
1 

 

 

 

Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
UCCB 
September 21, 2014 
What is it?! 
 
Let us pray… 
 
I have always been very focused on food.  Not the cooking side of things, but the eating.  I 
like to know where my next meal is coming from.  Part of it is mental, I just enjoy eating.  
But there is a physiological component too; if I go too long without eating, I get all shaky 
and can’t concentrate.  As my husband Paul will tell you, this focus on food was much 
worse when I was pregnant. He has a bunch of stories to share that I don’t remember so I 
wonder if they’re true.  I do remember sobbing in the parking lot of Burger King because he 
got me a junior whopper instead of a cheeseburger.  This was a Sunday right after 
worship; leading worship always makes me hungry, but when I was pregnant it made me 
ravenous.  Another Sunday right before my oldest, Spenser, was born we were supposed 
to meet friends at the Westford Regency after church for the brunch buffet; I think I 
fantasized about waffles during the pastoral prayer.  Paul went to meet our friends and I 
joined him after coffee hour, walking into the Regency at 12:59 to find out that they stop 
serving at 1 and so wouldn’t let me join my group.  I distinctly remember walking past trays 
of bagels and roast beef, incredulous that they wouldn’t just let me have a few bites.  It 
was a long, weepy ride home. 
 
In this morning’s scripture reading, it seems as if Moses is lost in the wilderness with a 
bunch of pregnant Israelites.  Their feet hurt, their backs ache, they’re hungry, and 
somehow it is all Moses’ fault.  For generations the Hebrew people had been slaves in 
Egypt, Pharaoh's workhorses, abused and oppressed.  Moses fought Pharaoh, escaped 
his armies, parted the Red Sea and led the people toward the Promised Land, and he’s 
rewarded with their whininess.  “Why didn’t you leave us in Egypt?” they moan, “At least 
there we had meat and bread.”  Now we all know that you can’t give in to whining any 
more than you can give in to a temper tantrum, but apparently God doesn’t watch 
Supernanny or Nanny 911 or whatever the current parenting reality show is.  For God tells 
Moses, “All right, I am going to rain down bread for you all to eat.  Gather up just enough 
for the day, an omer apiece, and eat your fill but don’t try to save any; don’t worry, there 
will be more tomorrow.”  Sure enough, the next morning there is a layer of dew around the 
area where the Israelites camped.  As the dew evaporates, left behind is a fine, flaky 
substance.  The people who had so begged for bread don’t even know what it is, “What is 
it?” they ask.  “It’s the bread you asked for, sent by God” is Moses’ reply.  You can imagine 
the expressions crossing their faces:  confusion turns into pleasure turns into a mad dash 
to scoop up bread.  
 
Moses yells after them to just collect what they need, an omer apiece.  Some carefully 
scoop up an omer (which was a dry unit of measurement), some horde more, some can’t 
seem to hold onto that much, but when they measure it everybody has exactly an omer, no 
more no less.  They eat voraciously, then some try to hide a supply away for the next day, 
but during the night it spoils and gets full of maggots.  So the people learn to just collect an 
omer apiece and eat their fill, until the sixth day, when Moses tells them to collect twice as 
much and save an omer apiece, because the next day is the Sabbath, the day of rest, and 
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there will be no new bread.  That night the stored bread does not go bad, but some 
Israelites go out looking for fresh flakes anyway.  Of course they find none; God’s bakeries 
are closed for the day.  And so it goes for forty years, the Israelites receiving enough bread 
for each day, until they come to the border of the Promised Land. 
 
When we study a passage like this morning’s from Exodus, whether or not the story really 
happened, or happened just the way it is told, interests me pretty much not at all.  What 
does interest me is why this story might have been told and retold down the generations of 
an oral tradition, what significance this story has had to the souls who have heard it or read 
it, and what meaning the story might have for us today.  So I’m not preoccupied with how 
God could have made it rain bread, but what bread raining from heaven might mean.  And 
this is a story full of meaning.   
 
To say the least, this was not the last time the Israelites would find themselves in the 
wilderness.  600 years before the birth of Jesus they would be exiled from the Promised 
Land they are working so hard to reach in this morning’s passage.  In our own recent 
history there have been ghettos and concentration camps.  In between there were 
countless stories of Jews forced to leave home in search of safety elsewhere.  The Exodus 
story is critical to Jewish communities facing a wilderness in their own time, a paradigmatic 
narrative helping them to discern how to live in displacement, in exile, in diaspora, in the 
wilderness of life. 
 
But of course, our Jewish brothers and sisters are not the only ones to face the wilderness.  
In every life there are times when we are lost, wandering, fearful for our survival.  Addiction 
takes us to a haunted wilderness we can’t escape.  Family and friends serving in the 
military in Iraq and Afghanistan face a wilderness the rest of us can’t imagine.  Cancer 
diagnosis and treatment eject individuals and families into an all-too-populated wilderness.  
Everyone has an exodus at some point, time spent on the threshold between the way our 
lives were, and the way they will be.  So this morning’s scripture passage is a paradigm for 
all of us.  As we reflect on the Israelites in the wilderness, we gain insight into ourselves. 
 
The wilderness is a profoundly troubling place for the Israelites (New Interpreter’s Bible, 
page 812).  For forty years they occupy liminal space, stuck on the threshold between 
slavery in Egypt and the promised abundance of Canaan.  As one commentator observes, 
present anxiety distorts the memory of the recent past.  For the wandering Israelites, their 
recollection of Egypt is plenty of meat and bread, rather than abuse and oppression, which 
looks like a better deal than the present, where the people notice their hunger more than 
their freedom.  As one scholar puts it, “the immediacy of food overrides any long-term 
hope for freedom and well-being”.  The narrative gives you the sense that if the people 
could re-open the Red Sea they’d rush back to Pharaoh to ask for their old jobs back.  The 
wilderness looked like an empty, desolate, deadly place to the Israelites in contrast to the 
dole of Egypt; but God was waiting there to meet them.  It has been said that “More 
important for God than getting the Israelites out of Egypt was getting Egypt out of the 
Israelites”.  In Egypt the Israelites learned to be oppressed, dependent on an abuser for 
survival, focused on their own anxious needs rather than the good of the community.  It 
took forty years for the people to be ready to enter the Promised Land because they had to 
stop thinking like slaves, they had to recognize their dependence on a loving God rather 
than an oppressive Pharaoh, and they had to learn to care for each other.  
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That is why God sent them manna.  In common usage today “manna” refers to a good 
thing that comes to someone unexpectedly.  But the Hebrew word is related to the 
question the Israelites asked Moses when they saw the bread flakes on the ground:  “What 
is it?”  One of the scholars I studied this week proposed that the “Manna / ‘What is it?’” 
name for the bread is interesting but not meaningful.  I disagree.  The Israelites asked, 
“What is it?” because the substance was so foreign to them; it didn’t just look different from 
the bread they were used to, it was a fundamentally different creation.  I think that it is 
useful for us to join the Israelites in looking at this bread and asking. “What is it?” 
 
“What is it?”  First, manna is the caring response to a true concern.  The people don’t 
recognize the manna because it is bread given to them in a way they’ve never experienced 
before.  The people complain, loudly and grumpily, about not having food.  I would have 
told them to use their nice words.  But God doesn’t reprimand them for their whining; God 
immediately responds in a positive way, announcing that bread will be sent.  In Egypt, 
bread was earned; the people worked, so Pharaoh gave them bread.  But in the 
wilderness, God gives the people bread just because they ask, because they need it, 
because they are God’s people.  The Israelites were used to being given bread as a 
begrudged ration, now it is given out of a caring relationship. This is not bread to keep 
oppressed laborers fueled enough for work the next day, this is not bread to keep slaves 
dependent and obedient.  This is bread that is given because it is needed, out of love.  
That’s a different kind of bread altogether. 
 
“What is it?”  Second, manna is equality and justice rather than selfishness and greed. The 
people don’t recognize the manna because they are going to receive it in a way they’ve 
never experienced before.  When the bread arrives, the people respond as they would 
have in Egypt; hogging and hoarding.  But in the wilderness, hogging and hoarding are 
neither punished nor rewarded; somehow everyone has the same amount, “just enough”, 
and the rest is food for worms.  One scholar writes, “The ways of receiving bread in Egypt 
are completely inappropriate here [in the wilderness]”.  In God’s wilderness it’s not “each 
person for herself” but “all for one and one for all”.  Manna is distributed with absolute 
equality, with enough for everyone; there is sufficiency rather than scarcity.  Imagine if your 
whole life you have had to jostle for your place in line to make sure you and your family 
would be fed, imagine if you were used to competing against your neighbor for every bite.  
And then suddenly the bread is just everywhere, enough for all, with no need to push and 
shove to feed your children.  Eventually that must have been wonderful, but first it was 
probably pretty disorienting.  Of course the Israelites said, “What is it?” 
 
“What is it?”  Third, manna is the sign of the presence of God.  The people don’t recognize 
the manna because they saw the wilderness as a desolate place, devoid of creativity and 
caring.  With the arrival of the bread, the Israelites learn that the wilderness is not empty 
but is inhabited by the powerful presence of God.  The wilderness, which seemed to be a 
threat to the Israelites’ existence, has become a nurturing place.  And what’s more, manna 
was designed to keep people focused each day on the presence of God.  If they had been 
able to store up a supply of manna, for a couple of days or a week or even longer, it might 
have become, simply, bread to them.  But when they had to go to bed with no food on 
hand, just trusting that they would awaken the next morning to another portion of daily 
bread, that kept the people very alert to the constant presence of God.  Every day, as the 
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dew evaporated and the bread flakes were again revealed all over the ground, it was once 
again confirmed that God was there, with the Israelites, attending to their needs.  Once the 
Israelites had been dependent on Pharaoh; now they were dependent on God.  They 
couldn’t grow the manna themselves, couldn’t make it rain down; they had to wait for God 
to provide, and then be willing to collect, to receive, what God had sent.  One scholar 
emphasizes that God did not send manna to the people for the rest of their lives, just until 
they got to the Promised Land where they could grow their own food.  There is a time for 
self-sufficiency, God knows; but when we are overwhelmed by despair, need and anxiety, 
God sends us bread. 
 
An online headline this week declared Russia’s president Vladimir Putin is threatening to 
start World War III.  I couldn’t resist clicking on the link, desperately hoping the article was 
on the Onion website, famous for its all-too-realistic satire.  While the article in question 
might have put things a bit more bluntly than Putin did, it was not a joke.  The Ukraine, 
ISIS, Ebola - the whole world seems to be a wilderness right now.  This past week I was 
with my boys in what they called “a fancy clothing store”, aka Men’s Wearhouse, where we 
are renting them suits for my sister’s upcoming wedding - a moment of excitement and joy.  
But the news was on a big TV in the store.  Now we don’t watch the news in our house, 
because I find it to be a steady parade of bias and fear, but my boys’ attention is always 
laser-focused on technology.  So I had to distract Lincoln from stories about murder and 
war and violence.  Then he peaked around me and said it would be okay for him to watch, 
because now it was sports and the subject was football.  I knew what he didn’t:  the story 
wouldn’t be about an upcoming game, but the way a player had abused his wife or child, 
and the league’s confusion as to whether violence should get someone fired or a pay 
raise.  There is wilderness everywhere.   
 
And in this wilderness, we are hungry.  Some of us are hungry, very literally, for bread - 
and diapers and shaving cream and cleaning supplies.  Life’s most basic needs.  This is 
the “manna” God rained down through us today, for those of us and our neighbors who 
need, really, bread.  Others of us are hungry for a bread that will calm our fears, a bread 
that will give us courage, a bread that will give us the strength to act for compassion and 
justice.  God rains that down on us right here today too - in music that lifts us up, 
companions who hear our worries, poetry that speaks to our hearts. 
 
So how do we live in a “virtual wilderness”, the wilderness of a world at war,  or a family in 
conflict, or a life of anxiety?  First, we need to think about whose bread we are eating.  Are 
we eating Pharaoh's bread, filling our bodies and our minds with the fuel of a system of 
injustice, fear, oppression and greed?  Or are we eating God’s bread, filling our bodies and 
our minds with the source of compassion, equality, and love?  Second, we need to be 
aware of how we eat that bread.  Do we grab our piece and run off to the corner to devour 
it, or are we aware of those around us, making sure they have been fed and even sharing 
some of ours?  Finally, how do we think about that bread?  Do we see it as our due, or the 
begrudging fee paid for our hard labor, or the scarcest of resources to be hoarded and 
hidden?  Or do we see the bread as a gift to be joyfully received, a way of connecting with 
others, and a sign of the presence of God.  Are we going to continue to live in Egypt, the 
place of greed and fear and injustice, or dare to head out to the Promised Land, braving 
life in the wilderness to find our way to a place of equity and justice, with enough for all? 
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Sure, we might be in the wilderness.  But God is here with us.  And the bread of life is 
everywhere, covering everything, enough to feed our bodies and our souls.  Amen. 


