SERMON                                            HIGHLAND                                               8-07-11
                                                ‘THE BREAD OF ANGELS.’

                                                                                                                            Ps.78: 9-31.

My friends, this Psalm that we read together this morning, like Psalms 105-107, is what many people call a reminder  Psalm, dealing with the history of Israel and the failure of the people to be faithful to God.

The heading of the Psalm calls it a ‘Maskil’ a Hebrew word meaning ‘instruction’. The early verses of the Psalm suggest that it was written to enhance the transmission of the faith from generation to generation, ‘I will utter dark sayings from of old,’ says the writer: ‘ Things that we have heard and known,

That our fathers have told us, we will not hide them from our children,

But the glorious deeds of the Lord, and his might,

And the wonders which he has wrought.’ (2-4).

What the writer proceeds to recall is God’s rescue of Israel from the Egyptians and his care for them in the wilderness. But the Israelites were restless.
Even with the knowledge of all God has so recently done for them they rebelled against God because they were hungry and they wanted food.

They have left the bondage of Israel behind them and now they are wandering in the desert and they ask: ‘Can God spread a table in the wilderness?’

God made the water gush from a rock.
 Can he also provide bread or give meat to his people?

God did feed the people, says the writer. He opened the doors of heaven and rained down Manna. No one was quite certain as to just what manna was. Now that would be a problem for me; if I can’t identify it I don’t eat it!

 It was suspected that manna was a whitish substance that forms on the Tamarisk bushes which are found in the Sinai Desert and other Middle Eastern deserts and is capable of sustaining human life for several days at a time. It may well have saved the Israelites from starvation at various times of their wilderness wanderings.

‘The grain of heaven’, the Psalmist calls it, and ‘the bread of the angels.’
And God gave them quails to eat, apparently an abundance of quail, as thick as the sand of the seas.

God did spread a table in the wilderness.
And still the people sinned and rebelled, wanting more.

Finally, says the Psalmist, God’s anger could not be restrained, and he slew the strongest men of Israel, probably through wars and skirmishes with other tribes in Canaan.

My friends, the Israelites forgot what God had done for them, and as a consequence they suffered constant defeat and humiliation.

Now, then, what does all of this have to do with us?

How does all of this affect we who gather here today at Highland this morning?

Why should what happened to a tribe of nomads in an ancient desert have any meaning in this modern age of computers and technology?

Well, it doesn’t, unless the Psalmist was right that we need to pass down the story from generation to generation, so that we do not repeat the same mistakes.

My friends, we know something of the wilderness, don’t we?

Maybe not literal deserts, but deserts of the spirit certainly!

 Life is not always what we bargained for, is it?

How many times have I seen men and women seemingly trapped and unhappy in some luckless marriage holding their heads in their hands and crying out loud:

 ‘This is not what I expected at all, how did we end up like this?’
Or how many times have I heard parents agonizing over some wayward, rebellious child:

‘We never thought that having children could possibly come to this!’
How many of us, when a job was lost, or when bills were due, when depression set in, when expectations were dashed; when retirement became a drag or when a loved one died said: ‘Oh, I just don’t think that I can make it, life is just too hard for me!’

My friends life is often so much more than we had bargained for, isn’t it?

To the ancient Israelites the desert was an evil place.

Not only was it a place without plants and food, a place of scorching heat by day and icy wind by night. To them it was a place inhabited by demons, by evil beings that sought the lives of those who trespassed there. The desert was anti-life.

And do not our lives seem that way sometimes?

Our lives find themselves in the wilderness places that actually seem to be anti-life. Our souls are screaming out with us, our ears feel like they are about to explode, and maybe just for an instant we think that to die would be a relief. It is then my friends that the Psalmist’s question becomes very real to us: ‘Can God spread a table in the wilderness?’

Can God enter these desert places where our souls find themselves and care for them there?

What can he do that would possibly make a difference when we feel this way?

My friends I firmly believe that only the heart of faith can answer such a question.
Let me explain what I mean by, ‘the heart of faith.’

I mean the heart that has learned to trust God despite all outward circumstances.

That is what the Psalmist was concerned about.

He wanted his children and their children after them to understand that God is faithful even in those times when we are feeling neglected and hurt and cast away.

The heart of faith is the heart that remembers the goodness of God even when life seems to be all pain and frustration.

It is the heart so fixed on prayer and love that it rejoices in small things while bearing large burdens.

I am reminded of a woman who was a member of the church I served in Ohio, whose life seemed to be filled with so many troubles. There just seemed to be so many things that were going wrong, so many things in fact that I can’t even remember them all. She had gone through a divorce, and then she lost her job and had to move into more affordable housing. She was feeling desperately unhappy. As a child she had always gone to her father with her problems large and small. So one morning she called her father who was now living here in Florida and asked if she could come for a visit. He said yes.
So she drove from Ohio down here to Florida and poured out her troubles to him, most of which he was already aware of. Afterwards they went walking down on Clearwater beach and stood there on the sand watching the sun set over the water. Standing there she gazed at the sky and said, ‘If all the good moments in my life were put together they would probably last just 20 minutes.’

‘Yes,’ said her father patting her head, ‘they are precious, aren’t they?’

My friends can we see the difference? That is the heart of faith.

The small moments are precious.

The manna in the wilderness.

 The quail when there is no meat.
 The wee gifts of God that constantly remind us that he is there, or here.
 The grain of heaven, the bread of angels.
And here we are today at our Lords table again. We do not have the bread of angels; we have the bread of the Son himself.
‘Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness,’ said Jesus, ‘and they died. This is the bread which comes down from heaven that a man may eat of it and not die. I am the living bread…if anyone eats of this bread they will live forever; and the bread which I shall give for the life of the world, is my flesh.’ (Jn.7:49-51).

My friends I said that this Psalm is a reminder Psalm.
 The Table of our Lord is also a reminder: ‘As often as you do this do it in remembrance of me.’

God can spread a table in the wilderness, can’t he?

He can speak to us in the darkest passages of our lives, because his only son passed through the darkness too.
Have we ever felt so despondent as to believe that it was all over for us?

I know that I’ve had my moments.
Do we sometimes find ourselves blundering on from day to day?

The bread and the cup of the Lord’s Table are for us.

They are reminders of the Lord’s presence, EVEN IN THE WILDERNESS OF LIFE.
And they will give us strength, like the manna in the wilderness, strength for going ever on.

AND TO GOD BE THE GLORY.                                                                          AMEN.
