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The whole congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness. 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.”

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. On the sixth day, when they prepare what they bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather on other days.” 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, 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?” 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.”

Then Moses said to Aaron, “Say to the whole congregation of the Israelites, ‘Draw near to the Lord, for he has heard your complaining.’” 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. The Lord spoke to Moses and said, “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.’”

In the evening quails came up and covered the camp; and in the morning there was a layer of dew around the camp. 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. 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.”
—Exodus 16:2-15, nrsv
Who is a friend? Will you agree with me when I say that a friend is someone with whom you can be totally honest? Today, this will be our definition of friendship—true friendship is any relationship that is so deep, so secure, so sure, that the people in that relationship don’t have to put on masks or act out some role, they can risk being themselves. They can be totally frank, totally open with one another. That’s real friendship.

One reason why I love Scripture and really believe that it is truthful is that the Bible is so willing to show the faithful as we really are, “warts and all.” When a young pastor was meeting with a group of elementary school children filling in for a Sunday school teacher who had called in ill, he and the class were talking about Jesus’ disciples. The pastor recounted for the children how Jesus’ disciples were thoroughly human, half-understanding, and sometimes half-faithful people. They had difficulty understanding the teachings of Jesus; and, when the going got rough and Jesus was arrested, the disciples deserted him.

“Now what does that teach us?” the pastor asked the children, perhaps thinking that the children might say that, after all, the disciples were very much like us.

One little boy raised his hand and said, “I guess it shows that Jesus is a lousy judge of character.”

“No,” says the church. It shows that Jesus is full of grace, so much grace that he reaches out and calls even fallible, frail creatures like us to follow him. We may not be the greatest disciples in the world, but we are the ones whom Jesus has called. For us contemporary followers of Jesus, this is our hope.

And I love the Bible because it does not shrink from telling our story like it really is and showing us would-be followers of Jesus for who we really are. The people whom God loves are not perfect, perhaps not even potentially-perfect persons. We are simply the ones whom God has reached out to in forgiving grace and reconciling love.

This Sunday’s reading from Exodus is a reminder that there is a long history in the Bible of God loving some very ordinary, very weak people. The Hebrew Scriptures can be read as a long story of God’s determined, gracious love for Israel, not because Israel was the greatest or best of people anywhere, but because God is the greatest and most exuberantly loving of all gods anywhere.

At last God’s people were free from Egyptian slavery. Praise God! But according to Exodus the people did not praise God. The people “murmured” against Moses and complained against God. They actually said, “We had it better in Egyptian slavery than we have it here with Sinai freedom” (See Exodus 16:2-3). The people said that they would rather be slaves with three meals a day and a place to sleep provided by Pharaoh than to take responsibility for the freedom God gave them. “You’re not a God to be trusted!” they complained. “We wish you had killed us back in Egypt, rather than to bring us out here to perish by hunger!”

Some have said they were ready to mutiny against Moses & Aaron (and God), form a “Back-to-Egypt” Committee, and return to the familiar routines of slavery. “How soon we forget,” Moses must have thought. The Hebrew people’s memory of God’s activities in their lives was almost completely erased. Do what Pharaoh wanted and most of the time you would at least get something to fill your belly. When there was a shortage of food, instead of looking to God, they could only remember Pharaoh. And they were quick to blame Moses and Aaron for leading them out into the wilderness to starve. Complain, complain, complain! Accuse, accuse, accuse!

When he was elected as a Bishop of The United Methodist Church four years ago, William H. Willimon was serving as Dean of the Duke University Chapel and a professor on the faculty of the Duke Divinity School. Reflecting on this passage of complaints from Exodus, Bishop Willimon says, “I remember opening up my class one day in seminary by reading from a Psalm of Lament, a psalm that had been rendered into contemporary English. When I got done reading the psalm aloud, one of the students—a sweet, oh so pious, young man—[stated] indignantly, ‘I don’t think those are things that ought to be said to God in prayer!’
“I had neglected to tell the class that I was quoting a psalm. ‘Read the Bible!’ I said. ‘There, people are so close to God, so tight with God, so confident in God’s good will for them, that they can say whatever is on their mind when they talk to God.’”

Back in the early years of my own ministry—in my first church in Montgomery Township—I became connected with a family of limited economic means who lived along one of the dirt roads that wound through the Sourland Mountains on the western edge of this developing suburban community. Despite the fact that it was only a couple of miles from several main highways, and just a bit north of the former summer home of Charles and Anne Morrow Lindbergh…the home from which, tragically, their young son had been kidnapped earlier in the century…this family’s residence bore more resemblance to a rustic cabin you might find deep in the Appalachian Mountains of Tennessee or Kentucky than in Somerset County, New Jersey.

When the patriarch of this family became ill and died, the family called upon me to preside at his funeral service. And I did so, seeking to provide all of the comfort and solemnity I knew how for this grieving and struggling family. It seemed to me that the grave into which we had interred that Father had barely been closed when I received another phone call, this time from Princeton Hospital, where his oldest, unmarried daughter had given birth to a child. The baby’s heart was severely malformed, and the young mother was asking me to come to the hospital to perform an emergency baptism for the infant before she was to be transferred to Deborah Heart and Lung Hospital. I hastened to Princeton and there in that maternity ward nursery, reached through a porthole in the neonatal unit in which the tiny infant rested, and baptized her as a child of God.
Despite the best efforts of the physicians at Deborah, the young baby died just a day or two later from her heart abnormalities. And once again we gathered at the cemetery as a tiny casket containing her body was gently lowered into a small grave which had been opened in the fresh earth above her grandfather’s casket. I cannot even begin to describe to you the feelings of that moment or of that day…an experience I will never forget.
But I will tell you that after that graveside service—and after spending a bit more time with this grieving family—I returned to my church and sequestered myself in my office. And there, alone with God, I lifted my eyes to the heavens and said, “I’m not very happy with you right now!” Now I know God did not cause that baby’s illness; I know it was not God’s will to cause that family such grief. But at that moment, God was the only One with whom I felt truly comfortable just honestly expressing my frustration and my anger. Some have said it takes great love and great faith to be able to complain. Perhaps it also takes a close friendship—a relationship of trust in which we are so close to God, so tight with God, so confident in God’s good will for us, that we can say whatever is on our mind whenever we talk with God.
 I hope and pray so.
In the Exodus, God responds to Israel’s murmuring and complaining not only with miraculous signs and wonders and enough food to ensure their survival, but also with even more demands and commands to Israel. This God puts much faith upon God’s people—those who put their faith in God. In faith we are to take what God has given us and develop that for God’s purposes. Forsaking our temptation merely to murmur, we are to move out in confidence that God gives us the resources to fulfill what God commands of us. God gives food in the wilderness refusing to leave us to our own devices.
But we can still complain. We can still clinch our fist and scream, “God, why?” We can shed our tears in the middle of the night, we can whine, “Lord, this job that you have given me to do is too hard for me, I can’t do it.” We can do all of that because God is determined to be our God, our friend.

Sometimes we complain to God, not simply because the way ahead is difficult, but because God has taught us to expect more from life. Last week, as I was walking across the parking lot at Walgreens pharmacy, I saw a young man approaching me wearing a T-shirt on which was emblazoned the complaint: “This isn’t the life I ordered!” C. S. Lewis once said that the trouble with too many of us is that we are too easily pleased, we too easily adjust and adapt to present arrangements rather than daring to ask God for more. There is therefore that complaining that is a sort of holy discontent, that yearning for a new heaven and a new earth that is itself testimony to our faith in a good God.
 Perhaps that “holy discontent” was the motivation for the young man and his T-shirt of holy compaint.
This morning I hope you might think of the church—this church—as a training center in the practices of friendship with God. You know that any friendship worth having takes time, growth, knowledge of the other, and perhaps above all, honesty. Nothing kills a friendship more quickly than deceit or dishonesty. Friendship feeds on truthfulness and truth telling.
Some of you may have discovered the hard way that a friendship can be destroyed, or at least what you thought was a friendship, by telling the truth to another. Real friends can be truthful. They don’t have to play games saying, “I feel great,” when they feel lousy. They don’t have to wear a happy face mask when they are really down in the dumps. A friend is someone whose commitment to us enables us to be real. We can be utterly truthful and honest with a friend because, after all, that friend probably knows us better than we know ourselves, so there’s no point in obfuscating, pretending, or putting on an act. We aren’t forced to be on our best behavior when we are around a friend because part of the glory of a good friendship is that this person is going to be there with us, for us, even when we are not on our best behavior. There is a mutual bond between us that can’t be broken simply because we are not at our best. Thus, most of us experience our most free, relaxed, unburdened moments when we are with a friend.

A friend is there to celebrate with us in times of good fortune and to weep with us in times of despair.

And so is God.

+ + + + + + + + + +

PRAYER

Lord, you have loved us with a love that will not let us go no matter what. You keep coming back to us even when we turn away from you.

Give us the grace, Lord Jesus, to become closer friends with you. Keep reaching out to us, keep taking us back and talking to us even when our love fails. We must cause you great grief and pain for we are not living the lives that you intended for us. Still we continue, we persist, we survive on nothing but your grace, your persistent, never-ending grace, and your gifts of steadfast love. Amen.

+ + + + + + + + + +
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