Going Beyond the Stomach(1)—The Fresh and Perishable MannaEx. 16: 2-4, 9-15; John 6: 24-35

Sermon delivered in Chung Chi College Chapel, August 6, 2006, Andrew NG

Chinese is one of the peoples who enjoy eating. Some even jokingly says if Adam happens to be Chinese he would not eat the forbidden fruit. Instead he would have the delicacy of the snake in the Garden of Eden. The salvation history too has much to do with eating. The fall began when our Adam and Eve had chosen to eat the forbidden fruit that entices the eyes. Jesus compares himself to the heavenly manna, given by God. And the Lord’s Supper which we soon to partake is the body and blood of Christ for our salvation. The dawning of new heaven and earth commences with the feast of the slain Lamb. In the medieval church putting primacy for eating----gluttony--- is considered to be one of the seven deadly sins under which sway all moral virtues are put in jeopardy. Thomas Aquinas observes: Gluttony denotes, not any desire of eating and drinking, but an inordinate desire... leaving the order of reason, wherein the good of moral virtue consists." (Summa Theologia, 2, 148, ad 1). Another 19th century Russian Orthodox Bishop Ignatius Brianchaninov advises in the same vein:

Wise temperance of the stomach is a door to all the virtues. Restrain the stomach, and you will enter Paradise. But if you please and pamper your stomach, you will hurl yourself over the precipice of bodily impurity, into the fire of wrath and fury, you will coarsen and darken your mind, and in this way you will ruin your powers of attention and self-control, your sobriety and vigilance.
Our August sermon series Going Beyond the Stomach will lead us to ponder upon topics related to eating. We will talk about The Fresh and Perishable, food from heaven. Next week we will think about A Cake Baken on the Coals, a relish for a prophet in refuge. And on the third Sunday we are invited to A Free Banquet for All. Last Sunday of the month we will discuss about the Food for the Body of Service. In the Bible the very mundane and human eating is used to teach us deeper spiritual lesson. We must go beyond the stomach as we come to eating. This morning our topic is The Fresh and Perishable Manna.
I. The fresh and perishable manna is divine grace---food from heaven
Two months and half month after the Exodus Israelites came to the wilderness of Sin between Elim and Sinai and began to complain about the difficult journey. “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.” (Ex. 16:3).They certainly had short memory. This is only seventy five days after they witnessed the mighty work of the Lord in the grand exodus. The sea was unfolded, land dried up for them to pass through before the water folded up again to swallow the chasing Egyptian army. Moses had written a praising song for the wonder and mighty salvation of God.
“Pharaoh’s chariots and his army he cast into the sea; his picked officers were sunk in the Red Sea. The floods covered them; they went down into the depths like a stone. Your right hand, O Lord, glorious in power---your right hand, O Lord, shattered the enemy. In the greatness of your majesty you overthrew your adversaries; you sent out your fury; it consumed them like stubble.

Who is like you, O Lord, among the gods? Who is like you, majestic in holiness, awesome in splendor, doing wonders? You stretched out your right hand, the earth swallowed them. In your steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed; you guide them by your strength to your holy abode. (Ex. 15: 4-7, 11-13)
They sang the song of Moses. They also danced with Miriam and the women for the celebration of delivery. Not long ago they witnessed bitter water turned sweet at Marah (Ex. 15: 22-25) by miracle to quench their thirst and were provided spring water and shelter for the scorching sun at Elim (v.27). However, when they were confronted with hostile environment and difficulties they had short memory and complained.   To their rescue manna fell in the morning and quails came to cover the camp in the evening. (Ex. 16: 4, 13)
For quails they know but for manna they know nothing. “What is it?” is the Hebrew word for manna. It looks like fine frost on ground, akin to coriander seed, white and the taste of it like wafers made with honey. (16: 14, 31). Manna can not be kept overnight. The heat of the sun dissolves it. Each day people have to pick up whatever quantity they need. It is very strange that when they measure the manna they only get what they need, no more no less. Indeed they can not save more than they need. Manna cannot be grown and cannot be hoarded. They cannot control manna. They simply have to depend on the daily provision from God. The manna is divine grace to be received with gratitude. We can not work for manna.
In the gospel lectionary read today we see great throng being drawn to Jesus for food. Jesus said: “Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures for eternal life which the Son of Man will give you” (John 6:  27) Right away people thought about that the working for the food eternal must be laboring for God. But Jesus replied that believing in him was doing the work of God because he was sent by the Father.
The arrival of manna the first time was indeed a thrilling and thankful experience. However when the miracle repeats day after day we may take for granted. They go out to have the same pick early in the morning. Each day manna looks like the same color, the same size and the same taste. When miracle becomes a routine experience we tend to become less thankful. When somebody falls into severe sickness and cannot eat for a long time, he will feel thankful after being healed and get back to eat. However as he comes back to his shape and eating seems to be so natural he may not be as thankful. He simply forgets that being able to eat is divine grace.
As such the provision of Sabbath is significant. Manna does not fall on Sabbath and people need to have double pick day before Sabbath. Then the strange thing comes. On Sabbath manna does not turn bad. The suspension of the routine---falling of manna and turning sour the next day--- reminds us of the fact that manna is a heavenly bread from above and we should be thankful for the provident love of God.
II. Suspension of manna on Sabbath---the jar of manna before the tablets of law
The suspension of manna helps us go beyond the stomach. It gives us a break from the routine and pause to reflect on the purpose of life and work. It provides a holy space from which we are not bound by the routine working for food. Sabbath provides a break from the bondage of working for work alone. Sabbath frees us from the myth of primacy of economic growth and incessant acquisition of wealth. Sabbath delivers us from the internal violence of consumerism. God provides manna, God also suspends manna. However, Sabbath is not a divorce of work. In fact Sabbath provides us the grand horizon and ultimate perspective to understand the purpose of life and work.
Before the ark of the tables of Ten Commandment, there put a jar of manna. (Ex. 16: 33). Here the law and divine grace of manna are set side by side for they both come from God. Divine grace represented by manna does not usurp the law. Jesus said: “Do not think I come to abolish the law and prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill. For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished.” (Matt. 5: 17, 18) Grace and law work together. The law serves both as a mirror and road. As mirror the law tells us our sins and inadequacy and draws us to grace, the real manna, the eternal food---Jesus.
Once we receive the salvation of Jesus the law serves as the road map to act out our love in gratitude for the redeeming grace. The second tablet of the law concerns with the ethical frame work according to which we conduct ourselves in love with others. ‘Thou should not bear false witness’ means that we respect truthfulness and protect the honor of our neighbors from all kinds of slander. ‘Thou should not kill’ means the respect for the sanctity and dignity of life. ‘Thou should not steal’ means the respect of a fair economic order and advocate for environmental protection to stop stealing the resources of our future generations.
On Sabbath day, in the temple, before the ark we find the proper place of the manna, by the side of the law. When we receive the provident love of God we should respond by doing kindness to our neighbors. Thus Sabbath is not a divorce of work but a transformation of work, turning work into service of love for others. The break of Sabbath helps us understand the true nature of collecting manna, not only for us but for others, through us.
III. Manna is fresh yet perishable---grace should be received readily, grace can be wasted easily
The nature of manna is fresh yet easy to perish. When the heat of the sun comes the manna dissolves. When it is kept for next day it turns bad. Fresh yet perishable, isn’t it also a good description of human life? When I come to prepare this sermon on manna the sudden death of Mr. K.C Lee lingers on my mind. He had just started working with the Chaplain’s Office less than a year, still very fresh, perished so fast. When I think about manna I also think my life. Like grass and flower we grow in the morning and fade away in the evening.
There are thousands of manna fallen each day in the wilderness. Only a portion is picked up and eaten by the Israelites. The manna then becomes energy for the people to engage in the long pilgrimage in the wilderness. Some manna simply is left unpicked and dissolved before the rising sun. They appear on the ground for a while. They exist as food for the pilgrims. They only serve their purpose if they are picked up and eaten. It is grace indeed to be spiritual nourishment for others. Some are given five hundred, some five thousand. All are divine grace. Life is grace. But like manna grace will be wasted so easily if not received readily.
How many kinds of manna in Exodus 16?

Some said there are three kinds. One is picked up and eaten by the pilgrims. The second is those left unpicked and dissolved. The third is those picked up and turned bad the next day.
Some said we forget there is the fourth kind. The manna put in the jar placed before the tablets of law.
I think there are two kinds only. The perished manna and the eaten manna.  For the first and fourth kinds are the same. A manna eaten is a manna remembered, remembered by the God. Amen.
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