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Tribulations and Trust in Troubled Times 
 

I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, & each day the people shall go out & gather enough for that day. 

In that way I will test them, whether they will follow my instruction or not.  [Exodus 16.4] 
 

So last week the Great I AM commissioned an old and tired Moses to return to Egypt  

 to lead the Hebrews out of slavery into freedom. 

After coming up with every excuse in the book to evade this frightening task, a reluctant Moses finally agreed,  

 went back to the land from which he had fled for his life after committing a murder,  

  to the palace, his childhood home.   

 He asks the new pharaoh to free thousands of his slaves and allow Moses to take them out of the country, 

  but it takes a series of 10 Acts of God –  

   devastating hailstorms, contaminated water, infestations of frogs, lice, flies, and locusts,  

   diseases affecting livestock and humans and finally a deadly plague –  

    before Pharaoh is forced to allow them to leave. 

 Then, having been saved from the deadly plague  

   when the angel of death passed over their blood-marked houses,  

  the Israelites rush off  into the freedom  

   of which they and their ancestors have dreamed for 350 years. 

 But within days of their departure, Pharaoh once more changes his mind, and sets out to capture them.  

  As it ends up, it is not the Egyptian army that overtakes them, but paralyzing fear. 
 

The fascinating thing about the Biblical narrative is its brutal honesty. 

 Most of the time we humans prefer a sanitized, idealized view of our past.   

  We are proud of our country’s founding principles of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, 

   but we’d prefer to gloss over the whole native American saga. 

  When I discovered that one of my ancestors was the first white person born in what is now Rhode Island 

   my heart surged with pride –  

    until I realized how that event might be viewed  

     by those whose ancestors in that land were not white.   

  We love remembering the good; we’d prefer to forget the bad.   
 

But not so with those who wrote down the stories which became the Hebrew scripture  

  and the beginnings of our own sacred book.  

 The Israelites don’t portray themselves as brave pioneers  

  but as grownups who tend to act like scared, obstreperous children, whining and complaining, 

   and blaming their leaders and even their god for each and every problem that arises. 

It’s such an honest portrayal, that we can’t help but relate to their feelings. 

 They had longed to be free all their lives –  

      they had dreamed about freedom, talked with each other about freedom, prayed to their god for freedom–  

   and now they were free! 

The trouble was, they had never stopped to think about what freedom meant. 

 True, they no longer have slave masters to set out their daily work,  

   but they also no longer had slave masters to provide them with daily food.   

  The life they had known was now a thing of the past,  

    and they had absolutely no idea what the future held. 

   They didn’t know what it would look like, or where it would be, or when they would get there.   

   They didn’t know what they should be doing now or even in what direction they should be heading! 

   They were like a boat without a rudder, lost and helpless,  

    and tossed about by wind and wave in a threatening and never-ending sea of chaos. 



The first challenge they faced was finding out that they were being chased by the mighty Egyptian army. 

 In terror they complained to Moses and to God for getting them into this predicament –  

  totally forgetting that God was simply answering their prayers to get them out of slavery. 

 You’d think they might remember those 10 plagues and how God delivered them. 

 But no, they wish they could go back to Egypt, to the way things were. 

 Well, they can’t go back.  But God is still listening, hearing their new complaints and prayers, 

  and once again God delivers them in a totally miraculous way,  

   parting the sea so they could pass through on dry land,  

   and then allowing the waters to close back in on the Egyptian army! 

 God has saved them and they dance and sing with joy! 

Then just three days later we find them complaining again –  

  this time because the only water to be found is too bitter to drink. 

 Again you would think that they might remember the 10 plagues and that miraculous parting of the sea. 

  But no, they wish they could go back to Egypt, to the way things were. 

  Well, they can’t go back.  But God is still listening, hearing their new complaints and prayers, 

   and in yet another miracle God turns the bitter water sweet. 

Just a few weeks later the murmuring and complaining reach the breaking point for the third time –  

  this time because there is no food.   

 10 plagues, the exodus, and the miracle of the water –  

  you would think they would begin to trust the awesome power of their God. 

 But no, they are wishing they could go back to Egypt, to the way things were. 

  Well, they can’t go back.  But God is still listening, hearing their new complaints and prayers,  

   and God not only promises to send them with quail meat every evening,  

    but to give them carbohydrates each morning.   
 

But this time, with God’s gift comes a lesson –  

  you can’t save this bread-like substance for the future – you only get what you need from day to day.   

No matter how many miracles God had accomplished for God’s people in the past,  

 whenever a present challenge arose, they would panic and want to go back to the good old days, 

  so God decided to make them practice this trust on a daily basis. 
 

The fact is, we all find ourselves in challenging situations over which we seem to have little or no control. 

 Perhaps we’ve been struck by an illness and ended up with massive hospital bills to pay. 

 Perhaps we’ve been laid off from work and all the while we continue our search for new employment,  

  we watch our income drying up before our eyes. 

 Perhaps there’s not enough money to pay for both medication and food. 

Yes, we all face challenging situations,  

 but within every challenging situation, we need to remember that God is at work –  

  occasionally thru miracles, but more often than not, through our very own hands.   

Today on Food Pantry Sunday, we are celebrating one way that God is at work here at Salem, 

 providing food for the hungry, bread for the journey, manna in the wilderness. 
 

No matter what challenge we face in the present,  

 our story today reminds us that the God in whom we say we believe is a God of miracles and might, 

  a God who continually both hears and responds to our prayers. 

That doesn’t mean that God’s answers to our prayers  

 are going to immediately and magically transport us to our dream of paradise,  

  for we can neither return to an idealized past or skip ahead to God’s promised future. 

 Life is a journey through the wilderness –  

  and there are times when we have no idea where we are or where we are going, but one thing is sure: 

 God is with us – before us, behind us, and beside us – hearing our prayers, and answering them,  

  not always in the way we would like, but always in the way that God knows we need. 

May we have the faith to see God at work in miracles large and small each and every day of our lives.  Amen  


