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Still spaces
at the table

The book of Exodus has provided 
rich pickings for fi lm directors 
through the years. It is easy 
to see why. There is plenty of 

material that is full of imagination and 
drama: the plagues of Egypt, the parting 
of the Red Sea, the wanderings in the 
wilderness, and, of course, the giving of 
the Ten Commandments. But Exodus 
is much more than a series of dramatic 
stories. It is fi rst and foremost a story of 
becoming – of a people becoming the 
people of God. The book begins with 
slavery and bondage to Pharaoh and ends 
with freedom and bonding with God. 

That journey of becoming starts 
here, with the manna and quails. In this 
story, the people receive a new identity; 
they are called the ‘congregation of 
Israel’ four times – a term that is rare 
elsewhere in Exodus. From now on they 
will be in a new relationship and live by 
a different order. 

But that is not how it feels in the 
second month of being in the desert. 
They are hungry. How can that be if they 
are God’s people? Soon, the murmurings 
start. They wish they had stayed in 
Egypt. At least there was food to eat. It is 
not easy to feel God near when material 
needs are not met. Faith in God’s leading 
erodes with the desert sands. 

God’s response can feel surprising, 
perhaps even jarring. God decides to test 
them. Why would a God who has just 
led his people out of slavery want to put 
them to the test? The tension between 
God’s leading on the one hand and 
God’s testing on the other is not easy to 
resolve. The story says that its purpose 
is to see whether the people will follow 
God’s instructions. There is a lot to learn 

for the people of Israel, not least that the 
same God who led them out of slavery 
can be trusted to care for them still. 

They soon see that God does care and 
provide – through manna and quails, 
the very ordinary gifts of creation. 
Commentators tell us that both can be 
found naturally in the desert. What the 
people of Israel learn is that God cares 
through the grand and miraculous, and 
through the small and ordinary. God is 
present in mountain top experiences, 
and in the simple, everyday things 
that sustain their lives. Similarly, if we 
believe that God is present in all of our 
daily business, our eyes will be open to 
the many blessings of God. Food will 

abound – even in the wilderness.
With gifts comes responsibility. 

In the new relationship with God, 
there will be a new order by which the 
people will live. The people are to learn 
a discipline of dailyness – they are to 
gather only one day’s supply of food at 
a time. There is to be no hoarding of the 
gifts of creation, no building of larger 
and larger barns, no anxiety about 
what they will eat tomorrow. Life is 
to be lived trusting in God. Moreover, 
the gifts of creation are there to meet 
everyone’s needs. Blessing is to be 
shared so that ‘those who gather little 
have no shortage’. Gathering too much 
is failure to recognise that all gifts 
come from God and that God wills the 
best life possible for all.

The only time that more can be 
gathered is on the day before the 
Sabbath. On that day, the people may 
gather twice as much, so that the 
Sabbath is kept as a day of rest from 
work, and as day to enjoy what God 
provides. The Sabbath is made for the 
people, and is not to be made into a 
new oppressive system. It is a profound 
sign that the people’s days of slavery, of 
constant work and non-rest, are past. 

Through trial and error, the people 
of Israel learn a new way of being and 
living. In their wilderness wanderings, 
they learn to live with trust in God, 
in fellowship with each other and 
in balance with creation. God was 
present with them and provided for 
them until they reached the promised 
land. This same God is present with us 
still, inviting us to live likewise. For it 
is in living and walking in God’s way 
that we too discover God’s blessing all 
around us – in bread and breath, in 
conversation and laughter, in kindness 
and love. With eyes open to God’s 
many gifts, we too will see that grace 
and abundance are all around.
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Chapter & verse – Francis Brienen (page 24) 
Read Exodus 16, followed by Francis Brienen’s article. 
 
1. Francis starts by mentioning the many film depictions of events from Exodus. Have 
you seen any that stick in your mind? What do you think the appeal of these stories is to 
filmmakers?

2. ‘It is not easy to feel God near when material needs are not met,’ says Francis, describing 
the Israelites’ complaints after their second month in the desert. When have you been in this 
situation yourself? How did you feel? What can we do for others in a similar position?

3. In the Bible passage, Moses instructs Aaron to tell the Israelites: ‘Draw near to the Lord, 
for he has heard your complaining.’ How do you feel about complaining to God – is it a 
necessity for honest relationship or a regrettable human failing? What complaints, if any, do 
you bring to God? And does God respond?

4. Francis says that God cares and provides for the Israelites through manna and quails, 
noting that ‘both can be found naturally in the desert’. What ‘ordinary gifts of creation’ 
remind you of God’s care and provision? What actions can Christians take to remind 
themselves that God cares and provides?

5. God’s instruction to gather just enough food for one day at a time was a test for the 
Israelites. Have there been times in your life where you have felt tested by God? What can be 
learnt from testing times?

6. The Bible says that on the sixth day, God gave the people enough for two days, instructing 
rest on the seventh day. Francis describes the rest day as ‘a profound sign that the people’s 
days of slavery, of constant work and non-rest, are past’. How good are we at resting today? 
Do you keep a day aside to rest? Why (not)? 

For further reflection: ‘... “I am the bread of life. Your ancestors ate the manna in the 
wilderness, and they died. ... I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever 
eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my 
flesh.”’ John 6:30-51
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Prayer: Father, when we are in the wilderness, when we feel in need, when we feel tested, 
when we feel lost, you are with us. Help us to learn and grow through testing times and to 
see your loving provision. Amen

To subscribe to Reform, visit bit.ly/rfmprint or call 01371 851 886.
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