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Manna Macarena, Sinai Salsa, COVID Cha-Cha, and a Transition Two-Step 
Reflection for 20 September 2020 on Exodus 16:2-15  

Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 
 
Even after their miraculous deliverance from slavery in Egypt by crossing the Red 

Sea—however that happened—the Israelites immediately began complaining as they 

set out into the wilderness. Moses didn’t get a break. One thing after another. They 

had eaten up the provisions left from their Passover meal and were already accusing 

Moses that he had brought them out into the desert to starve. And God bails him out 

again, a foreshadowing of what would happen for the next forty years. First, the parting 

of the sea, and now flocks of quails in the evenings and an unknown flaky substance to 

be gathered in the mornings.  

What they didn’t know was that the manna and quails were both natural phenomena in 

the Sinai wilderness. Since they didn’t know that, it seemed miraculous. Earlier 

theories were that manna was secretion of sap from the tamarisk bush, but more 

recent investigations suggest that it is a substance rich in sugars and pectin excreted 

by insects which ingest the sap.  

The tamarisk manna scale, Trabutina mannipara, a mealy bug, produces large 

quantities of honeydew which solidify in a thick sugary exudate on the leaves. The 

book of Exodus 16:1-36, states that raw manna tasted like wafers that had been made 

with honey.i So now you have a vivid picture of what they ate. 

Natural explanations do not deny what the Israelites saw as miraculous. Yahweh’s 

providing them with food was the great blessing which generations of Jewish and 

Christian people praise God for, to this day.  

The people named their new food “manna,” meaning “What is it?” Even if they knew it 

was insect excretions, they likely would have considered it a God-send. They were 

starving, so hungry that they looked back fondly to their lives as slaves, when they had 

enough to eat in Egypt. 

So, once again, they have enough to eat with the manna and quail. But the manner of 

delivery of the manna, new each morning, means they had to trust it would be there for 

them the next day. Their explicit instructions were to gather only enough for each day, 

as manna would spoil quickly. I wonder why! 

The one exception was that they could gather twice as much on Friday, to last through 

the Sabbath. I have wondered about that instruction, since this was well before they 

were given the Ten Commandments, with the injunction about keeping the Sabbath 

holy. But the story was written long after it happened, by people who DID know the 

Sabbath laws and wrote them backward into this oral tradition. 
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What does this story mean to us in an age when the developed nations in our world 

have the means of feeding the world and providing healthcare for all, but choose 

instead to produce weapons and consumer products to feed the greed of those with 

the most money to buy what they want? Definitely something to ponder. 

The answer to the Israelites’ legitimate complaint that they are in danger of starving 

does not consist of enough for an entire year, a month or even a week.  They are not, 

“set for life.” The food that came each day was enough for only the one day, because 

the manna would spoil by the next day. Their growing faith in God, and in Moses, was 

teaching them to learn to trust that they would have what they needed for the journey. 

And so began what I am suggesting in the title of this reflection: dance steps that took 

them forward and backward, then forward again in the desert for forty years. Whine-

complain-Red Sea parted. Whine-complain-food. Whine-complain-water. Whine-

complain-Rules to Live by (Ten Commandments). Whine-complain-saved from snakes. 

Whine-complain-found what they needed for forty years before Moses got to Rest In 

Peace, as the Israelites went on with Aaron into the Promised Land. 

United Church minister Brian Donst mused with colleagues online about this text, 

wondering “... is this story just a rescue-from-a-bad-situation (the people are hungry, 

they've run out of food, so good that God provides quails and bread -- i.e. making the 

quail and the manna just a nice substitute for the bread and meat of Egypt)? 

...or is it also a gracious-but-tough-leading-into-the-realm-of-the-kingdom-of-God 

(the people are so accustomed to the bread of anxious toil and the fleshpots of 

their oppressors, that they cannot yet imagine being sustained by anything other 

than imperial slavery, until they reach the end of these things and are forced to 

accept the quail of the evening and the manna of the morning from the hand of 

God)? 

... kind of like an addict not being able to find new life and freedom until s/he hits 

bottom, comes to an end of their own resources and strategies and strengths and 

will power, and learns that sanity comes only through continual reliance on their 

Higher Power, giving them something they never before knew was possible ... ?ii 

East Plains United Church’s “Wilderness Wandering” is two-fold: this COVID19 

pandemic and the Transitional Ministry we began together two years ago this month. 

Two of the concerns that instigated inviting me to join you as your Intentional Interim 

Minister were the demographics of the congregation and questions about financial 

viability into the future.  

I wonder if reaching an end of what you thought you needed (“more people/more 

money”) was indicative of the deeper hunger of your soul? Like many churches, 

focussing on what you had in the past and wishing you could return to it, can tend to 
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overshadow your mission. You have been “so accustomed to the bread of anxious 

toil,”iii until shut down by COVID19, that some wondered how we would live through it. 

COVID19 shone a spotlight on the importance of the pastoral care in which this whole 

church participates—and you found ways to do it while in mandated isolation: phoning, 

emailing, checking on each other (sometimes daily!)  

Our mission of Wider Work has also continued in numerous ways: collecting books   

for prisoners, providing grocery cards to Agape group members, collecting food for 

Burlington Food Bank, cookies for Wesley Centre, advocacy letters for an 

Ombudsperson related to resource extraction and other climate-related concerns.    

Last spring, our Christian Education opportunities included the Gratitude Group 

gathering on Zoom. This fall, again on Zoom (Tuesdays at 4 pm), some of us are 

exploring White Fragility and how to address White Privilege and White Supremacy. 

Churches that thrive are clearly focussed on their reason for being. We’ll talk about that 

in our “interim educational discussion” at the Official Board meeting tomorrow night. 

A whole section of my training for intentional interim ministry looked at transitional 

ministry through the lens of Moses leading Israel as they wandered in the Sinai desert 

for forty years. At this point, with the added complications of the pandemic, it may feel 

like that’s how long ours will be. It won’t! 

In our Christian scripture, we are told that Jesus spoke of those who had full store-

houses as putting too much stock in material things and trusting in themselves, not 

really trusting in God. As North Americans living in an individualistic, meritocracy-

focussed culture based on getting ahead, we get sucked into that thinking. 

But in the Prayer of Jesus, which we pray nearly every time we gather in worship, 

Jesus taught his disciples to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread.” Where did that 

come from? The manna story. Enough for today. Do we realize that is what we pray for 

in the Lord’s Prayer? 

One of the positive effects of COVID19 stay-at-home mandates, especially for us older 

folks, is that we are learning to think in terms of “Enough.” How much is enough? What 

is “enough” for us to live and work at home, so we can avoid exposing ourselves to 

infection by being in public needlessly? It’s a concept that some of us who are 

economically privileged may not have considered for a long time. 

The good news at EPUC is that the venture/adventure we are now in, renovating the 

building to provide a state-of-the art, full-service childcare centre to serve the growing 

Aldershot community, is a Manna Moment. Preparing for this community-focussed 

mission has coincided serendipitously with the pandemic closure of the building. And 
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we are trusting that the resources we have and are gathering, are “enough” to get us 

where we are headed.  

Though money is not dropping from heaven like manna, Divine blessing accompanies 

us every step of the way, as creative people work together to make it happen.  

Meanwhile, COVID. In couples dancing, one person is going forward while the other 

goes backward. For each person, it’s steps forward and steps backward. And 

COVID19 has, for sure, complicated our transitional ministry. I am as disappointed as 

you, perhaps more so, that we are not yet worshipping together in our beautiful 

sanctuary. It’s getting old to this minister who loves liturgy, to lead informal worship 

gatherings from a corner of my kitchen. I love informal gatherings for sure. AND look 

forward to when I can at least lead the worship online from the sanctuary. But even 

that is on hold right now. 

Doing the COVID Cha-Cha has slowed down our dancing the Transition Two-step, but 

we will get there. Transition is not a tragedy to be fixed, but a stage of the journey to be 

embraced, a journey towards wholeness and new life for this faith community.  

Thanks be to God! 

i “Tamarisk: the Manna Tree” in Ray Cannon’s nature notes, accessed on 19 September 2020 at 
https://rcannon992.com/2015/05/18/tamarisk-the-manna-tree/  
ii Brian Donst on Midrash 18 September 2017 
iii Ibid. 
 
 
 

Because we are in Creation Time, I had intended to also work the reading from Job 

into the sermon this week. However, it’s a heavy week for my heart for multiple 

reasons. One is that this is the week that my Mother died three years ago and I am still 

mourning.  

Therefore, I am sharing a sermon on the Job reading by Rev. Teresa Burnett-Cole, 

with her permission. She knew I was having a tough week and sent it to me to use any 

way I saw fit. I am sharing it as is, on the pages that follow. 

Thank you to Teresa! 
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REFLECTION ON SCRIPTURE BY REV. TERESA BURNETT-COLE FOR SECOND SUNDAY IN CREATION TIME  

AT GLEBE-ST. JAMES UNITED CHURCH 

When I decided we were going to spend the second portion of the Season of Pentecost on Creation I 
was thinking of all the effects of climate change. Recently a piece of glacial ice three times the size of 
San Francisco broke off the Pine Island glacier in Antarctica. The fires are still burning in California. 
Humans are tearing down the Amazon Rainforests to create more space for ranching. The waters 
have been fouled with pollution. Water and food sovereignty are at an all time low. And now…we have 
a modern-day pandemic threatening humankind around the world.  

Now I know that when some of you saw I was preaching on Job you probably thought, “Oh Lord, that’s 
depressing! But the passage we heard read today is one of the few bright spots in an otherwise bleak 
book! 

Think about poor old Job – He is a wealthy man living in a land called Uz with his large family and 
extensive flocks. He is “blameless” and “upright,” always careful to avoid doing evil. One day, the 
Adversary appears before God in heaven. God boasts to the wicked one about Job’s goodness, but 
the Adversary argues that Job is only good because God has blessed him abundantly. The Adversary 
challenges God that, if given permission to punish the man, Job will turn and curse God. God allows 
the wicked one to torment Job to test this bold claim, but he forbids him to take Job’s life in the 
process. 

In the course of one day, Job receives four messages, each bearing separate news that his livestock, 
servants, and ten children have all died due to marauding invaders or natural catastrophes. Job tears 
his clothes and shaves his head in mourning, but he still blesses God in his prayers.  

The Adversary appears in heaven again, and God grants him another chance to test Job. This time, 
Job is afflicted with horrible skin sores. His wife encourages him to curse God and to give up and die, 
but Job refuses, struggling to accept his circumstances. Job is heart-broken and trying to understand 
what has happened to him. He curses the day he was born…but not God. Job’s friends try to get him 
to confront God and ask him why he is hurting him. His friends are offended when Job scorns their 
wisdom. Job still believes there is a Redeemer in heaven who will vouch for his goodness at the time 
of the reckoning. Job wants to confront God and complain, but he cannot physically find God to do it. 
He feels that wisdom is hidden from human minds, but he resolves to persist in pursuing wisdom by 
fearing God and avoiding evil. 

That’s actually where the story ends. But most people couldn’t stand such an ending in which the 
Adversary prevails and a later scribe (or scribes) added the second ending in which Job gets 
everything back again. And there you have it – in two paragraphs Job’s story. 

This morning’s reading occurs after Job’s physical health is ruined. His friends have been less than 
helpful. Today’s verses come from Job’s reply to his friends. 

“…Ask the animals, and they will teach you, 
    or the birds in the sky, and they will tell you; 
or speak to the earth, and it will teach you, 
    or let the fish in the sea inform you. 
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Which of all these does not know 
    that the hand of the LORD has done this? 
In God’s hand is the life of every creature 
    and the breath of all humankind… 

If you can’t understand the ways of God, look to God’s creation around you. The animals, and all 
created beings, will tell you of God’s glory. Creation know intimately the ways of the Creator. Creation 
knows God’s goodness at the cellular level of their bodies. See God’s fingerprints throughout this small 
planet we share. 

I remember being on a retreat one time, and the retreat master, Father Mark, had us lie down on the 
floor and just breath. Then he asked us to do nothing. Yet our bodies kept functioning – air was 
pushed in and out of our lungs, our hearts kept beating, our minds were still dancing. Yet WE were 
doing nothing.  

Father Mark pointed out that God is so close to us that even when we try to do nothing, God is there 
filling in the gaps. God IS the animator of all Creation even you…right down to the Quirks and Quarks 
hidden in each atom of your body. Moreover, everything in Creation shares this same gift of the Spirit’s 
breath. 

The Indigenous people of Turtle Island call this life force that is in every living thing manitou – life’s 
spirit. In fact, the Anishinaabe call the Creator, Gizche-Manitou. Creator’s Spirit. They teach, in their 
origin stories, that Gizche-Manitou’s bagidanaamowin (Creator’s breath) animates everything in 
Creation. In fact, Creator birthed the earth by blowing his breath through a mégis shell. Just another 
way of saying the same thing as Father Mark said. 

Now we’ve all had times when life just seems too hard. We cry out to God to save us believing that 
Creator cares for us more than the rest of Creation. We believe, with our Jewish brothers and sisters, 
that creation is the Tohu wa-bouhu – the place of chaos, a dangerous place. We need to move beyond 
such notions to appreciate God’s fingerprints evident everywhere in Creation. 

It is time for us to address our relationship to the rest of Creation. The old way of saying humanity had 
dominion over the earth has led us to a precipitous point of no return. We need, like Indigenous 
people, to see ourselves as part of the interconnected web of creation. It isn’t for us to dominate the 
world God called good. Perhaps a better word is stewardship – caring for the planet knowing we are 
intimately tied together. Tied together by the breath of God. Tied together by the deep wisdom of God. 

And perhaps it is time to recover our relationship with other created beings – honouring the wisdom we 
see in creation around us. Like the canary in the coal mine, creation is telling us something is deeply 
wrong on our Mother the Earth. It’s time to listen…and to act.  

 

 

 


