"Moses, Paul & the Christian Life:  Reflections on the Lectionary, September 18 through November 20."  Sermon #1  “Creative Complaining”

Beginning this fall, up until the first Sunday in Advent, in each Sunday’s sermon I’d like to think with you about what makes for a fulfilled life.  What human beings need to live healthy, full lives is a subject people have thought about for a long, long time.  Every day we make choices about our lives, how to deal with parents, children, grandchildren, co-workers, what kind of work we pursue and how we carry it out.  I know that many of you have jobs in public and private services where the decisions you make affect hundreds of others.  We make decisions about what to consume and how to spend leisure time. We spend most of the time of our week in life-making, and sometimes life-destroying circumstances.
However, for a small amount of time we gather on Sunday morning to worship God.  That’s church.  It has been said that one way to see the church is as "base camp" as we "climb the mountains" of our lives.  Mountain climbers need a place of safety and supply where they can re-charge their bodies before going back out to the heights and the striving, the tumbles and the perils, of their lives. The base camp isn't a place to be comfortable, no matter how much it may look that way to some observers and even members of the church.  We come together, in a sense, for the sake of our going back out again, in mission to the world that God loves.  The purpose of a base camp is not for people to stay in the base; it’s to climb the mountain.  In worship, as followers of Jesus Christ, we are being equipped by God for being sent to the world.  We are being equipped, you and I, to live our lives in such a way that God’s work to redeem the world happens.  Christians are sent people—to be light, leaven and salt to a world that is dark, flat, and bland (phrase that our presbytery exec uses often).  
How does that happen?  In an authentic encounter with God who loves us, we are being equipped with love.  People who follow Jesus, are those who climb the mountain with the Love that comes from God, and that transforms us into people who love: who do right even when wronged, who do good even when bad is done to them, who give blessing even when cursed, who care even when not cared for, and who forgive even when condemned.  C.S. Lewis once said that the unique contribution of Jesus-followers is to deliver hope to a world that doesn’t really trust grace.
Tony Robinson [Transforming Congregational Culture]: “It’s not that God’s church has a mission in the world; it’s that the Missional God has a church in the world.”  That’s what I think Paul was referring to when he wrote to his little church in Philippi: 27Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel, 28and are in no way intimidated by your opponents. For them this is evidence of their destruction, but of your salvation. And this is God’s doing. 29For he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of suffering for him as well— 30since you are having the same struggle that you saw I had and now hear that I still have. “
Our base camp exercise for today: a creative look at complaining.
If you were going to complain about something right now, what would it be?  Be honest.  Your job?  Someone who has really ticked you off?  Your neighbor?  Maybe you want to complain that your body isn’t working the way it used to, or that your family doesn’t seem as close as it once did.  Perhaps you want to complain that things are really screwed up in government.  
The people who had been freed from Pharoah were complaining about the government from Moses and Aaron.  In particular they were complaining about the food policy.  There wasn’t any.  “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.’” [Exodus 16:2-3] 

Their ancestors had worshipped God as El Shaddai, the Almighty, source of the blessings of fertility – fields for planting, pasture for flocks, children to work the farm and a guarantee that the family would continue into the future– a fertility that provided food to sustain them. That's what they needed at the time. But by Moses' time, the most pressing issue for the Israelites was slavery that held them in bondage to Pharaoh.  As they groaned in their suffering, they prayed for release.  God, who now has revealed God’s name Yahweh—“I will be who I will be”—heard the people's groaning and their prayers, and did indeed send Moses to lead them out from Pharoah. Unfortunately, this freedom led them directly into the wilderness, where the most pressing issue now is survival.  So they complain to Moses and Aaron.

Moses, the wise, and his brother Aaron, the speaker, respond to their complaining by pointing out something peculiar.  Their complaining betrays something odd, but something that the creative leadership team of Moses and Aaron understand.  The people’s complaining betrays that they are still loyal to Pharoah, and not God, because they trust that Pharoah could give them food.  They don’t yet trust God for their survival.  
Likewise, the nature of our complaining discloses the powers we trust.  When we complain, just who or what are we trusting to hear us and do something?  The people who complained to Moses and Aaron were in effect saying to them—be Pharoah to us; give us food.  Quite rightly Moses and Aaron refuse the role that only God could be.  Yahweh is who you should be complaining to.  Only God has the power to give you what you need for survival.
Walter Brueggemann makes the connection between our loyalties and the source of our food: is it Pharaoh and his system, or is it God whom we trust for survival?   The true God will give us what we need in abundance, but also calls us to walk in faith, in trust, not hoarding but sharing to make sure everyone has enough.  Johnny Carson tells a story about the time when, as the host of the Tonight Show, he made a joke about there being a toilet paper shortage in the city. The next day there really was a shortage because all the viewers ran out afterward and bought up extra toilet paper just in case. There was no trust that people, if they chose to work together, could ration out the toilet paper to make sure there would be enough for everyone. People panicked and grabbed not what they needed, but more than they needed, leaving some with nothing. 
"Pharaoh" is more than a long-dead historical king. "Pharaoh" is every man-made system—including the “good ones” like democracy and capitalism—that trap us and eventually convince us to capitulate to their power. Fear and anxiety, which disable trust, keep us strangely trapped and tied to Pharoah’s system which oppresses all but the few at the top. When we find ourselves trusting and identifying with that system, whether we realize it or not, we are people of Pharaoh, and not of God. Who do we trust for survival?  God or Pharoah?  Brueggemann warns "we must pay attention to what we eat and to who feeds us." (Cadences of Home).

Amazingly, God hears the complaint of the people and does provide them with a totally unexpected gift—manna, which comes from heaven.  The Hebrew word manna comes from “man hu” which literally means ‘what is it.’ They had no idea.  They had never seen anything like it before, and yet, there it was!  The provision of manna showed the people that, with God, there is more for them to rely on than the limited range of experiences they inherit from their past.  That’s the way love works.  They can safely put their trust in God, and contribute their own human action — by gathering, in this specific story — to the larger working-out of God’s purposes. 
The next time we complain, let’s do it with a little self-reflection.  Let’s ask, in what ways does our complaining betray our own limited expectations of what’s possible.  Is it really true that Pharoah’s way is our only hope?  What fears and anxieties in our lives could we give up by identifying anew the life-sustaining manna from God?  
This kind of radical trust is difficult.  I, too, hoard food, physical and otherwise—“manna insurance” is what Barbara Brown Taylor calls it, just in case God doesn’t come through. [Bread of Angels]  I still contribute to “social security” even though it is really neither—neither social nor secure.  I also think it’s hard to trust God's providence because I know, deep down, that it places demands upon me.  God’s providence calls me to gather only what I need, share with one another, and then rest on one day out of seven.  How countercultural is that?  I also know that God’s gracious providence will challenge my sense of fairness, just as it did the people who heard Jesus tell about the day-laborers who got paid the same, no matter how long they worked.  Indeed, when we rely on the graciousness and generosity of God we better be prepared to witness that God will be gracious to the undeserving.  But here I am in base camp, to be reminded again that that’s the way God is working in the world to heal it with hope.  That’s the way up the mountain, the “Jesus Way.”
Jesus is God's manna in the wilderness, the one who reminds us day by day that we live because God provides not what we want, necessarily, but exactly what we need: some bread and wine, some love, some breath—the Holy Spirit.  AMEN
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