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March 24, 2019 

Exodus 16:1-4, 13-15 

John 6:1-14   Communion is Manna in the Wilderness 

 

The act of Communion helps us remember who we are. It helps us 

remember who God is. It helps us remember that we are part of a story 

that is much bigger than ourselves. Communion helps us remember what 

is important. We remember our holy obligation to Hospitality. As God 

has welcomed us, we welcome one another. We also remember that God 

loves freedom. And at the first Passover meal, God freed the Israelites 

from slavery in Egypt. And today, we remember how God provides for 

us in the wilderness. God feeds us on our long journey to the Promised 

Land. When we are in between places, neither here nor there, unsettled 

and uncertain. Traveling, always traveling. Wandering and wondering 

when we will get somewhere and why would God lead us to this empty 

place and wouldn’t it have been better if God had left us where we 

were? We end up in that wilderness sometimes. And we learn that God 

provides for us. God sends us manna from heaven. And it keeps us going 

until we reach our Promised Land. 



2 
 

The first thing we remember today is that God provides for us. God 

provided for the people of Israel in the wilderness. God was not going to 

let them die in the desert. Not after doing all that work to part the Red 

Sea and bust them out of Egypt. God was going to save the Israelites and 

take care of them and get them to a new land all their own. But there is 

this wilderness in between. And in the wilderness, things look empty and 

barren. In the wilderness, the people begin to doubt. Yes, God had freed 

them from slavery in Egypt. But at least in Egypt they knew where their 

next meal was coming from. At least in Egypt, they were well-fed. The 

Nile River flooded annual and the harvests were abundant. With their 

irrigation systems the Egyptians grew wheat, barley, beans, lentils, 

cabbage, lettuce, garlic and onions. They had melons to eat and grapes 

and figs and olives. There was an abundance of fish; and even the poor 

could have poultry or goat or mutton. In Egypt, they had food. 

Delicious, delicious food. But in the wilderness, they had no food at all. 

The Israelites were hungry. And they were worried. They wanted to go 

back. In Egypt they were provided for. Who would provide for them 

now out in the wilderness? Who would take care of them now? They 
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wanted to go back to that old life of slavery. And that’s what happens 

when God set us free from an old way. God releases us from the 

Pharaohs of this world, God frees us from things that trap us and enslave 

us and gives us new life. We leave behind that old life that was easy and 

comfortable for that life with God that demands a whole lot more. Like 

someone leaving behind an addiction. Like a lawyer leaving a big-

money job. Like a young person leaving behind a group of friends who 

are too cool to be kind. We leave an old life that provided well enough, 

for a new life where we have to trust God to provide. 

And it’s not an easy place to be; out in the wilderness, far from that old 

life. It can be a dry lonely place. There is nothing in the wilderness that 

you are used to, nothing you can be sure of. It is a time that tests you. It 

requires faith. Maybe you have been in the wilderness before. When you 

moved to a new place. When you started at a new school. When you 

began a new job. When you experienced a profound loss. The death of a 

parent or a child. The loss of a spouse or a partner. You had to pick up 

and start again and nothing was the same. And you wondered how you 

would make it. How would you survive? Maybe you dreamed of going 
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back to your old life. Maybe things weren’t as bad as there as they 

seemed. 

In their wilderness, the Israelites were ready to give up. They wanted to 

go back to their life of slavery. Wouldn’t it be better to be full in Egypt 

than starving out in the desert? Wouldn’t it be better to be living slave 

than free and dead? They wanted to go back. And we know that feeling. 

We know what it’s like to be in the wilderness of a new life. But we 

can’t go back to that old life. God won’t let us go back. That old life that 

we had before is gone now. And the only way forward now is forward, 

through the wilderness; and to learn to trust that God will provide. This 

is the journey before us. The journey to the Promised Land. 

God hears their grumbling. God hears their cries for help. God always 

does. God is familiar with the people of Israel. And God can handle their 

complaining. God can handle it when they cry out: “God, where are 

you? We need food! Why did you send us out here to starve?” The 

Israelites knew God could handle it when they told God the truth. And 

God can handle it when WE tell God the truth. God can handle it when 

we say: “God, I am anxious. God, I am scared. God, I need you to help 
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me in this wilderness. I need you to provide for me!” OK, says God, 

OK. One order of manna coming right up. Don’t worry, I WILL provide 

for you in the wilderness.” 

Every day, God gave manna to the Israelites. Every day, in the 

wilderness, they found this white, flaky substance on the ground. And 

when they saw it, they didn’t know what it was. Was this their bread? 

What is it?, they said. ‘what is it?’ That’s what the word Manna means. 

Whatsits or Thing-a-ma-bob or whatchamacallit. Manna was unfamiliar, 

strange stuff. But that’s how God provides in the wilderness. God feeds 

us with the manna, the ‘what is it?’ bread. The bread of something new. 

The bread of a new kind of friendship. Or a new kind of routine. Or a 

new project. Maybe it’s a conversation in the grocery store. Or a song on 

the radio. Or a Bible study. Or a class at the library. God will feed us in 

our wilderness. Every day, God will rain down manna for us. So look for 

it. Pray for it. Give us this day our daily bread, we say. Mean it when 

you say it. Every day, O God, give us all the food we need to live. 

God promises to feed us in the wilderness. In Exodus, God tells the 

people to go out and collect their manna every morning. And God will 
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see whether or not they will listen. It’s kind of a test to see if they will 

do what God says. But I think it’s also God helping them form good 

habits. God wants the people to be in the habit of trusting God. Every 

day, they must gather their manna. Every day, they must look for what 

God has provided. And every day, we must do the same. Every day, 

while we are in the wilderness, we must look for our manna. Every day, 

pray. Every day, have an open heart and a clear mind. Every day 

anticipate God will give you what you need, and it will be enough.  

At this table, we remember; God provides enough. As see in our story 

from the gospel of John about the feeding of the great crowd of people, 

there will always be enough with Jesus. Even though the disciples worry 

there won’t be. So many people, so much need: so little food. Just a 

teeny little bit of bread and fish. How would Jesus provide for them? 

How could they all be fed? But Jesus is the good shepherd, according to 

John’s gospel. Notice the clues that John gives us. They are clues that 

point to Psalm 23. They are in the wilderness of the far side of Galilee. 

There is green grass. Jesus makes the crowd sit down. Yes, indeed, Jesus 

is making his sheep lie down in green pastures. He provides for them. 
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And he will provide for us. As we give thanks and share what we have 

in the name of God, we will have enough and more. 

It will be enough for this day. That’s the second thing to remember. 

Every day God provides enough for that day. God tells the Israelites not 

to try to save the manna. God says, don’t try to keep it and squirrel it 

away and horde it for later. You can’t do that with manna from heaven 

because it will go bad. The Israelites found out that if they tried it, the 

manna was full of worms. It was gross and inedible. You can’t survive 

on old manna, God says. Old manna is not going to fill you. It’s not 

going to help you survive. It’s only good for today. 

Sometimes, we try to survive on old manna. We try to live off of the 

food God gave us years and years ago. We try to stay full from old 

memories and past experiences. “Remember how life used to be…?” We 

try to survive on wisdom that was for a previous age and a previous 

time. We aren’t sure if we will have enough for tomorrow. We aren’t 

sure God will provide for us in the future. So we try to live off of old 

manna. Because we are afraid that God can’t do any better. That God 

doesn’t have anything more up God’s sleeve. But that old manna turned 
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to dust long ago. And there is new manna for us in this time and this 

place. 

God provides for us and we need to have faith that God will keep 

providing for us tomorrow and the next day and the next. Because God 

wants us to keep going. That’s the third point. We are on a journey. We 

have a destination.  None of us are staying here, we are headed 

somewhere else. To a promised land. To a life beyond this life. The 

Israelites knew that. The Israelites knew God was taking them 

somewhere. They were in the wilderness, but they were on their way to a 

land that God had set aside for them. They were going home. Yes, they 

had to wander for 40 years before they got there; and sometimes, it can 

feel like we are wandering for that long too. But we won’t be in the 

wilderness forever. This place isn’t our destination. This moment in this 

time and this place, it’s not the end. We are on our way to another place, 

a promised land. And the manna from God, the bread from heaven that 

God provides, it’s our food for the journey. 

The meal we share at this table fills us and strengthens us to keep going. 

We take communion not because this is the conclusion of our faith. It’s 
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not the reward for righteousness. It’s the food we need to keep going. 

It’s the meal that feeds us. It’s the mercy and the grace of God that 

powers us so we can continue on this journey together. This table is a 

rest stop. Because we are headed on from here to the Promised Land. 

We are on our way to the home we have with Jesus. We are headed to 

the place of God’s glory where everything will be made new. We are all 

on that journey, passing through this wilderness on our way home to 

God. And the bread and cup at this table give us the strength to carry on. 

At this table, God is giving you strength for your journey today. This is 

God’s manna for you. Take and eat. It will get you through this 

wilderness. God will get you through this wilderness, to get where you 

are going. To God’s Promised Land of freedom and rest. Have faith and 

believe, our God will provide. 


