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Exodus 16 (NRSV)  

The whole congregation of the Israelites set out from Elim; and Israel came to the wilderness of Sin, 
which is between Elim and Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the second month after they had departed from the 
land of Egypt. 2 The whole congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in the 
wilderness. 3 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.” 

4 Then the Lord said to Moses, “I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and each day the people 
shall go out and gather enough for that day. In that way I will test them, whether they will follow my 
instruction or not. 5 On the sixth day, when they prepare what they bring in, it will be twice as much as they 
gather on other days.” 6 So Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites, “In the evening you shall know that it 
was the Lord who brought you out of the land of Egypt, 7 and in the morning you shall see the glory of the 
Lord, because he has heard your complaining against the Lord. For what are we, that you complain against 
us?” 8 And Moses said, “When the Lord gives you meat to eat in the evening and your fill of bread in the 
morning, because the Lord has heard the complaining that you utter against him—what are we? Your 
complaining is not against us but against the Lord.” 

9 Then Moses said to Aaron, “Say to the whole congregation of the Israelites, ‘Draw near to the Lord, 
for he has heard your complaining.’” 10 And as Aaron spoke to the whole congregation of the Israelites, they 
looked toward the wilderness, and the glory of the Lord appeared in the cloud. 11 The Lord spoke to Moses 
and said, 12 “I have heard the complaining of the Israelites; say to them, ‘At twilight you shall eat meat, and in 
the morning you shall have your fill of bread; then you shall know that I am the Lord your God.’” 

13 In the evening quails came up and covered the camp; and in the morning there was a layer of dew 
around the camp. 14 When the layer of dew lifted, there on the surface of the wilderness was a fine flaky 
substance, as fine as frost on the ground. 15 When the Israelites saw it, they said to one another, “What is it?” 
For they did not know what it was. Moses said to them, “It is the bread that the Lord has given you to eat. 
 

My grandad was a farmer. 

When I remember him, he was in his late 70’s.  He grew thinner in 

his 70’s, his khaki farmer shirt and pants were baggy and the angles of his 

body more pronounced. But he still had a handsome, warm smile and 

blue eyes that twinkled when he told a story. He used his hands when he 

talked--big hands that displayed the bruises and scars that resulted from 

wrestling with tractors and fences and stubborn cows.  At the kitchen 
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table each morning as he talked he would stir butter and honey together 

on a saucer until they were perfectly blended and then slather the 

mixture on a hot biscuit.  In the final years of his life his pace was slowed 

by arthritis but he still rose with the chickens every day, he was quick to 

laugh at the particularities of farm life, and in the evenings he was just as 

quick to supply crystal clear tenor for every hymn my grandmother 

played so skillfully on the upright piano in the front parlor. 

I think about my grandad when I read the writing of Wendell Berry, a 

Kentucky farmer and American novelist, poet, and an activist when it 

comes to preserving the family farm in America.  Several years ago Berry 

was asked by a writer from Modern Farmer to describe a good farmer.  

Here’s what Berry said: 

“A good farmer understands the dependence of agriculture on nature. 

The responsible farmer never owns more land than he or she can know 

well and pay close attention to and care for properly. This is a who farmer 

knows the pleasures of country life.  Not every day or every job can be a 

pleasure, but for farmers who love their livestock there is pleasure in 

watching the animals graze and in winter feeding. There is pleasure in the 

continuous work of maintenance, the redemption of things worn or 

broken.” (I remember my grandad had a way with baling wire.)   
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“There is pleasure in the growing, preserving, cooking, and eating of 

the good food that the family’s own land provides. And there’s the 

pleasure of the stories gathered across generations of life in a small rural 

community. By telling and retelling those stories, people told themselves 

who they were, where they were, and what they had done.” 

I told about my grandad moving slower through his daily chores 

because of arthritis.  Berry observed recently in The Atlantic that “the gait 

most congenial to agrarian thought and sensibility is walking. It is the gait 

best suited to paying attention, most conservative of land and 

equipment, and the gait most permissive of stopping to look or think.  

Machines, companies, and politicians “run,” Berry says. Farmers studying 

their fields travel at a walk. 

I share this reflection from an agrarian point of view because it helps 

us unlock a puzzle in our scripture for today.  The Israelites who are back 

to grumbling again in today’s text, were small and large cattle farmers 

originally and right up through the time of the exodus.  They were 

accustomed to having meat to eat—perhaps considerably more than the 

average Egyptian.  Yes, they were slaves to Pharaoh.  But they were 

slaves with gardens and livestock and they knew how to provide for their 

families and their neighbors. 
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God’s gift of bread from heaven was also a test for these self-

sufficient farmers.  In verse 4 God reveals his plan to Moses: 

v. 4 “I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and each day the 

people shall go out and gather enough for that day.  In that way I will test 

them, whether or not they will walk by my law.”  

This test required faith for an agricultural people.  Farmers knew 

that if one harvests only enough food in a day to meet the needs of that 

day, eventually one has no good because no crops or animals produce 

food every day.  God was asking the Israelites to restrain their natural 

tendency to gather as much as was available to gather in anticipation of 

the time when no gathering was possible.  

God was teaching these farmers that he would be their ultimate 

provider, and that he would provide what they needed but not 

necessarily what they expected. 

Manna is our translation for what in ancient Hebrew would have 

been “What is it?” The description we have here in Exodus 16 is a white 

flaky substance like coriander seed that tasted like wafers made with 

honey.  Turns out the Israelites ate “What is it?” for 40 years.  God was 

meeting their needs but not necessarily their expectations. 

 I hate when that happens.  God is always coloring outside the lines 

and ignoring our preferred solution.  It is, I suspect, why we can’t see our 
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prayers being answered because God isn’t answering them in the way we 

want.  In II Corinthians Paul tells the story about asking God to take care 

of problem—Paul describes it as a thorn in his flesh.  Paul wanted it 

eliminated.  But God wanted Paul to trust him.  “My grace is sufficient,” 

God told Paul, “for power is made perfect in weakness.”  God gave Paul 

what was needed but not what Paul expected. 

 Every morning in the wilderness as bread rained down from heaven, 

God was teaching the people to trust him one day at a time.  He was 

challenging those farmers to think about provision in a way that had 

never been part of their planning pattern. 

 Douglas Stuart in his commentary on Exodus for The New American 

Commentary series, (a wonderful resource!) talks about God’s rule 

against gathering manna on the Sabbath. Stuart points out that this rule 

looks both forward and backward in testing Israel’s faith in God’s 

provision.  It looks backward to the creation account when God rested on 

the Sabbath.  And it looks forward to the rule about Sabbath keeping in 

the Ten Commandments.  Before the people received that 

commandment from Moses, they had an opportunity to adopt that 

rhythm of faithful living. 

 Stuart makes another observation about this passage that I want to 

share with you.  It has to do with verse 9.  You remember earlier in 
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Exodus when Moses tried to finagle his way out of this whole leading the 

people to the Promised Land assignment.  One of his arguments was that 

he was not a gifted speaker.  God said, “No worries!  Your brother Aaron 

can intercede on your behalf.”  In our scripture this morning we have a 

great example of this tag team approach to communications.  When it is 

time for someone to tell all the grumbling Israelites to put a lid on it, 

Moses turns to Aaron. He puts Aaron in charge of the town hall meeting.  

As Stuart explains, Moses reverted to a protective communication style.  I 

think Aaron was the first Press Secretary. 

 Throughout the events of Exodus, God is testing his people.  

Remember the switchback directions before they got to the marshland 

along the Red Sea.  Then there’s the crossing itself, and now God is taking 

them to locations that lack the necessities of life. All part of God’s plan to 

develop a people willing to trust and follow. Explaining everything in 

advance would have been counterproductive since Israel needed to learn 

to trust even when they were confused and afraid and desperate. 

 Just past our reading for today, Moses instructs Aaron to gather up a 

sample of manna in a jar to be kept as a reminder of what answered 

prayer looks like.  Not always what we expect, but just exactly what we 

need. 
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I have three more stories of SIGNS AND WONDERS shared with me 

by members of our church family. The first one comes from Cheryl who 

was a patient in the emergency room. The pain was intense and Cheryl 

was praying hard for God's help when she lost consciousness temporarily 

and in that moment found herself immersed in God's love. Cheryl said it 

was such an unbelievable experience of profound peace and joy. Soon 

she was awake again and back in the emergency room but that feeling 

remained and she knew she had been given a glimpse, a sample of what 

it will be like to be in God's presence. 

Signs and Wonders #2 comes from Sandra.  It is 3 am and someone 

is at the front door knocking and ringing the doorbell. Sandra opens the 

door to a man telling her that her backyard is on fire. He says he has 

called 9-1-1 and alerted the neighbors and Sandra runs to alert her 

family, and house guests who have gathered to celebrate a recent 

wedding in the family. The fire is extinguished, the family is safe, and the 

next day Sandra is able to thank the man who stops by to make sure 

everyone is OK. I can't thank you enough, she tells him, and asks for his 

name. Glad to help, he says, and explains his miraculous timing--he 

delivers newspapers in the neighborhood. But when a Christmas card 

arrives a few weeks later from the newspaper delivery man and his wife, 
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she sees an entirely different name.  Sandra knows without question that 

this man was an angle sent by God. 

Signs and Wonders #3 from David who is out with his wife on a date. 

The plan was dinner and dancing but they decide to call it an evening 

early and head for home. At a green light they pause for fire trucks 

crossing their path.  David hears an internal voice:  "Follow the fire 

trucks."  Since it is simply another route home, David complies.  As they 

approach the S curve ahead, the flashing lights reflect off something in 

the median.  A light rain is falling, trees block the street light, but as they 

slow down someone is there in the median sitting at the rear wheel of a 

truck with his head in his hands.  They make a U-turn and arrive in time to 

be God's partners coming alongside three desperate MSU students 

critically injured in a car accident. Soon another motorist stops and calls 

for help, then the fire department and the ambulance. Parents of the 

students later described David and Stacie as angels.  But they know 

better.  They were just following God's instructions. 


