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THE ELEVENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

What Is It?
Psalm 78:1-8, 18-29; Exodus 16:2-4, 9-15

What is it?

As we stared at the casserole dish filled with some yellowish-orange
substance that bubbled and steamed, resembling nothing we had ever seen
on a dinner table, my roommate and I asked, “What is it?”

It was the fall of 1981 and three of us were sharing an apartment in
Louisville, Kentucky as we began our seminary studies.  Our friendship began
in college and, when we all decided to attend the same seminary, it seemed
like a good idea to share an apartment off campus rather than spend any
more time in a cramped on-campus dorm room.  It was the first experience
of living on our own for each of us and our mothers had tried to prepare us by
sharing the simplest of recipes that might keep three young men from going
hungry.  For the most part, two of us did most of the cooking for supper while
our third roommate often ate with his fiancee who was also a student.  But,
at least once a week, the three of us would have supper together and take
turns cooking.  It was Dave’s turn to cook and the prospects looked less than
appetizing.

“What is it?” we asked.  He had talked for weeks about the signature
dish his mother often made when his father was a seminary student and
needed to feed a hungry family of seven.  “It’s cheesy souffle,” he answered,
putting a little French emphasis on the “soufflé.”  “Mom would fix it for us all
the time.  It’s easy to cook.  You take a loaf of white bread and crumble it up
in the bowl.  Then you grate a pound of cheddar cheese on top.  You add a
couple of eggs and some milk, mix it all up and bake it.  Voilá!  Cheesy
soufflé!

After sitting down at the table and sharing this family dish for the first
time in many years, our friend admitted that it was far more of a “filler” to calm
hungry stomachs than a family heirloom recipe that ought to be passed down
from generation to generation.  “When you have five children to feed on a
student-preacher’s salary,” he said, “I guess cheesy souffle is what you fix.” 



He was good natured about it.  We all had a good laugh, and we fixed
something else for supper!  Never again was it Dave’s night to cook!

What is it?  That was the question the Israelites asked as they stared
at a fine, flaky substance that covered the ground one morning.  They were
about six weeks into their wilderness journey after their dramatic escape from
Egypt and Pharaoh’s brutal oppression.  Sure, they were happy to be free, but
they were also hungry and without any prospects of finding food enough to
feed the multitude that had trusted Moses to lead them to freedom.  They
complained that he had done nothing more than change the location of their
demise.  “We would have been better off dying as slaves in Egypt with full
bellies than starving to death in this God-forsaken desert,” they protested. 
What could Moses do but turn around and ask God for help?  After all, this
whole escape from Egypt thing was God’s idea to begin with.  God answered
that food would be provided and plenty of it.  So, the next morning, the
Hebrew children stood looking at the ground asking, “What is it?” a phrase
pronounced in Hebrew as, “manna.”

Each morning the ground would be covered with something like dew. 
When it dried it resembled frost but could be collected and baked into a
delicious bread.  In the evenings, quail would arrive in enormous flocks and
provide meat for the people to eat.  In this way, God sustained his people in
the desert.  He provided what they needed for their journey to the Promised
Land.  It was manna.

I have never had cheesy souffle since that odd meal so long ago, but
I understand why a mother, desperate to keep five young children fed on an
almost non-existent budget would concoct a recipe that would at least be
filling for so many hungry mouths.  I’ve never trekked through a desert with 
thousands of my neighbors, but I can see why God provided manna to keep
them alive and enable them to thrive.  What is it?  The psalmist called it “the
bread of angels” (Psalm 78).

There are a lot of ways to look at the Exodus story.  That is why it
remains the pivotal story in the Jewish experience to this day and the parallel
experience of Jesus’ death and resurrection.  One of the universal truths that
anyone can glean from the experience is that God does provide food for the
journey, and not just food to eat, but provision for whatever it is that we
undertake in life.  The singular affirmation of all scripture is: God provides!
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Our question today is: What is it?  What is it that God provides for us to
do whatever ever God is leading us to do?  What is it that God provides for
us as a congregation?  What is it that sustains and energizes us for the
journey ahead?  What is our manna?

First, God provides people to teach us, guide us, and inspire us.  Who
are the people who do that for you?  Most often we think of parents and
teachers, coaches and community leaders who recognize something within
us that we cannot yet see.  They encourage and direct and push us to use
what God has given us as we make our way in the world.  Who are those
people for you?  What have they helped you to discover about yourself? 
What have you forgotten that you need to remember at this time in your life?

Who are the other people God has provided as guidance for you? 
Sometimes they are people we do not even know personally.  An author can
offer us insight through a novel or retelling of history.  An activist can help us
understand the importance of standing up for what is right.  An athlete can
inspire us to reach deep inside to discover our real strengths.  Like you, I
have appreciated the courage of Simone Biles, a highly gifted and decorated
gymnast, to set aside potential glory for her own health and well-being. 
Mental health is a need we too often do not appreciate and too often ignore. 
Simone Biles reminded us all that the greater strength is to do what is
necessary to come out of the dark places where we sometimes find
ourselves, to get the help we need from other people, and to recognize that
illness of the mind and heart is common to us all.  God provided her as an
example to the world of the importance of self care.  Who are the people God
has given you to help you thrive in the world?

What opportunities has God given you?  I suspect many of us have felt
over the past year and a half that life is out of our control.  As soon as we
begin to find a way to maneuver through the pandemic, something else
happens–maybe a good thing like the vaccines or a bad thing like the latest
deadly variant.  When we pause to reflect on where we are, we recognize that
we have had abundant opportunities to refresh ourselves, take stock of our
lives, reach out to other people, and prepare for the life we have yet to live. 
Times are changing, and we have to change as well, but isn’t that what life is
about anyway?  The only people who are not changing in some way are the
ones who are no longer breathing.  Life itself involves change moment by
moment.
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What is the opportunity before you?  What is God offering?  Ignazio
Silone, a political leader and author during World War II said, “Everyone of us
is given the gift of life, and what a strange gift it is.  If it is preserved jealously
and selfishly it impoverishes and saddens, but if it is spent for others it
enriches and beautifies.”1  What is an opportunity God is offering you that will
enrich and bring beauty to the world?

What are the personal abilities God has given you to sustain you
throughout life?  We are all gifted–thankfully in different ways.  We certainly
marvel at artists who can capture beauty on canvas, in a photograph, in clay
or stone or metal or wood.  We love to hear singers and musicians, to watch
athletes do amazing things with their bodies, and to have actors, leaders, and
entrepreneurs inspire us with what they do.  The reality is that we are all gifted
in many ways.  I don’t need to attempt a marathon, but I should get out and
walk more, enjoying nature and being a part of my neighborhood.  Not all of
us are teachers, but a love for children and an understanding of basic skills
is all we need to help tutor a child toward success.

I believe that there is so much untapped potential within each of us,
buried like the coins given to the servant who was afraid of losing his master’s
money.  Each of us has what we need to do important things in life.  We don’t
have to do big, splashy things, but a small act here, a kindness there, an
accomplishment over there go a long way to making life better for us and for
all people.  What is it that God has given you the ability to do?

What is the calling God has given you?  We think more about this
question when we are in the earliest stages of life than we do when we are
more mature, but God never stops inviting us to do special things with our
lives.  Rabbi Chaim Stern wrote, “I know that at the end of my time all that I
accomplish will seem small.  This is my prayer: Give me work till my life shall
end, and life till my work is done.”2

Our vocation is to be a child of God, a follower of Christ.  Our calling is
how we live out our faith.  We may do that through the work we do day by day,
through our volunteer activities, or through relationships we have.  God invites
us to new opportunities all of the time.  What is it that God is calling you to
do?

1Ignazio Silone, as quoted in Rabbi Chaim Stern, Day by Day: Reflections on the Themes of Torah
from Literature, Philosophy, and Religious Thought, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1998), 74.

2Rabbi Chaim Stern in Day by Day, 75.
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What is it that you trust?  Trust is critical because it is the foundation of
every action we take, the thoughts that we have, the ways we invest our love
and energies.  Are we putting our trust in the right things, the right people, the
sources of truth and goodness?  Do we trust God?  Our initial response is to
say “Yes!  Of course I trust God.”  Most often, however, we find ourselves, like
the Hebrew people in the wilderness, complaining that God has led us from
safety into uncertainty and has not provided what we need.  The story of the
Exodus is our story, a story of learning to trust in the most uncertain of times,
confident that God does indeed provide.

I came across a prayer, often used at Shabbat services, I think, which 
can teach us to trust God more and more each day:

When evil darkens the world, give me light.
When despair numbs my soul, give me hope.
When I stumble and fall, lift me up.
When doubt assails me, give me trust.
When nothing seems sure, give me faith.
When ideals fade, renew my vision.
When I lose my way, be my Guide.
That I may find peace in Your presence,
And purpose in doing Your will.3

What is it?  Sometimes we do not recognize the resources God
provides to us for the living of our days, but the core of our faith is the reality
that God does provide for us every step of our journey.  What is the manna
in your life?  What is it?  That is for us all to discover as we live out our faith
trusting in God to provide everything we need and remembering that God
trusts us to use everything provided.  God gives us the bread of angels to
sustain us throughout our journey.  Enjoy the feast!  Amen.

3Service of the Heart as quoted in Stern, Day by Day, 76-77.
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August 8, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

There are many things that we crave in this life, O God, some of them
simple pleasures and desires that make life more pleasant, more enjoyable,
and more fun.  Things which we truly crave, for which our souls cry out, are
much more substantial and critical for the life which you have so generously
given to us.

We crave the basic needs of life: food to eat, a place to rest and be
safe, health.  For us, these things are available, but not so for all people.  We
pray that, with your help, we will find ways for all people to enjoy the simple
necessities of life.  With your help, enable us to help one another.

We crave companionship and comfort.  Too often, even in the midst of
a crowd of people, we feel alone and lonely.  We need people who will care
for us, people we can trust, people who will receive our comfort and care in
return.  Bless us with faithful companions for our journey through life and
allow us to enjoy the richness of relationships that are mutually satisfying.

We crave meaningful work for our hands, our minds, and our hearts. 
Open to us the abundant gifts that you have given to us.  Help us discover
that talents and passions that will enable us to give back to the world. 
Provide us with opportunities to do things that are meaningful and important
in our lives and the lives of other people so we know that our lives have
purpose and intent.

We crave peace.  There is such turmoil, unrest, and unhappiness in our
world, O God.  We are at odds with one another and ourselves.  Pierce the
fake armor of our defensiveness and open our hearts to the reality that you
have created us as a gift to one another.  Remove the veneer from our own
self-perception and help us to see ourselves finally as your children created
in your image.

We crave love and beg to feel your love in our lives, O God.  And when
we allow ourselves the compassion you offer so generously, enable us to give
and receive love from one another.

We crave hope and pray that together we will turn to you for the true
gifts that make life full and complete.  Nourish us with the grace that will
provide all we need for life now and eternal life to come; through Jesus Christ
our Lord.  Amen.


