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Quail and Manna: 
Wilderness Food for the Journey 

 
Conference Conventions, Fall 2014 
 
Texts selected for 2014 Conference conventions: 
Exodus 16:2-15 (from Sept 21 texts) 
Philippians 3:4b-14 (from Oct 5 texts) 
 
 [The Exodus text recounts an important episode that occurred during the Israelites’ wilderness wanderings.  
 In the midst of their grumbling and confusion, God nonetheless provides quail and manna.  In Philippians, 
 we hear Paul speak these words: “Forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I 
 press on …”] 
 
 
Wilderness. 
 
The Israelites, led by Moses and Aaron, journey through the wilderness.  And the people complain. 
 
Wilderness.  It feels that way sometimes.  These are challenging times for the church; a time of dis-
location, uncertainty.  We are unsure of what the future will bring, unsure whether or not we will survive as 
a Lutheran church. 
 
Wilderness. 
 
We often think of wilderness journeys as times of wandering, where we’re unsure of the ending.  Perhaps 
we’re not sure where we’re going.  We also realize that the signposts are different from those we have 
known previously. 
 
Yet there is another aspect to wilderness. In many traditions, wilderness had a specific purpose: it was a 
time for reflection, discernment, vision, clarity.  A wilderness journey can involve inner struggles and 
spiritual discipline.  Perhaps our time of wilderness as a church needs to be seen in such light as well. 
 
Life is different for the church in the 2000s.  After 1700 years of the Christendom era, we are in unfamiliar 
territory.  The place of the church in society is different.  The church is no longer in positions of power and 
influence (for better or for worse).  At times, we are not just on the edge of society but sometimes out on 
the very fringe.  Across the spectrum, there is less and less “Christian memory.”  Christian stories, 
images, and metaphors are no longer part of most people’s lives. 
 
We are in a different place.  “If you build it, they will come” is no longer the operating principle for 
Canadian Mission church starts.  Most of our congregations are getting smaller; the average age is 
increasing; congregations are experiencing significant financial pressures.   
 
It feels like wilderness.  
 
What is God up to?  What is God up to in our lives, in the life of the church?  What is God up to in our 
communities, neighbourhoods, and families? 
 
The Israelites are on a journey through the wilderness.  After 400 years of slavery, they are on the move, 
on the move to a promised land on the move to a new life.  But harsh realities crash down upon them.  
Their thanksgiving and celebration are short-lived.  It truly is, “What have you done for me lately?”  (“Okay 
God, okay Moses, getting us out of Egypt was pretty good, but now what you are you going to do?”) 
 
It’s almost like there is a sense of entitlement in this story.  Keep those miracles coming, God.  Just 
because you led us out of Egypt doesn’t mean we can’t go back there.  And there is much grumbling, 
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discontent, and talking behind Moses’ back.  There is a whiff of mutiny in the wind.  “Let us go back to 
captivity,” the people argue.  “At least we had 3 meals of porridge a day.”  (Okay, so it wasn’t porridge – it 
was melons, pomegranates and figs.  But perhaps you get the idea.) 
 
And the memory of the past prevents them from seeing the possibilities of the future. 
 
Does that comment resonate with you?  Does our memory of the past prevent us from seeing the 
possibilities for the future?  I believe it sometimes does.  Time and again I hear people talk about life in 
the church from 40 and 50 years ago.  Those were good years.  Tons of children.  Tons of youth.  
Confirmation classes with 25 youth – each year.  Vacation Bible school with 200 children.  Traffic jams at 
the church parking lot.  Can’t we go back there?  No, we can’t. 
 
And so we heed Paul’s words in Philippians: “Forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what 
lies ahead, I press on.” 
 
Sometimes it will feel like a wilderness journey; sometimes it may feel like a roller coaster; and sometimes 
it may feel like a banquet.  But in it all, God travels with us.  Thank God that God does not give up on us.  
Thank God that even in the midst of our grumbling, our discontent, our betrayal, our worshiping of false 
Gods, that God is the faithful one in this equation. 
 
God acts out of God’s essence: that is, God acts graciously because God is gracious, God acts out of 
compassion because God is compassionate, God chooses to save because that is the very nature of 
God. 
 
And now comes a most beautiful, loving, compassionate line from Exodus: “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.”  Evening and morning.  Night and day.  In all of life, the action and activity of God declares 
God’s presence among us.  Do we have the eyes to see and the ears to hear? 
 
And a flock of quails came upon the camp of the Israelites and the people caught them and had their fill.  
Then, in the morning, a most amazing occurrence that forms when the dew of the ground and the sap 
from bushes that grow in that region produce an edible gelatinous substance.  The Israelites had a name 
for it.  In Hebrew, it sounds like this: manna.  In English, it sounds like this: “What is it?” 
 
What is it, indeed?!!  What is it that God is doing among us?  What is it that God is up to out there in our 
communities and neighbourhoods?  Is this the manna and quail you talk about, Lord?  That you provide? 
That you call us to?   
 
I am going to make an assumption at these Conference conventions that over half of you have spent at 
least one fall or winter in the prairies or Peace River country (in other words – on the eastern side of the 
Rockies; and in Canada – not Arizona).  How many of you have experienced that meteorological 
phenomenon of a prairie winter?  Then perhaps this insight will be of help to you. 
 
Before winter descends upon the prairies with its icy grip, before the snow falls and drifts across the land, 
there is something vitally important that takes place, something so necessary for life.  However, before I 
go any further, class, it is time for a brief physics lesson.  We all know that an object grows denser the 
colder it gets; the molecules move closer together, hence it becomes more dense – with one very notable 
exception . . . WATER. 
 
When is water at its densest?  It’s not at zero degrees or lower; it’s not densest when it’s freezing.  (WHY 
isn’t it densest at zero degrees or lower? Because ice then would sink to the bottom of the river or lake, 
and they would freeze solid; and you know that isn’t going to be very good for the aquatic life in the river 
or lake.) 
 
No, water is densest at 4 degrees C.  What that means is that when water is at 4 degrees, it begins to 
sink.  And when it begins to sink, it causes a swirling of the water in the lake or prairie pond to take place. 
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Now – when the cold fall winds begin to blow across the prairies – they are not something to begrudge.  
In fact, those cold, fall winds are vital for the long-term health of the prairie lakes and the creatures that 
live within them.  When the wind blows, the surface water gradually drops in temperature.  As it reaches 4 
degrees, it begins to sink.  The wind accelerates the process, the stirring of the water; circling, swirling 
water. 
 
Wind blowing across the surface of the water also aerates it as it blows, adding what oxygen it can to this 
cold, cold water; oxygen that is needed for life to survive the winter.  Without the cold winds, there is not 
enough oxygen in the lake to enable the animals to survive to spring.  Without the cold winds, there is 
death.   
 
Is that what we are experiencing these days?  Are we in the midst of cold, fall winds blowing down upon 
us?  Perhaps.  But if that is so, then understand what this means: What this means, is that we are being 
stirred up, riled up.  What this means, is that we are being oxygenated – we are being infused with God’s 
spirit blowing upon us.  What this means, is that God is doing something life-giving, life-sustaining, among 
us. 
 
Quail and manna.  Cold winds blowing across the water.  Gifts for a hungering people. 
 
 


