, they complain, "What shall we drink?" The word for complain here is murmur--they are grumbling among themselves, "What shall we drink?" 


Yahweh shows Moses how to throw a certain piece of wood into the water to make it potable. Bitter water becomes sweet water. Satisfied, they journey on to Elim--an oasis in the desert with twelve springs of water and seventy palm trees (15:27).


But these people are on the move! Leaving-time comes just forty-five days out of Egypt, and the people find themselves somewhere in a place called the Wilderness of Sin. Then we hear that the whole congregation of the Israelites complain against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness (16:2). The last time we heard the word "congregation," the whole people of Israel was observing the Passover in hope of Yahweh delivering them from Egypt. Now these same people are complaining to their leaders: "We had steak in Egypt! Back in Egypt we had our bagels and fresh bread until we were stuffed! What did you do, Moses, bring us out here in this godforsaken wilderness to die of hunger with no bakery in sight? Who put you in charge of this outfit?"


And so begins Moses' forty years of journeying in the wilderness with his persistent complaint committee. Such is the normal fact of life in any community. Each community has at least one person who considers it her/his spiritual gift to criticize and complain. We do need more than Yes-men and Yes-women, but some think their main spiritual gift in life is to complain and criticize. Let me give you a hint—complaining is not a spiritual gift! It’s so easy to complain. 

Now, not all complaining is unhelpful. Some complaining changes us for the better. I am thinking of the whistleblowers in business and government, the women and African-Americans who complained about not being able to vote, and the women who go to court for a restraining order for their abusive husbands. Not all complaining is bad for the community. Ben Wagener has written an article for the upcoming newsletter on prayer as screaming and complaining. And we have Psalms and lamentations in our Bible to show that complaining to God is not always wrong. 

Sometimes, however, complaining is a sign that we are not looking at the bigger picture. “Murmuring” is a major theme of the wilderness wanderings. This story does not begin with a genuine need as does the thirsty cries for water in chapters 15 and 17. This story begins with grumbling and murmuring. They are not starving to death and crying out for bread but instead longing for the land of Egypt and the way it used to be: “If only we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots and ate our fill of bread; for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.” (16:3). (I think this reads better if I wring my hands.)

They are hungry for the idealized food of Egypt. In just forty-five days they have made the memory of life in Egypt better than life ever was. Isn’t that exactly what we do? We idealize the past and make it the life we never really knew. Someone is being tested, and that someone is not Moses, not Aaron, not even the Lord.

The rabbis tell us that God sent Israelites through the wilderness on the way to Sinai not because it was the easiest route. As a matter of fact, there were easier routes to the promised land. The rabbis tell us that Yahweh sent the Israelites through the wilderness precisely because the other routes were easier.


You see, in the wilderness we have no one to blame but ourselves. Why do you think that Moses and John the Baptist and Jesus and Paul spent so much time in the wilderness? The wilderness is the place to confront ourselves directly and to be dis-illusioned of the false selves that we carry with us. In the wilderness we come face-to-face with our true selves and have no defenses or excuses or enemies to blame for our life. 


All of their energies had been focused on the Egyptians. The Egyptians were the oppressors, the mean bosses, the enemy. And here, for the first time in their lives, they don't have an external enemy. There is no one else to blame for their situation. They are free from Pharaoh and his time-clock and minimum wages. No longer are they threatened by the Pharaoh or by Egypt or by the Red Sea. So they murmur and grumble and complain and question the leadership of Moses. 

THIS IS A FAITH ISSUE!

Moses and Aaron realize that they themselves are not the problem, and they say in verse 8, "Your complaining is not against us but against the LORD." "We're just messengers for the Lord! Don't shoot the messengers!" Moses and Aaron realize that the complaints are not really about bread and meat. The food problem is a false cover for the faith issue. It has come down to a big choice for the congregation, and they don't like coming face-to-face with themselves there in the wilderness. They do not want to be dis-illusioned.

You see, we usually think that to be free of service from Pharaoh is to be free from all service--to be independent. That's what the people of Israel think. That’s what most Americans think. Moses knows, however, that they have a destination--Mount Sinai. He knows that Yahweh saved the Israelites from service to Pharaoh so that they could be servants of the Lord. As Bob Dylan sings, "You're going to have to serve somebody. You're going to have to serve somebody. It may be the devil, or it may be the Lord, but you're going to have to serve somebody."


Yahweh knows the reality of their choice. Early on in the conversation, the Lord says to Moses, "I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and each day the people shall go out and gather enough for that day. In that way I will test them, whether they will follow my instruction or not." (17:4). The lack of food becomes a test on whether or not they lack faith as well! They want “Our Way” not “Yahweh!”

In the evening quail fly into the camp and they have their meat. In the morning, after the dew lifts, the people find this fine flaky substance like frost on the ground. They keep asking one another, "What is it?" Just like children sitting down to the evening meal, the children of Israel look down at their plate and ask, "Eeeew! What is it?"  The Hebrew word for "What is it?" is manna. They are saying, "Manna--What is it?" Like Abbott and Costello's great sketch on baseball, Moses says, "Yes, What is it! Manna." 


"What is it?"


"Yes, that's right!"


"What is it?"


"What is it. . . manna! That's correct."

"What is it?"


"Yes."


And on and on it goes. The Hebrew word manna has no positive content. It is a question and only a question, "What is it?"


What is it? "It is the bread that Yahweh has given you to eat" Moses says (16:15b). And it is daily bread. They are allowed to gather only an omer of manna a day. "How much is an omer?" you ask. According to verse 36, An omer is a tenth of an ephah. Well, there you go! The Bible sure is a big help! An omer is a clay jar that holds about two dry quarts--a half-gallon. They are to gather enough in the morning for their daily bread. As the story goes, if they try to stretch it into the next day it stinks and is  full of worms (16:20). These people are camping out in the wilderness and have no access to refrigerators and freezers.

Two weeks I was in the grocery store and my favorite ice cream—Cherry Almond Fudge—was on sale-- two for $6.00. I picked up two. While waiting in line, the man in front of me asked, “Aren’t you concerned that tropical storm Gustav coming through tonight could knock out your power?” I said, “If that happens, I guess I’ll be eating a lot of ice cream tomorrow!” I guess my translation is, “Give us this day our daily ice cream!”


How common it is among the people of God that a crisis, whether of daily need or physical suffering, becomes a crisis of faith. Our suffering through natural disasters has shown us how a food crisis, a power crisis, a financial crisis or a 9/11 crisis becomes a faith crisis. Do we have the faith to follow this God who offers daily, and only daily, bread from heaven? 

ARE WE BETTER OFF?


A couple of weeks ago I read an article by George Will in The Washington Post. Now George Will is more politically conservative than I, but I enjoy his musings about baseball. I liked this article however, because it was not about politics.  He remarks that since the 1980 presidential election, we have often heard Ronald Reagan’s question, “Are you better off now?” It’s a good question, but George Will wonders if this question can be answered only with tables, charts and graphs regarding personal and national economic statistics. Given the national and international financial turmoil of this past week, it’s hard not to answer without a calculator!

George Will responds to the question, “Are you better off being four years older?” with “That depends. If you are young, since 2004 you might have found romance, had children, learned to fly-fish and become a Tampa Bay Rays fan. In which case you emphatically are better off . . . . Suppose in your later years you read "Middlemarch," rediscovered Fred Astaire's movies, took up fly-fishing, saw Chartres and acquired grandchildren. . . . are you not decidedly better off? 1


Moses asks the people of Israel and asks us, “Are you better off now since you are free from the empire of Egypt and the United States? Are you better off being free of the dominant cultural values of consumerism, materialism and militarism?” Moses found out what we have discovered—You can take the people out of the empire but you can’t take the empire out of the people. They, like we, long for the empire’s fleshpots and the bakeries. Moses knows (and God knows) that we cannot serve both God and money. We cannot serve both God and empire. We learn from the empire to work seven days a week and never take a sabbath off. We learn from the empire to grab all we can of bread and quail because we think we need to store it up in our refrigerators, freezers, and bank accounts. We learn from the empire not to share with our neighbor because it teaches us that our neighbor is our enemy, not our friend. 


We Christians cannot hear this story without remembering the only miracle story of Jesus repeated in all four gospel accounts: the feeding of the five thousand. Seeing the crowd of people in the wilderness, Jesus tells his disciples, “You give them something to eat!” Philip answers with the monetary language of the empire: “Are we to go and buy half a year’s wages worth of bread and give it to them to eat?” (Mark 6:37). Rather than manna and quail, Jesus finds bread and fish. The miracle to me is that Jesus forms a community of neighbors among strangers. When people in deserted places begin to know one another and care for one another, there is enough bread to share among them. As a matter of fact, the gospels are clear that a place of scarcity becomes, when the Spirit of the Lord is allowed to touch human hearts, a community of neighbors with an abundance of what we need. Only then, the Bible teaches us, are we better off. 

What is it? What is it when Vienna Baptist Church members take bags of groceries this afternoon to those who do not have enough to eat? What is it when community begins to form in our neighborhood? What is it when someone invites another to their house for a meal because one has an abundance and the other is without? What is it when we come face-to-face with ourselves in the wilderness and see around us, not scarcity, but abundance? What is it when we stop blaming our leaders and deal with our own fears and anxieties and lack of faith? What is it? "It is the [daily] bread that the Lord has given [us] to eat" (16:15b). 
1 George F. Will, Are You Better Off, The Washington Post, September 7, 2008
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