Pre:

We’ve just come through the season of Christmas, reflecting on the greatest gift that God gave to us in Jesus. And in the afterglow of the Christmas celebration we are going to continue to talk about gifts from God and how nurturing and even transforming these gifts can be. The thing is, and this is really the theme of this series, some of God’s gifts are difficult to receive. We have trouble accepting them because they challenge our perspective, or they cause us to slow down and consider our life choices, or they are just plain hard. 


But the gifts of God are always good, and God always has our best interests in mind. So, let’s begin this series about the gifts from God that we sometimes resist. And learn to open our hearts and minds to all that God has for us. 


Today’s gift comes from the wilderness. From the Old Testament books of Exodus and Numbers. God’s people have just recently left Egypt. Moses is leading the people away from slavery in Egypt toward the Promised Land where they will finally be at home. But the road to the Promised Land is a hard one. And food supplies run low. About a month and a half into the journey there were some among God’s people who were wishing to be back in Egypt, where there was at least something good to eat! God hears their complaint and provides them with manna from heaven. (Read from Exodus)


Manna was their staple food for the entire 40 years of wilderness wandering. Can you imagine? It only took a couple of years for the complaints to start up again (Numbers 11). 

Gifts from God: Manna
Exodus 16, Numbers 11


One of Aesop’s fables tells of two travelers who are worn out by the summer’s sun. They lay themselves down at noontime under the wide spreading branches of a Plane tree.  As they rest in the shade of the tree, one of the travelers says to the other, “What a singularly useless tree is the Plane! It bears no fruit, and is not of the least service to man.” The tree, overhearing this conversation, interrupts him and says, “You ungrateful fellows! Do you, while receiving benefits from me and resting under my shade, dare to describe me as useless and unprofitable?”  


How easy it is to take things for granted. To whine about what is lacking, instead of being grateful for God’s gifts.  We turn today to the story of the Exodus for a lesson about gratitude . 

The people of Israel had suffered for many years as slaves under the heavy hands of the Egyptians. God sent Moses to lead the slaves out of Egypt, through the wilderness, and to the Promised Land. As you may remember, it wasn’t an easy sell. The slaves didn’t immediately jump for joy when Moses came to lead them out. Slavery was a hard life, but freedom was a terrifying thing. They did follow Moses out of Egypt, but no sooner did they encounter the difficulties of the desert, but their hearts began to yearn for the hard but familiar life of slavery. 
Saying it that bluntly makes it seem ludicrous, doesn’t it? How could someone want to go back to slavery? Yet, you know your own struggles. Many of you have come out of addiction. Some have come out of abusive relationships. Some have issues with anger or codependency or boundaries. Others have come out of various dysfunctional backgrounds and you had to undergo a very major shift in how you perceive the world and how you think in order to follow Jesus. Was that easy to do? 

No. It was not. Are there times when it would seem easier to stop working so hard, to go back to the old comfortable (though dysfunctional) ways?

The toughest thing of all on the freedom road is a commodity called trust. In order to make it across the barren wilderness to the Promised Land, you have to be able to trust the one who is leading you. 
Moses made it clear that he was only God’s representative. The one who must be trusted is God. 

So when the complaints came to him about hunger, Moses went to God, and God provided food. Both meat (in the form of quails) and manna. The meat was an occasional gift, whereas the manna came all the time, so my focus is on the manna. 

Every day (except on the Sabbath), people would go out to gather manna, and there it would be: a white flaky substance that tasted sweet. You could eat it like a cracker. You could pound it into flour and make biscuits. But you couldn’t store it up, or it would rot. Except on the Sabbath day, when it would be as fresh as it was when you gathered it. 
Eating manna was an exercise in trust. The people of God had to trust that more would be there tomorrow. They didn’t need to store it up. And on the Sabbath, they had to trust that they would still have enough leftover from the day before. They could rest, instead of going out to gather food. 

Manna was nothing less than a miracle, a blessing direct from God. It wasn’t there the day before. But it was there like clockwork for the next forty years.  Scholars and scientists have tried to figure out whether there was a natural substance that fit the description of manna. And there are a number of substances that are somewhat like manna. But nothing that meets the complete description that the story gives us. So, we are left with the manna miracle. The gift from God. 

And for us, manna becomes a reminder that sometimes the only explanation for the miracle at hand is simply that God provided it. There is no other explanation.  When I look at Morning Star’s budget, I am reminded of manna. At the beginning of last year, we had a budget gap of $45,000. We ended the year almost in the black. Givers were generous, people worked hard, and God gave manna from heaven.  Some of you know exactly what I mean, because you were recipients of this manna, and you passed it on. (And by the way, God will need to keep providing manna, because this year’s budget is no better!)
Manna is nothing short of a miracle from God. And it comes as a reminder that God is to be trusted, and God is the one whom we must follow if we wish to make it through the wilderness to the Promised Land. 

The problem with manna, of course, is that it is as dependable as the sunrise. Day after day, meal after meal, manna.  You don’t have to ask, “What’s for breakfast?” The answer is always the same. Manna. And so the miracle becomes the ordinary. 
Which is why, two years into the journey, people got restless and forgot what a gift manna was. Once again they began to hearken back to the fine dining that they had experienced in Egypt. They even listed what was on the menu: fish, cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions, garlic. But once again, they conveniently leave out the rather significant fact that although they ate well, they were slaves working their fingers to the bone for the Egyptians. 
How easy it is to take God’s miracles for granted. Ralph Waldo Emerson once said that if the stars came out only once a year, everybody would stay up all night to behold them. We have seen the stars so often that we don’t bother to look at them anymore. We have grown accustomed to our blessings. Even jaded about the wonderful things that God has done.

“But now,” the people say, “our strength is dried up, and there is nothing at all but this manna to look at.” 

This is human nature, isn’t it, when the newness has worn off. Remember how it was with Adam when God created Eve? Adam jumped up and down and cried “this is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” Later, after the fruit-eating incident, when God confronts Adam, he says, “this woman that you gave me, she made me eat it.” 
There is that tedious day-to-day grind that we all have to endure on the way to the Promised Land. After the flush of excitement of starting a new job, or starting a new project, a new relationship, a new church. It’s like the woman who looks in her closet in the morning and says, “I have absolutely nothing to wear.” And she means it! Her husband shakes his head.
The day to day grind wears us down, and we are tempted to ignore the small and big miracles that surround us every day. The sunrise, the sunset, the smile of a loved one. The fact that you have gas in your car. That you have a car. That you have food in the cupboard. 

Like the Israelites in the wilderness, we have so much. God has given manna from heaven. The question is, how do we respond to what God has given? With complaints and a wish for the fine dining in Egypt? Or with gratitude for God’s provision in each day?  


It seems to me that gratitude is the opposite of griping.  And that the best antidote for complaining is to give thanks.  


It is gratitude that prompted an old man to visit on old broken pier on the eastern seacoast of Florida. Every Friday night, until his death in 1973, he would return, walking slowly and slightly stooped with a large bucket of shrimp. The seagulls would flock to this old man, and he would feed them from his bucket. 


Why would an old man take the time every day to feed seagulls?  The man’s name was Captain Eddie Rickenbacker.  Many years earlier, in October of 1942, he was on a mission in a B-17 to deliver an important message to General Douglas MacArthur in New Guinea. But there was an unexpected detour which hurled Captain Eddie Rickenbacker into the most harrowing adventure of his life. Somewhere over the South Pacific the Flying Fortress became lost beyond the reach of radio. Fuel ran dangerously low, so the men ditched their  plane in the ocean. For nearly a month Captain Eddie and his companions would fight the water, and the weather, and the scorching sun. They spent many sleepless nights recoiling as giant sharks rammed their rafts. The largest raft was nine by five. The biggest shark. . .ten feet long. But of all their enemies at sea, one proved most formidable: starvation. Eight days out, their rations were long gone or destroyed by the salt water. It would take a miracle to sustain them. 


And one afternoon, the miracle occurred. In Captain Eddie’s own words, Captain William Cherry, “read the service that afternoon, and we finished with a prayer for deliverance and a hymn of praise. There was some talk, but it tapered off in the oppressive heat. With my hat pulled down over my eyes to keep out some of the glare, I dozed off. Something landed on my head. I knew that it was a sea gull. I don’t know how I knew, I just knew. Everyone else knew too. No one said a word, but peering out from under my hat brim without moving my head, I could see the expression on their faces. They were staring at that gull. The gull meant food. . .if I could catch it.” And the rest, as they say, is history. Captain Eddie caught the gull. Its flesh was eaten. Its intestines were used for bait to catch fish. The survivors were sustained and their hopes renewed because a lone sea gull, uncharacteristically hundreds of miles from land, offered itself as a sacrifice. 


So, for the rest of his life, every Friday evening, about sunset. . .on a lonely stretch along the eastern Florida seacoast, you could see an old man walking, white-haired, bushy-eyebrowed, slightly bent. His bucket filled with shrimp was to feed the gulls, to remember the one which on a day long past, gave itself without a struggle, like manna in the wilderness. (from Paul Harvey’s The Rest of the Story, quoted on internet site Crosswalk)


So I leave you today with two questions. 

Has God given you manna from heaven?


How are you showing your gratitude for this gift?
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