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Larissa Kwong Abazia October 15, 2017 
Georgetown Presbyterian Church  Exodus 16: 2-15 
“Wilderness Abundance” Matthew 15: 32-39 
 
 I love being busy. Look at my calendar in any given month and you will see that it is 

full of trips, projects, and meetings. Just this week I flew to St. Louis for a four day gathering 

with Presbyterians only to hop on a plane yesterday to head here to be with all of you. I’ll 

ride the train back up to central New Jersey this afternoon and be right back in the office 

tomorrow morning at 8:30 am. 

 I wake early in the morning to squeeze some email time in before jumping into the 

shower, getting breakfast ready for my son, and packing our things into the car for the ride 

to school and work. You might say that I have a bit of FOMO: fear of missing out. Most times 

if I can squeeze something into my busy schedule, I’ll do it because I want to be a part of 

things…maybe even everything. 

 All of this means that my life has to be highly scheduled to make it all work. I am 

barely in the door before I throw the pots on the stove to start cooking dinner and 

encouraging my six year old son to get his homework sheet done pretty close to right when 

he gets in the door. We eat dinner, play together for a little bit, and then begin a bedtime 

routine for him so that he can be rested for the next day. 

 A taste of exactly how much I am immersed in being busy? Every Monday morning 

my department colleagues at Princeton Seminary and I stand in the central part of our 

office and share what we are doing for the week. I looked down on my notepad people 

went around this past week and shared 2-3 things that they were working on. One 

colleague even said that their week was so free that they could help with any project that 
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might need some extra hands. When it got to my turn, I listed out twelve things. Twelve 

things to accomplish before I left for a work trip on Wednesday! 

 If anything, I can relate more so to the Israelites in this morning’s passage as they 

wander in the wilderness behind Moses and Aaron. The reading begins with grumbling and 

complaining and, surprisingly, with a fond memory of their time under the boot of Pharaoh. 

Now I may not have to remind you that they were slaves that spent every day being 

reminded of their lower status. Early in Exodus we are told that Pharaoh was so ruthless 

that he ceased to give the Israelites straw to make their bricks so that they had to do 

masonry by day and, in their free time after the work day, search for straw so that they 

could work the next. Still, the Israelites longed for the familiarity of captivity, “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.” (Exodus 16: 2-15) 

 Walter Bruggemman beautifully shares what the hope of a desolate wilderness 

became to the people:  

When the children of Israel are in the wilderness, beyond the reach of Egypt, they 
still look back and think, “Should we really go? All the world's glory is in Egypt and 
with Pharaoh.” But when they finally turn around and look into the wilderness, 
where there are no monopolies, they see the glory of Yahweh. 
 
In answer to the people's fears and complaints, something extraordinary happens. 
God's love comes trickling down in the form of bread. They say, 
“Manhue?”—Hebrew for “What is it?”—and the word “manna” is born. They had 
never before received bread as a free gift that they couldn't control, predict, plan for, 
or own. The meaning of this strange narrative is that the gifts of life are indeed given 
by a generous God. It's a wonder, it's a miracle, it's an embarrassment, it's irrational, 
but God's abundance transcends the market economy. 
 
Three things happened to this bread in Exodus 16. First, everybody had enough. But 
because Israel had learned to believe in scarcity in Egypt, people started to hoard 
the bread. When they tried to bank it, to invest it, it turned sour and rotted, because 
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you cannot store up God's generosity. Finally, Moses said, “You know what we ought 
to do? We ought to do what God did in Genesis 1. We ought to have a Sabbath.” 
Sabbath means that there's enough bread, that we don't have to hustle every day of 
our lives. There's no record that Pharaoh ever took a day off. (The Liturgy of 
Abundance, The Myth of Scarcity: Consumerism and Religious Life: March 24, 1999) 
 
Though the Israelite’s enslavement was oppressive and created to strip them of any 

value beyond commodities for the empire, it was predictable. The people knew what to 

expect each day, even if it was forced labor. They looked back at life in Egypt as they were 

surrounded by unfamiliar landscapes because the dreams of captivity were familiar and 

manageable. But now the wilderness journey required of them a deep reliance on God. 

They had to hold onto their ability to see abundance in the midst of scarcity…that same 

crazy notion when Moses went to Pharaoh over and over again to let them go and they 

willingly hoped to be freed into the unknown. But, as we are reminded in this passage, 

holding onto that dream once it is a reality can so easily be traded for what once was. 

There can be no more challenging ideal to give me for your celebration of the 500th 

year of the Reformation than, “sola fide,” faith alone. I know what I can make with my 

hands. I know what I can do when I made to-do list after to-do list to accomplish more and 

more things…to produce more and more. But ask me to reside in faith alone and I just 

might have to hit the pause button for quite some time. To think that salvation is offered 

though faith in Christ who lived, died and resurrected for each one of us here in this place 

today…to believe that it is a gift from God and has nothing to do with the “good works” that 

any of us does…I’m not sure that I can wrap my mind around that. Like the Israelites, 

thousands upon thousands of years later, I find it much easier to live life under Pharaoh 

and use work as a way to show my value.  

To believe that my faith, alone, is enough does NOT always feel like enough for me. 

http://therivardreport.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/the_liturgy_of_abundance.pdf
http://therivardreport.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/the_liturgy_of_abundance.pdf
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Like the disciples in the passage from Matthew today, I would be comfortable in the 

preaching and teaching happening among the crowds. Not only is it tangible and 

measurable, but it’s completely possible to accomplish. But to be told by Christ to feed them 

when all I have is seven loaves of bread and a few small fish…that’s not a task that I can 

predict success. With four thousand men in addition to women and children, that’s a task 

that I can see as a complete failure. So, like them, I probably wouldn’t even want to start it. 

If I can’t do it to win, if I can’t finish it, I wouldn’t dare take it one. 

But Christ challenges us to see abundance in scarcity. He calls the disciples on that 

day and us, right here in Georgetown Presbyterian Church, to engage in the risky business 

of trusting that there is always enough…and in this story, there was AND even seven full 

baskets of leftovers to remind them that nothing is impossible with God. 

To be honest with each one of you, I’ve got doubts about my faith and the world 

around us: 

I doubt that my son will know a world where people celebrate differences rather 

than divisions. I know that he will continue to practice emergency drills in his elementary 

school to hide from a shooter that may enter into their doors, waiting until the “All clear,” 

comes over the loud speaker. 

I doubt that political and governmental leaders around the world can ever envision 

a world where violence is not a solution to peace. I am certain that our swords will ever be 

beaten into plowshares. 

I doubt that the 12% increase in food production every single year will ever be 

enough to ensure that each person living in this world will have a full stomach. I know that 



 5 

the market economy will control even the most basic necessities getting to the people that 

need it the most. 

I doubt that this great American experiment that so many like to say intersects with 

Christian values will actually let us live as the body of Christ in the world. I know that our 

personal politics, convictions, wants and desires will keep us from living as the 

transformative faith community that we are called to be.  

If I were really honest with myself, I would confess that my busyness is a way to 

keep me from being still long enough to know how I fall short in all things. Stopping. 

Pausing. Breathing.  

It will make me realize that the value game I am playing is nothing compared to love 

of God that claims me no matter what I do, make, or accomplish. Too often we keep busy 

with the work of our hands without lifting those same hands up to give thanks and glorify 

God who made it all possible in the first place. It’s this Holy One who will call me to service 

in the midst of my doubts because the faith that I have, little that it may be, is enough. 

You may have doubts. You may have worries about your life, the future for your 

family, or even what today will bring after this worship service is over. You may have 

absolutely no idea what you believe…you may have lost your faith. 

But what I can tell you is this: That Jesus spent his ministry teaching people to love 

one another and reminded the communities around him that God’s love can be 

transformative. He spoke and acted in ways that created abundant leftovers in the most 

impossible of circumstances. It was this grandiose love that became a threat to the empire 

and temple, so much so that they conspired together to kill him. And yet even as he hung on 
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the cross to breathe his last…even as his body was closed up in the tomb…even then he 

came among the people again to remind them that even death cannot contain God. 

It’s our faith in this transformative story that allows us to proclaim that nothing can 

separate us from the all encompassing love of God and the equipping of the Holy Spirit that 

calls us forth in this world. Our faith, no matter how large or small, is sufficient to claim us 

as God’s own. 

  


