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As we gather here this morning, a team of our sisters and brothers is at work less than a mile away at the Ten Acre School, preparing for the parish picnic, a wonderful occasion for us to share a simple and festive meal, to greet and visit with each other, to welcome new members of our community, and to rejoice in God’s many gifts.


One of God’s most basic gifts corresponds to one of our most basic needs, the need for food. Food is not the most important part of the parish picnic, but of course it wouldn’t be a picnic without the food. St. Andrew’s has a reputation for encouraging festive gatherings of all kinds and sizes, and food is often a key element of those gatherings. 


Food is on the mind of the Hebrew slaves in the Sinai desert in the first reading from Exodus this morning, a theme reinforced in the psalm we’ve just sung. Moses and the people God has given him to lead have just come through the Red Sea, in a miraculous escape from Pharaoh’s armies. After the adrenaline subsides, when they realize the magnitude of their escape from slavery, they also realize the precariousness of their situation: far from their native country still, in a parched and inhospitable desert, with all kinds of unfamiliar operational challenges ahead of them. Right away they notice that their meager provision of bread is exhausted and that they have no food, nor any clear plan to acquire it.


They are anxious and they complain, as people often do when hungry, or even when in fear of being hungry soon. They say to Moses, “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.”


Irrational fears breed easily among hungry people, and as Moses must have noticed, the people in mounting their complaint conveniently ignore the flocks and herds they have brought with them in their escape, certainly a source of food for some time to come. Moses doesn’t try to persuade the grumbling multitude of their mistake, but rather conveys to them God’s promise to provide food enough. Through Moses, God promises to provide both bread and meat, a daily rain of sweet bread-like substance – manna – and an abundance of quails for meat.


An so it happens, not just for the near term, but for the whole forty years in which Moses and the people wander through the Sinai in their long-delayed return to the land of promise. “They asked,” the Psalmist says in a hymn that is sung to this day, “and quails appeared, and he satisfied them with bread from heaven.”


So much about the Sinai odyssey is mythic in character that we can’t be long detained by questions of detail about what the bread from heaven really was. (Quails we understand.) You’ll be happy to know that many suggestions have been made as to the nature of that bread from heaven, and a quick plunge into a Bible encyclopedia or an exchange with Dr. Google will satisfy any need you feel for plausible explanation.


Our concern is more with the heart of the matter, and we have reason to believe 

that not the details but the underlying truths were of greatest concern to the people who 

told and eventually wrote down the Sinai stories. The heart of the matter can be summarized in the reflex lip muscle sucking movements of the tiniest infant, and it comes in the form of these simple urgent questions: “Where is my food?” and “Is their enough?”

Even in our culture, in which food is relatively plentiful and inexpensive, there is an urgency to those questions, a real and understandable urgency among the growing number of people who live in poverty, and a less understandable but apparently primal urgency on the part of people like most of us who have no reason to fear that we will ever go hungry.


Like all survival instincts, the need for food is hardwired into our nervous systems. All it takes is a short delay in our usual food-delivery schedule to make any of us irritable. “Where is my food?” the child in us cries. “Will there be enough?” To our amazement we acknowledge the persistence of that irrational anxiety, despite the thousands and thousands of times that our need for food has been met and often more than met in the past. The stories of the complaining in the Sinai express this universal anxiety, and the questions they raise – “Where is my food? Will there be enough?” – are questions that the scripture answers again and again, through the mouth of Moses, through the mouth of Jesus, and in many other ways as well.


Just as we can’t help asking those anxious irrational questions, so we need to remember again and again the answers we have received. The answers are: “God will provide food for you,” and “There will be food enough.” 


In these answers there is both reassurance and challenge. The reassurance is in our recognizing and acknowledging and giving thanks that God has given us food up to this point, and in most of the lives gathered here, God always has provided enough. The challenge is that while our needs for food have been met, the needs of far too many of our sisters and brothers on earth have not been met, and we are called to do what we can to see that their needs are met. 


In rising to that challenge, our faith, nurtured and strengthened as we hope it continues to be, is our strongest resource, and the only real counterbalance to the irrational fear stemming from our survival instincts. When we gather with each other here, at the Lord’s Table, we strengthen our faith that we will have enough. That strengthening happens in a number of ways, many of them unconscious.


Some of us remember what Jesus said, that he is the true bread from heaven, and that whoever eats of that bread will live forever. As we gather at this table we may remember that Jesus gave his whole life for us, and that as we eat this bread and drink from this cup, we receive that life again, life that is eternal. Yet not only in this central act of sharing eucharist, but also in receiving the scriptures and meditating on them, in hearing the themes of scripture enhanced by music, in seeing the faces of people we love, people who have come to our support in times of need, in calling to mind the people we love who have died but whose presence is real to us; in all these ways our faith is renewed and strengthened. 


Here is a homely spiritual exercise from the world of scientific research, which has shown that we will eat less if we are more careful to appreciate the smell and taste of our food as we eat it. The more we savor our food, goes the theory, the less we will be inclined to overeat; the olfactory mechanism is related to the brain center that signals satisfaction. 


This as a way in which I not only can eat less than I think I need to eat, but also as a metaphor of all the aspects of my life. If I can savor my food and also the gifts of natural beauty and friendship, to name just of few of God’s gifts, then I will be more inclined to believe God’s profound message to the people in the desert: I will give you what you need; there will be enough for you.


I hope that this exercise will renew and strengthen my faith, and encourage me to give time, energy and resources to people who are in need. I hope that it will release in me, as it may release in you, the extra measure of hopefulness to give some of what we don’t really need to help people who really need it. 


As we approach this table, as we share in Jesus’ life given us, as we gather in a few minutes at the picnic, I hope that I will be remembering to savor all of God’s gifts so richly given, and that, in savoring them – food, friendship, the life of this community – I will become at least a little less anxious and little more confident that God will take care of me and of all of us, that there will be enough, and more than enough – enough to share. 

Amen.
