
God’s Gifts

Exodus 16:2-15; Psalm 105:1-6, 37-45; Philippians 1:21-30; Matthew 20:1-16

“Be careful what you pray for, you might get it.” Ever heard that s? I’m not saying simply that

sometimes the things we most want turn out to be, once we got them, not exactly what we wanted.

I’m pointing to the fact that when we receive a gift, it changes things. Because of the gift we are not

living in the same world that we lived in prior to the gift.

Theologian Stanley Hauerwas has noted that there’s a curious sense in which it’s easier to

give a gift than to receive a gift. When we are the gift-giver, we are in a position of power. We control

the exchange. In giving a gift, we are making a claim upon the receiver. When we are a gift-receiver,

we are indebted to the gift-giver. The giver of the gift now has power over us. We are the recipient.

If you have ever been given a really nice, unexpected gift from someone you don’t particularly

care for, well, maybe you know what I mean. We like the gift but we know that now we are in a

relationship with the gift-giver that we may not really want. We look at the nice gift and we think to

ourselves, “Wow. I really didn’t know that we were such good friends…? I’m not sure that I want to be

that kind of good friend with him/her.”

If you receive a really good gift from someone, friend or not, that gift becomes an assignment.

Now you have to think of something of equal value to give them in return or you will look like an

incredibly ungrateful person.

In one way or another every gift, particularly very nice, expensive, or good gifts, change us,

they change our relationship with the giver or the receiver, and assign us the duty of response.

“My congregation just gave me an all-expense paid trip to the Holy Land!” exclaimed a minister

to a colleague.

“Congratulations,” his friend said. “What a gift!”
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“Well, not exactly,” he said glumly. “I have been in conversation with another congregation

about moving and becoming their minister. Now, with that trip and everything, I’ve got to stay.”

See what I mean about gifts being assignments?

Will Willimon writes: “I had a person in my church who suffered from a variety of ailments. The

first time we met, on my first week as her pastor, was on my visit to her at her home. She was in bed.

A back problem or something. We visited, I prayed for her recovery, and left.

Next morning at our weekly staff meeting, just before our time of prayer, I said, “And we ought

to pray for…? She has been confined to bed for the last couple of weeks. A back problem, I think.”

I heard one of the staff mutter, “What else is new?”

“What was it you said?”

“Er, uh,” he stammered. “I just meant that she tends to move from one illness to the other.

None of them too serious but usually enough to completely incapacitate her.”

Another long time staff member explained, “You will find that she enjoys poor health.”

Laughter around the table.

There was no laughter about a month later when she was diagnosed with a really serious

illness, a tumor of the spine. Her doctor told her that if the tumor did not spread, it could be removed

but there was a risk that she would not walk again.

The short version of it was that she had the delicate surgery. The surgery was spectacularly

successful.

I visited her again to celebrate her amazing good news. I was surprised to find her not elated

but rather depressed. I couldn’t f igure it out.

Then a longtime friend of hers explained, “Poor thing. She made a career out of being sick.

Now that she’s well, cursed with the gift of good health, she’s got to figure out what she’s going to do
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with the rest of her life.”

A gift (successful surgery leading to a clean bill of health) had become her burdensome

assignment (a life free of the alibi of illness).

Moving to this morning’s Scripture, we see the Hebrew slaves, through a series of dramatic,

spectacularly wonderful, miraculous acts of God, have now been delivered. They are no longer

slaves of the Egyptian empire. They are now free and independent on the other side of  the sea away

from Egypt. Trouble is, their great, new land of freedom is not a land of milk and honey but rather the

forbidding desert. The scant provisions that they brought with them on their flight from Egypt are

quickly exhausted. Things must have been bad because the Israelites have even become nostalgic

for their former life of slavery.

“We’re hungry!” they whine to Moses. “Oh, how we wish that God had just put us to death

while we were still in the land of Egypt. There we could sit by the pots cooking meat and eat our fill of

bread. Instead, you’ve brought us out into this desert to starve this whole assembly to death” (v. 3).

Their misery and fear must have been great to make them think that Egyptian slavery was

better than desert freedom. And yet I suspect there was another factor that led the Hebrews to say

such a thing: With the gift of freedom comes the burden of responsibility.

In the Passover they had to trust Moses, Aaron, and God and leave behind the slavery they

knew for the land of freedom that they did not know. Imagine, nearly four hundred years of slavery,

generation-to-generation. In bondage you knew who you were (or at least who the enslaver was

trying to make you to be). You knew the boundaries, the expectations: Please your master, maybe

you could live another day. Because you were the master’s property, the master fed and housed you

in order to protect the master’s investment. You didn’t need to think much about tomorrow or to

consider various paths of life; you were utterly without freedom and therefore without agency,
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powerless. Your life and your future were in the hands of the master.

But free, no longer slaves, what now?

Before you condemn the whining and complaining of the Hebrews, consider the burden that

the blessing of their freedom laid upon them.

Years ago, a Methodist preacher named Alston Wilkes, began a ministry with the formerly

incarcerated. The rates of recidivism—people being released from prison only to return to prison a

short time later—were shocking. Wilkes discovered all of the daily tasks that former inmates found

difficult to master. Planning your day, going out and looking for a job (with a criminal record), buying

groceries, getting exercise, all of these seemingly simple tasks for most people were a challenge for

those who had spent some of the most formative years of their lives behind bars.

Wilkes devised programs and institutions to help former prisoners. Today the Alston Wilkes

Society continues his work among the formerly incarcerated. Freedom can be a great burden. A gift

can also be a difficult assignment.

So, the Hebrews let up a loud complaint against their leader Moses and, by implication,

against the God who sent Moses to lead them to freedom. And how does the Deliverer God

respond? Having gifted the Hebrews with freedom, God keeps giving:

God speaks to Moses, “I’ve heard the complaints of the Israelites. Tell them, ‘At twilight you

will eat meat. And in the morning you will have your fill of bread. Then you will know that I am the

Lord your God’” (verses 11-12).

God gives the wanderers miraculous bread from heaven that covers the ground in the morning

and miraculous meat (quail) in the evening. God’s gifts keep coming. God sends instructions through

Moses about how the heaven-sent food is to be gathered, stored, and distributed. Presumably, the

Hebrews had no experience in food gathering and distribution. As slaves, their Master spooned it out
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after a hard day’s work.

God even gives instructions about the scope of their workweek. A Sabbath is to be kept each

week for rest. (You can imagine how unimaginable it would be to the slaves to think that they would

have a whole day of the week free from grinding labour.) A double portion of bread is to be gathered

the day before and stored in order that there be a period of  rest along with the provision for everyone

during the Sabbath rest.

God hears the complaints of the Hebrews.  But rather than rebuke them for their ingratitude,

God gives miraculous nourishment. God also gives instructions for how they are to order their lives

together, now that they are free. They are to organize, plan, gather, store, and justly distribute from

the divinely given bounty. They are to now keep the Sabbath in order to rest and remember the grand

deeds of God in their deliverance. The Hebrews’ deliverance from slavery was a gracious gift of God

but it is, perhaps like all good gifts, not without cost. Now they’ve got to be free as God defines their

freedom: to be for God.

There was a man who grew up living in poverty. But he worked hard and learned how to grow

a business. In just a couple of decades of hard work and making wise investments he was a

multimillionaire.

“I’ve decided to cash out, retire early, and spend the rest of my life giving away what I’ve

accumulated,” he announced.

He formed a charitable foundation, put the bulk of his money in the foundation, and proceeded

to give away money.

“What have you learned in your first year of charitable giving?” he was asked a year later.

“I’ve learned that it’s really hard to give away money,” he said, “I wanted to give to worthy

causes without attaching a bunch of strings. But I do have expectations that they will use the money
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well. I’m finding out that some of the best work I do is after I’ve given the gift of the money, teaching

the receiving charity how to practice good accounting, how to have a budget and all the other things

required for good management. My biggest challenge is convincing them that getting the gift of the

money is the easy part; reinventing your organization to manage resources well—that’s hard.”

Every good gift, every unexpected miraculous boon carries with it challenges. We have to

reinvent ourselves in light of the gift. We must say to ourselves, “I’ve served God in this way in my

former life. How do I have to change to serve God in my new life that has been given to me?” How

well we know that challenge as we try to be the church in the midst of a pandemic!

Here’s some good news. Whether we gratefully receive the gifts of God or complain that they

are gifts that are demanding and difficult, God stays with us. God will not hold the Israelites’

complaining against them. God will keep giving to them, keep working with them.

And also with us.

Manna means, “What is it?” That’s what the Hebrews said to one another when they saw the

ground covered on that first morning with white foodstuff: “What is it?” (v. 15)

Perhaps any time God gives any of us an undeserved, miraculous gift, we ought to ask

ourselves (as we ask God!), “What is it?”

The last verse in this Sunday’s lesson from Exodus says, “They didn’t know what it was.”

We are in a relationship with a continually loving God who gives gifts to us, forgives us, and

keeps responding to us with love that we neither earn nor deserve. Sometimes we don’t know what to

do with such love, or what divine love does with us.

Is it a gift or is it also an assignment, laid upon us by a gracious God with expectations and

responsibility to use it wisely? Thanks be to God. Amen.
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