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Our scripture lesson for this morning comes to us from the story of the Exodus of God’s people 

from Egypt. Moses and Aaron have just led the people through the Red Sea on dry ground while 

Pharaoh’s army was swallowed up in the waters of the sea. They are safe from their captors, yet 

now they have entered the wilderness, which looks different from what they knew back in Egypt.  

Listen to the story as it is told in Exodus 16:2-5.   

 

The whole congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in 

the wilderness. 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.” 

 

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. On the sixth day, when 

they prepare what they bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather on other 

days.” 

 

* * * * * 

 

Last Sunday, I found myself counting down the days to the first two weeks of our important 

attempts at social distancing since COVID-19 had officially made its way to Michigan. With one 

week down, Monday came and I was ready for another week to see whether there was any 

impact on what we have been doing in Michigan when I checked the numbers. 

 

Monday came, however, with an announcement that fifteen days suddenly turned into another 

three weeks and even more social distancing was necessary in these days. Maintaining our 

distance in groups of ten or fewer, became five or fewer, and even two or fewer in some places 

in the world. 

 

As the week wore on, each day in our home felt like another week in itself. When I’m home on 

vacation, the days seem to fly by, but in this season, the days seem to never end even when they 
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are full. I sometimes find myself losing track of what day I’m living at any given moment. My 

calendar looks different as I discover myself sitting through one phone call or video conference 

after another. 

 

It also became clear to me that we wouldn’t be able to continue livestreaming from our 

sanctuaries because we might put one another, the most vulnerable among us, and most 

especially healthcare workers as well as their families at risk. Our bishop, David Alan Bard, 

confirmed our decisions with a letter to all churches and clergy later in the day indicating the 

same for all of Michigan. My world, our world, was suddenly spiraling. In this wilderness in 

which we have found ourselves, our Sanctuary at Birmingham First has always been that visible 

connection place. If we felt lost before, at least during worship we would discover the common 

image that connected us one to another. Now, it seemed like we would be lost in this wilderness, 

even as we’re doing everything we can to stay connected and find our way through to the other 

side. 

 

What do you do when you’re lost…in the wilderness? How do you find your way through it and 

back to the times we once had? How would we navigate when our most familiar places, friends, 

and family are distanced in new ways? 

 

When I thought back to my own Boy Scout training and every movie I’ve ever watched about 

being lost in the wilderness, I remembered that one of the first rules is to stay put when you are 

lost. Time and time again, we can remember images of people who are lost in the wilderness and 

they keep walking in circles trying to get out. The U.S. Forest Service and several other 

wilderness guides use the acronym STOP, or S.T.O.P., to remind us what to do when we 

discover that we are lost in the wilderness and cannot seem to find our way out. 

 

The first thing to do when you think you are lost is to “Stop, stay calm, and stay put.” In other 

words, “don’t panic.” The second thing to do is to Think about how you got to where you are 

and how you might have arrived there. What familiar landmarks did you see along the way? The 

“O” stands for Observe. Observe some landmarks that you might have seen along the way. What 

time is it? How long have you been hiking? And finally, the “P” stands for Plan. Plan out your 

next steps, but don’t move until you have a plan that is based on your calm thoughts and 

observations. When in doubt, stay in place. Use a whistle if you have one.1 

 

As I reviewed those instructions, I realized how easy it is for us to be overwhelmed when we 

find ourselves lost in the wilderness and to forget both who we are and how we might best 

survive. Fear and panic can begin to take over for us. 

 

Surely this is the case for many of us in this present COVID-19 wilderness experience in which 

we find ourselves. I find myself constantly reminding myself, colleagues, our staff, and my loved 

ones, including my 88-year-old grandmother this past week, that most of us has never had to live 

through a pandemic before. Perhaps a few have in other parts of the world, but not here, on our 

own shores, unless you are one of those who lived through or knew someone who lived through 

the 1918 flu pandemic here in the United States. 
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As friends and family in our community are furloughed or laid off, they wonder when they’ll go 

back to work. Some, who live paycheck to paycheck, are not sure whether they can wait for a 

check from the government to help out or even if it will be enough when it does come. Others are 

concerned about how their businesses will survive. Grocery shopping isn’t the same anymore as 

we go online to let someone else get everything together. 

 

This wilderness can be terrifying for so many of us, especially as we have to not only rethink 

how we do work from home, but even more so if we have to rethink what we might have to do 

beyond this time. On most days, I feel lost and alone as everything I know about being a pastor 

changes by the moment. A sanctuary is supposed to be a safe place of comfort and care for one 

another. It is the place of healing and hope when we find that we are lost in life. 

 

Over the past couple of weeks as members have passed away, we’ve had to provide pastoral care 

from a distance and even offer to Zoom in for small, family funerals so that we can keep our 

families safe, our pastoral families safe, and our healthcare workers safe in these days. At 

funerals, we grieve together and hold one another, but that care is by phone or video conference. 

Most families are even opting for a memorial service at another date in the future when we are 

beyond this current global crisis. 

 

Being lost is one thing, but losing our understanding of who we are as individuals in the 

wilderness is all the more frightening for most of us. As the wilderness comes upon us and we 

find ourselves not only rethinking our daily lives, but our very identities and how we’ve always 

done our jobs, what do we have to cling to when the familiar landmarks are missing for us? How 

will we get through this? 

 

While I have never been lost in the woods, I do remember getting lost in a store once when I was 

young boy. I had gone shopping with my grandparents, and there were some hamster races in the 

middle of the store. Distracted, I left my grandparents’ side to watch the races, and when I 

looked around, they were no longer there. I panicked. What might happen? Where could they be?  

The store was so big and I couldn’t see them anywhere. Eventually, I found an associate and told 

her I was lost. The first thing that she asked me was, “What’s your name?” Through my tears, I 

told her who I was. Over the PA system, she said, “Would Elbert’s grandparents please come to 

the service desk? He’s looking for you.” 

 

This past week, as I’ve found myself in this wilderness, worried about those that I love and about 

each of you, having to rediscover what it means to be a pastor and being an uncle by video calls, 

I’ve remembered that associate’s question: “Who are you? What’s your name? What’s your 

identity?” 

 

In our scripture lesson, the people of God had just experienced a miracle as they received their 

freedom through the waters of the Red Sea. They were no longer slaves in Egypt, but a free 

people on a journey with Moses and Aaron to a land that God had in store for them. After 

crossing the sea, however, they found themselves in the wilderness…and they were terrified.  

How would they survive? It was rough and rugged. They didn’t know the way. They couldn’t see 

any well-worn paths. Food seemed scarce. How would they ever make it to the promised land? 
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They turned to Moses and Aaron saying, “Hey, we had it better in Egypt. Yes, were slaves to 

Pharaoh, but at least we ate our fill. It might not have been the best, but it was food. Now, you’ve 

brought us into this wilderness to starve to death. We should have stayed back where we were.” 

It was if they had forgotten what God had just done for them back at the Red Sea. When the 

reality of the wilderness began to close in, they had forgotten who they were and whose they 

were. 

 

Moses turned to God and said, “Hey God, these are your people. Their complaints are with you. 

Do you hear their cries? We’ve just led them where you told us to lead and now we’re all lost.  

What are you going to do about this?” 

 

God 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.” If you know this story, you might know that this bread is 

called “manna,” which means “What is it?” When the people of God had lost their way, God 

gave them a sign that they were not lost and alone, but that God was with them as God provided 

this bread from heaven. 

 

Notice friends, the manna was NOT given in abundance. They were only allowed to gather 

“enough for that day.” They couldn’t store it up like toilet paper, or hand sanitizer, or groceries, 

or anything else. They could only gather enough for that day, unless it was the sixth day. In that 

case, they could gather enough for the Sabbath so they weren’t working on the day of rest. Day 

by day, God reminded them that they were God’s people and they would have enough… 

together…to meet the needs of the community. To live as the people of God, they would live 

with “enough.” 

 

When the people were terrified in the wilderness and feared for their lives and their future, God 

sent manna to remind them who they were, “beloved children of God,” and that they were not 

alone even as they would discover who they might be. 

 

We look out into an unknown future in a wilderness that surrounds us in these moments. Some 

are just waiting to get back to life as it was before; we’re just waiting for everything to return to 

normal. Some want the economy to just get up and running again, because that is normal. We’ve 

had to reassess what is really important to us in these days. In the wilderness, getting back to 

normal, going back to the familiar and what was in our lives, can too easily define us. But is this 

the core of who we are? Are our jobs as we have always known them, the core of who we are? Is 

life back to what it was at the core of who we are? 

 

Does the core of who I am as a pastor change when I cannot stand at the bedside of Christians 

who are dying, when I have to video conference or telephone for pastoral care…or when the 

Sanctuary has become my home and yours on Sunday morning? Oh, the wilderness can too 

easily cause us to forget who we are as the people of God when we begin frantically searching 

for the closest exit back to what we knew. 

 

When we find ourselves in the wilderness, lost and alone, forgetting who we are, it is then that 

we are invited to open our eyes…to remember who we are at the core….to remind one another 

that we are God’s beloved children…and God is with…weeping with us…walking with us in our 
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fear, our terror, and the uncertainty of who we are. And in this wilderness, if we will look, we 

might see “enough” for us, for the community of faith, for the world to which we are sent, when 

we choose to live in this time together. Who am I? Who are we? Who are you? In this 

wilderness? At the core? 

 

You are a beloved. Nothing else matters. Stop. Stay put. Stay home, as I said last week. 

 

Then, let us think about what we know at the very core of our faith. Who are we? At our core? 

 

Observe the signs of God at work around you. (This past week, I saw it in the birth of Finnian 

Steven Wells, the grandchild of Lisa Wells and the namesake of his grandfather who passed 

away last fall. Life comes again, even in this season…in spite of this season, God is bringing 

life.) This coming week, we’re hosting a food drop off for our mission partners even as we 

practice healthy social distancing. In the wilderness, we’re sharing reminders of God’s presence 

with some of the most vulnerable in these economic times. Missions is meeting this week, by 

Zoom video conference and teleconference, to impact lives in this crisis through our significant 

partnership with mission dollars that we’ve raised in prior months. Where have you seen the 

reminders of God’s presence with us in these days? 

 

And then let us plan our next steps, based on who we are at the core of our being: beloved 

children of God. How might we continue to journey through this wilderness and give witness to 

God’s presence and new life among us that we might lead the world to Easter, not simply two 

Sundays from now, but every day. Easter is all about new life, is it not? And the new doesn’t 

look like the old, my friends! 

 

 

 

 

 
1https://www.theguardian.com/travel/2016/may/31/wilderness-survival-outdoor-gear-life-saving-tips-hiking-

camping and https://www.fs.usda.gov/visit/know-before-you-go/if-you-get-lost 
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