The 18th Sunday after Pentecost
September 26, 2021
Sermon by Pastor Cindy Bullock
A reading from Numbers (Numbers 11:4-6, 10-16, 24-29)
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The rabble among them had a strong craving; and the Israelites also wept again, and
said, “If only we had meat to eat! 5We remember the fish we used to eat in Egypt for
nothing, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic; 6but now our
strength is dried up, and there is nothing at all but this manna to look at.”
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Moses heard the people weeping throughout their families, all at the entrances of
their tents. Then the Lord became very angry, and Moses was displeased. 11So Moses
said to the Lord, “Why have you treated your servant so badly? Why have I not found
favor in your sight, that you lay the burden of all this people on me? 12Did I conceive all
this people? Did I give birth to them, that you should say to me, ‘Carry them in your
bosom, as a nurse carries a sucking child, to the land that you promised on oath to their
ancestors’? 13Where am I to get meat to give to all this people? For they come weeping
to me and say, ‘Give us meat to eat!’ 14I am not able to carry all this people alone, for
they are too heavy for me. 15If this is the way you are going to treat me, put me to death
at once—if I have found favor in your sight—and do not let me see my misery.”
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So the Lord said to Moses, “Gather for me seventy of the elders of Israel, whom you
know to be the elders of the people and officers over them; bring them to the tent of
meeting, and have them take their place there with you.”
24
So Moses went out and told the people the words of the Lord; and he gathered
seventy elders of the people, and placed them all around the tent. 25Then the Lord came
down in the cloud and spoke to him, and took some of the spirit that was on him and
put it on the seventy elders; and when the spirit rested upon them, they prophesied.
But they did not do so again.
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Two men remained in the camp, one named Eldad, and the other named Medad,
and the spirit rested on them; they were among those registered, but they had not gone
out to the tent, and so they prophesied in the camp. 27And a young man ran and told
Moses, “Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp.” 28And Joshua son of Nun, the
assistant of Moses, one of his chosen men, said, “My lord Moses, stop them!” 29But
Moses said to him, “Are you jealous for my sake? Would that all the Lord’s people were
prophets, and that the Lord would put his spirit on them!”
The word of the lord.
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
Our God is a God of abundance – of grace – of loving presence and care. – sometimes we see
that. Sometimes we don’t. Sometimes the abundance is obvious, and we glory in God’s

presence. Sometimes, not so much. “God? You out there? Can you hear me?” And so it has
always been with God’s people.
Today we read from the book of Numbers. Probably not a book you spend a lot of time with, so
let me catch you up. The story starts in the book of Exodus when God’s people are slaves in
Egypt. Through plagues and miracles, they are freed, ending with the dramatic crossing of the
red sea. These newly freed slaves make their way to the mountain of God, Mt. Sinai, and they
camp at its base for about 2 years. It’s at Sinai that
God gives the 10 commandments, At Sinai they
begin to understand what it means to live as God’s
people. At Sinai they lose faith and build a golden
calf, to replace the God of the mountain. It takes a
while to get past that one. But eventually the
people gather at the base of Mount Sinai and in a
very dramatic scene, they and God make a
covenant, a promise of faithfulness and trust.
Then it is time to leave the mountain and go to the promised land. That’s where the book of
Numbers comes in. Numbers is all about the journey. It takes about 9 chapters to get
organized to leave, but in chapter 10 they set out from the mountain, with all the pomp and
circumstance of a 4th of July parade – with trumpets sounding
and banners flying.
They are on their way to the promised land… and it takes
about 3 sentences for the people of God… the people who
promised to be faithful and trusting forever – it took about 3
sentences for them to start complaining. Can’t we get better
food out here? We’ve been eating manna for 2 years now –
there’s only so many ways you can fix that stuff. We want a
burger.
They complained. And even worse, they created a glorified past that never existed. Remember
when we were in Egypt and there was free fish? And cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions, and
garlic – to go with that free fish. Really? These people were slaves in Egypt. Pharaoh wouldn’t
give them straw to make bricks so they could build his cities. Do you really thing he gave them
free fish? They also conveniently forgot the whole slavery thing. They are creating a beautiful
past that never existed. It’s a temptation, isn’t it, when times are hard to want to go back to
what was – or what we imagine was. Like life was perfect back then?
Is it really about the food? Is it about the free fish? The real issue here is not the food and it’s
not going back to the past. The real issue is, “Can we trust this God?
• With all the uncertainty and unknowns, can we trust this God?
• Can we trust this God enough to follow wherever God leads us?
• Can we trust that God will be there, even in the wilderness where we can’t see God?

Change is always hard – leaving the known for the unknown,
leaving the comfortable for the uncomfortable. Moving
through the wilderness, or through a pandemic and social
change– all of that is hard, and frightening. But that is
where we are right now. Can we trust this God to provide
abundance, grace, and loving care to bring us to a good
future even when we just can’t see what’s next?
Personally, I tend to focus on the cucumbers and melons. I want vaccination rates go up and
case rates go down. I want to see our broken earth find relief. I want people magically to start
getting along and the violence to stop. I want it all and I want to see it happen. Now please.
But the God who freed the slaves and returned the exiles and
raised Jesus from the dead and filled the church with the Spirit at
Pentecost—that God is wild and free and doesn’t give me things
because I want to see them happen. God doesn’t give us
everything we want. God gives us what we need and invites us to
open ourselves to receive those things -- that abundance, that
grace, that loving care that God gives. And to trust that it is
enough.
There in the wilderness, when people were dreaming of fish and cucumbers and melons, God
sent them the spirit, to fill 70 leaders with the gift of prophesy – that is, with the gift to see
God’s work and leading (That’s what prophesy is – the ability to see how God is working and
where God is leading). So many trusted leaders seeing God in their midst. Just what those
people needed when they were afraid to begin their journey.
And what of us? In the midst of a difficult year, with so much change and so much
disagreement, can we trust that God is here with us, and that God will provide abundance,
grace, and loving care in surprising ways? Can we open ourselves to see the gifts that God
might be giving – even if they’re not what we’re asking for?
How many of you came to or helped with the flea market this week? I was there on Friday
morning. Not an ideal morning for sales. When the first volunteers arrived, the wind had
already picked up. Like the Spirit, the wind blows where it will and when it will. And it was
blowing that morning. It blew tents askew, clothing was going in all directions, whole racks
were going over. Volunteers went from greeting people and answering questions to holding
down tent poles and chasing flying clothing. Then the rain started. And lots of things that
shouldn’t get wet had to move -- fast.
Now at first, I was thinking, “This is a disaster. What a mess!” I was dreaming of the cucumbers
and melons – or maybe just of indoor Flea Markets of the past. Until I opened my eyes to see

the gift of the volunteers – lashing racks to poles,
adjusting sides of tents, moving products to keep
them safe. Until I opened my eyes to see gift of
people still coming to shop in the wind and rain. The
reason we were there, to raise funds for ministry,
was still going strong. Later the storm passed, the
sun came out and it was a beautiful evening –
another gift of abundance, if I could only open my
eyes to see – not what I wanted, but what God gave.
Today in the book of Numbers, the Israelites wondered if they could trust this God to carry
them to the promised land. They dreamed of cucumbers and melons and free fish, not noticing
that they were in the presence of the living God. May we open our eyes, open our ears, open
our minds and our lives to all that God is giving us. And may we learn to trust that God is with
us always and forever. Amen.

