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grace Exodus 16:2-4, 9-15

Exodus 16:2-4, 9-15 New Revised Standard Version

16 2 The whole congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in the
wilderness. 3 The Israelites said to them, “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.” 4 Then the Lord said 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.

® Then Moses said to Aaron, “Say to the whole congregation of the Israelites, ‘Draw near to

the Lord, for he has heard your complaining.”” 1® And as Aaron spoke to the whole congregation
of the Israelites, they looked toward the wilderness, and the glory of the Lord appeared in the
cloud. " The Lord spoke to Moses and said, 2 “I have heard the complaining of the Israelites;
say to them, ‘At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the morning you shall have your fill of bread;
then you shall know that I am the Lord your God.””

13 In the evening quails came up and covered the camp; and in the morning there was a layer of
dew around the camp. ¥ When the layer of dew lifted, there on the surface of the wilderness was
a fine flaky substance, as fine as frost on the ground. !> When the Israelites saw it, they said to
one another, “What is it?”” For they did not know what it was. Moses said to them, “It is the
bread that the Lord has given you to eat.

“God, I stand in awe today. / Of those Black women. / The ones who stood up /
and once again said... / enough. / Proudly.” The beginning of a poem that went
viral in some presbyterian circles this week, written by my friend and former

seminary classmate the Rev. Katy Stenta, after hearing that Simone Biles had



withdrawn from the summer Olympics in Tokyo.! Biles has been the face of US
gymnastics for years, leading team USA to gold in the 2016 games and to first
place in world championships every year since she started to compete on the world
stage in 2013. Lately, she’s rightly been named the greatest of all time — the
GOAT; in fact, her vaulting skills are so complex that the International Gymnastics
Federation has been known to score her difficulty levels conservatively in order to
persuade other athletes not to try and mimic her feats, for fear that others will
injure themselves.? The assumption going into the games this year was that Biles
would lead the team again to gold. [pause] She’s also been at the forefront in other
ways - Biles has been the face of USA gymnastics in the midst of revelations of
decades of sexual abuse of athletes by the team’s former trainer, given free reign
under the complacency of others in the sport. I cannot imagine the pressure facing
Simone Biles this week. The eyes of the world upon her, the strain to put on a
brave face and perfect performance, competing without any fans or spectators
present, in the middle of an Olympics where athletes travel across the world
without family or their support networks, when news of Covid outbreaks in the

athletes’ village come every day.

! Katy Stenta, “Enough, A Prayer of Olympic Boundaries,” katyandtheword, July 27, 2021,
https://katyandtheword.com/2021/07/27/enough-a-prayer-of-olympic-boundaries/. Note: Thanks to GCPC director
of children’s and family ministries Amy Kim Kyremes-Parks for posting the poem on Facebook, where I first
encountered it.

2 Juliet Macur, “Simone Biles Dials Up the Difficulty, ‘Because 1 Can’,” The New York Times, May 24, 2021,
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/24/sports/olympics/simone-biles-yurchenko-double-pike.html



And Biles, this week, said no — no to this dehumanizing pressure, this lack of
support, this abuse and complicity. In a sport that can often pressure athletes to
compete even with injury, Biles said she started to feel what is known in the sport
as ‘the twisties,” a dangerous occurrence where a gymnast keeps losing track of
where she is in the air. With the vaults Biles performs, the twisties could be fatal if
she landed wrong. So, in the face of literally a world of pressure and expectations,
Biles choose herself, her own health, mental and physical; she claimed what she
needed in the moment. As Eren Orbey put it this week in the New Yorker, “Her
withdrawal from the team final was not the handy victory that the public, or USA
Gymnastics, was expecting from her at the Olympics. But it was its own kind of
achievement, one that has the potential to affect the next generation of gymnasts
more than any single medal could.”® As Rev. Stenta put it, “God, I stand in awe
today. / Of those Black women. / The ones who stood up / and once again said... /
enough. / Proudly.”

What do you need, right now? What expectations do you need to let go of?
What nostalgic memories from the past, or fantastic future visions, keep holding

you back?

* Eren Orbey, “The Radical Courage of Simone Biles’s Exit from the Team USA Olympic Finals,” The New Yorker,
July 27, 2021, https://www.newyorker.com/sports/replay/the-radical-courage-of-simone-biless-exit-from-the-team-
usa-olympic-finals.



For our ancestors of the faith, the ancient Israelites, in the early months of
their wandering through the desert after escaping bondage in Egypt, the thing they
needed, even more than bread itself, was to trust in the living God who had
delivered them from slavery. Desperate hunger can warp the mind, make it believe
things it knows not to be true, make it lash out instinctually. It is no wonder that in
their wandering, in their wilderness starvation, the people looked back on the past
with mistaken longing: "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," they accuse
Moses. They see the land of Egypt with rose colored glasses, Egypt, where
midwives were commanded to kill their newborn sons, where they were forced to
work to death under threat of the whip.

There is some scholarly debate over what happens next. Some commentators
point out that the fruit of the tamarask trees on the Sinai Peninsula excrete a type of
juice that congeals in the morning, making a flaky substance that locals bake into a
type of bread they call manna. Perhaps they needed the faithfulness to see God’s
abundance in the ordinary, the plentiful but not easily apparent fruit of creation that

surrounded them.* Others believe this naturalistic reading takes away from the text,

4 Terence E. Fretheim, Exodus: Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Louisville: John
Knox Press, 1991), 181-182.



which clearly understands manna as a direct and supernatural gift of God.> What
both of these explanations have in common, what their disagreement obscures, is
that they both point to a call to faithfulness, in a time when faith was,
understandably, quite reasonably, low. The people were asked to stop looking back
to what used to be, and stop looking forward in fear. They were asked to draw
near, in faith, in the moment. “Then Moses said to Aaron, ‘Say to the whole
congregation of the Israelites, 'Draw near to the LORD, for God has heard your

m

complaining."' Draw near. Draw near.

What would it mean for you to draw near today? It’s striking, if you read the
full chapter, that God asks the Israelites to take only what they need. You could not
hoard manna. It spoiled as the day wore on. Take only what you need; leave
enough for others; what do you need today, to draw near?

Two moments in the life of pandemic parenting this week. A virus that we
know from testing, thankfully, was neither Covid nor strep, ran through our
children. First our son developed blisters on his throat Thursday evening, over a
week ago. He stayed home Friday, just miserable, and steadily got better. Perhaps

you have been locked in home, while working from home, for 72 hours with a 5-

year-old, who starts out sick and miserable, and progressively gets both better, and

5 Dean McDonald, “Homiletical Perspective: Exodus 16:2-4, 9-15 in Feasting on the Word: Year B, Vol. 3, edited
by David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2009), 291.



more restless, as the days wear on. [ want to underline the ‘restless’ part of that
sentence. Because restlessness can turn into bouncing off the walls, can turn into
wanton rebellion, as the days wear on: “Stop jumping on the couch,” “stop yelling
at your sister — she’s only 1,” “please, stop running into me when I’m trying to
cook.” We were - fine, but we were ready to go back to school, to go run around
with friends by Monday.

Ready, and, sadly, not ready. Many of you know what comes next. The
phone call from the director of the school. “He woke up with a sore throat, can you
come and get him?” Sure. So, Monday in the middle of the work day, after a long
weekend, I stood outside the school. I was not at my best — I wore the exhaustion
of the long weekend on my face. And the thing about being a minister, when
you’re not at your best, is that, you know, people notice it. My son’s teacher came
outside on an errand. She passed by me. Somehow, she didn’t know that the
director had contacted me. Innocently and thoughtfully, she told me that my son
had been complaining about this throat. And, my frustration came through, in my
tone, in my body language. “Yea, | know. That’s why I’'m here.” I could tell, by
the way she looked back at me, that my annoyance had surprised her. I’ve tried to
be especially nice to our son’s teachers ever since that moment.

What did I need? Rest, or at least a minute to breathe — yes. Grace to myself

for some of the other pressures I was facing in that moment — yes. Recognition that



my son’s teacher was doing her best to protect herself and her students, including
my son — also, yes.

A second moment, two nights later. Our daughter now came down with her
brother’s cold. It’s the middle of the night. She had woken coughing, and
coughing, and coughing. I held her and rocked her back to sleep, not for the first
nor for the last time that night. In the rhythm of her breathing, I rocked, and I
prayed. I prayed for energy, for grace, for patience, for health. Rocking and
praying, rocking and praying. What did I need? — the grace to remember that the
living God was with me, in long days, and in long nights. Draw near. Draw near.

I know many of you are feeling the pressure of these days, the anxiety, the
heartache. I know many of you are starving in the wilderness of loss —
heartbreaking loss these summer days; the wilderness of fear — Covid cases are
currently up 151% right now than they were just two weeks ago; the wilderness of
exhaustion. What do you need?

Online worship has been an unexpected joy in this season. It has carried you;
it has carried me through hard months. At the same time, we know, we know how
much you miss this space, this sanctuary, deeply. Not just this physical room, but
the people who used to fill it, the fellowship that happened in these halls, the sense
of the Holy Spirit, who seemed to float between us here in this place, in moments

of care and community.



Wilderness questions bubble to the surface: When will we get to be back
here together? What will it look like? What will it feel like? Questions we cannot
yet answer. But I can say this: what has been true, and what will be true, what is
also true right now, is that we are a faithful community, brought together by the
grace of the living God, who has sustained us for this long, and who holds us
together, even now.

e When we are at our worst, when our tempers flare, when we speak from
scarcity and anxiety, the Spirit stays with us.

e When we take a moment to look around, to catch our breath, to look with the
eyes of thanksgiving on those around us, on the love that surrounds us, the

Spirit sustains us.

e And when we call out to God, even when we don’t even know or believe if
there is anyone at the other end of the line, the Spirit calls to us:

Draw near. Draw near.

Friends we are still in the desert. But we are not there alone. Let’s lay claim
to that which will keep us going on the journey — the living God, whose buoyant
Spirit sustains us, and feeds us, and brings us together, again and again. Draw near.

Draw near. Amen.



Invitation to the table:

Friends, we come together around the joyful feast of the people of God, around
coffee tables, on floors strewn with toys, in lonely airport terminals, in hospital
waiting rooms, by TV dinner trays and breakfast tables. We come bringing our
bread and juice, coffee and doughnuts, crackers and water. And by the mystery of
the Spirit, we are brought together as the people of God, remembering, and
celebrating, and partaking of the love, ministry, and resurrection of our savior.
How good it is to share this meal with you. Our savior invites all with all who trust

in him, and all who want to trust in him, to share in this feast that he has prepared.



