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Those Wilderness Times 
The Rev. Maren Sonstegard-Spray

Numbers 11 
Now when the people complained in the hearing of the Lord about their misfortunes, the Lord heard it and his anger was kindled. 
Then the fire of the Lord burned against them, and consumed some outlying parts of the camp. But the people cried out to Moses; and Moses prayed to the Lord, and the fire abated. So that place was called Taberah, because the fire of the Lord burned against them. 

 The rabble among them had a strong craving; and the Israelites also wept again, and said, ‘If only we had meat to eat! We remember the fish we used to eat in Egypt for nothing, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic; but now our strength is dried up, and there is nothing at all but this manna to look at.’ 

 Now the manna was like coriander seed, and its color was like the color of gum resin. The people went around and gathered it, ground it in mills or beat it in mortars, then boiled it in pots and made cakes of it; and the taste of it was like the taste of cakes baked with oil. When the dew fell on the camp in the night, the manna would fall with it. 

 Moses heard the people weeping throughout their families, all at the entrances of their tents. Then the Lord became very angry, and Moses was displeased. 
So Moses said to the Lord, ‘Why have you treated your servant so badly? Why have I not found favor in your sight, that you lay the burden of all these people on me? 
Did I conceive all these people? Did I give birth to them, that you should say to me, “Carry them in your bosom, as a nurse carries a sucking child”, to the land that you promised on oath to their ancestors? 
Where am I to get meat to give to all these people? For they come weeping to me and say, “Give us meat to eat!” I am not able to carry all these people alone, for they are too heavy for me. If this is the way you are going to treat me, put me to death at once—if I have found favor in your sight—and do not let me see my misery.’ 

 So the Lord said to Moses, ‘Gather for me seventy of the elders of Israel, whom you know to be the elders of the people and officers over them; bring them to the tent of meeting, and have them take their place there with you. 
I will come down and talk with you there; and I will take some of the spirit that is on you and put it on them; and they shall bear the burden of the people along with you so that you will not bear it all by yourself. And say to the people: Consecrate yourselves for tomorrow, and you shall eat meat; for you have wailed in the hearing of the Lord, saying, “If only we had meat to eat! Surely it was better for us in Egypt.” 
Therefore the Lord will give you meat, and you shall eat. You shall eat not only one day, or two days, or five days, or ten days, or twenty days, but for a whole month—until it comes out of your nostrils and becomes loathsome to you—because you have rejected the Lord who is among you, and have wailed before him, saying, “Why did we ever leave Egypt?” ’ 
But Moses said, ‘The people I am with number six hundred thousand on foot; and you say, “I will give them meat, that they may eat for a whole month”! Are there enough flocks and herds to slaughter for them? Are there enough fish in the sea to catch for them?’ The Lord said to Moses, ‘Is the Lord’s power limited? Now you shall see whether my word will come true for you or not.’ 

 So Moses went out and told the people the words of the Lord; and he gathered seventy elders of the people, and placed them all around the tent. Then the Lord came down in the cloud and spoke to him, and took some of the spirit that was on him and put it on the seventy elders; and when the spirit rested upon them, they prophesied. But they did not do so again. 

 Two men remained in the camp, one named Eldad, and the other named Medad, and the spirit rested on them; they were among those registered, but they had not gone out to the tent, and so they prophesied in the camp. And a young man ran and told Moses, ‘Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp.’ And Joshua son of Nun, the assistant of Moses, one of his chosen men, said, ‘My lord Moses, stop them!’ But Moses said to him, ‘Are you jealous for my sake? Would that all the Lord’s people were prophets, and that the Lord would put his spirit on them!’ And Moses and the elders of Israel returned to the camp. 

 Then a wind went out from the Lord, and it brought quails from the sea and let them fall beside the camp, about a day’s journey on this side and a day’s journey on the other side, all around the camp, about two cubits deep on the ground. So the people worked all that day and night and all the next day, gathering the quails; the least anyone gathered was ten homers; and they spread them out for themselves all around the camp.
 But while the meat was still between their teeth, before it was consumed, the anger of the Lord was kindled against the people, and the Lord struck the people with a very great plague. So that place was called Kibroth-hattaavah, because there they buried the people who had the craving. From Kibroth-hattaavah the people journeyed to Hazeroth. 

How many of you out there like road trips?  How many of you hate road trips?  I put myself in your camp.  I find it mind-numbing.  My body hurts from sitting in the same position for hours.  And repeated over and over in my head is, when will we get there, when will it be over?

Eugene Peterson, the author of the Message paraphrase of the Bible, was a pastor for nearly 30 years not far from here in Bel Air, Maryland.  Every summer he and his family would drive from Bel Air to Montana.  The drive didn’t seem to bother him that much, except for one part of the journey which he calls the Badlands, a stretch of hours and hours of blank, featureless landscape – no towns, no restaurants, no anything.  
Peterson had planted a church in Bel Air, starting out in his basement, going through the excitement of designing and building a church a few years later – and then it came.  A sort of dryness, a sluggishness of spirit and life.  He calls this time in his life “The Badlands.” What was he supposed to do now?  Where was the life and energy from before?  When was this going to end and how could he get through it as quickly as possible?

The Badlands.  The Israelites were in the Badlands.  After the exhilaration of liberation from Egypt, the miracle of crossing the sea, the daily visible reminders of God’s presence, they were in the wilderness with no end in sight.   They had been camped out in the wilderness of Sinai, and they move out to the wilderness of Paran, clearly not much of an upgrade in their minds.   
When I was in seminary I won the lottery – well not really, I had my name picked out of a hat for three week trip to Egypt.  And we spent our last days traveling through the wilderness of Sinai to Mount Sinai.  I remember looking out the bus windows and all there was to see was dust and red craggy rocks.  It is what one writer calls “a fierce landscape.”  Little vegetation, little sign of life.  
It was breathtaking but not somewhere you want to settle down.  Along the Red Sea there are big flashy resorts being built, but in the desert, nothing.   At one point in the journey the bus begun to sputter and chug and slow down and I thought, “We cannot break down here, there is nothing here for miles and miles.”
As so often happens, this wilderness time breeds discontent.  If you read back through Exodus and then through the rest of numbers you will encounter a number of what scholars call “murmuring stories,” the people complaining.  They wish they were still slaves in Egypt – at least that would be better than this unknown, this wandering.  At least there was meat back in Egypt – all we get out here is manna from heaven.  Being in the wilderness can breed ingratitude, spiritual blindness, frustration, fear.  The wilderness becomes a place of profound discontent.  And for the Israelites they were literally in a desert, but they were also in a desert of the soul.     
The sermon series we are working our way through is looking at life’s seasons, life’s milestones.  Last week Dan and Rich preached on Ecclesiastes, in fact words from Ecclesiastes form the foundation of this preaching series, “For everything there is a season” and then after those words comes some of most helpful perspective-giving words, probably familiar words –  . . .there is a time to break down, and a time to build up, a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance, . . . .a time to seek and a time to lose, a time to keep and a time to throw away,  . . . .a time to keep silent and a time to speak.  And I would add, there are times in the wilderness and times outside the wilderness. 
The problem with the wilderness, a desert of the soul, is that is doesn’t fit in our idea of the good life, or our idea of the Christian journey.  It feels wrong.  This is not what we were promised.  We see a journey as going from point A to point B, and we forget that sometimes we get lost in the middle, or pass through the Badlands.  Maybe you know what I am talking about.  
 From where I stand I can clearly see some big ones in my own life.  That time in college when I couldn’t get anywhere near God for a long time.  That time in my first job when I was so miserable that I was making myself sick.  That time after graduating grad school when no doors were opening.  
You can perhaps describe your own deserts: those lost times when you have no idea what to do with your life, those dry times when you can’t find a job, those desert times in relationships and those desert times after a relationship ends, those painful times of suffering or grieving, those times of depression when the world is dark and forbidding, those times when addictions are winning, and those times of spiritual dryness when the prayers don’t come and God seems completely absent.  Deserts are no respecters of persons – there come desert times for all of us.  
Renita Weems, one of my favorite preachers and theologians, shared this journal entry which gets at this sense of desert: “What will ultimately happen to me?  Will I ever break through this haze blanketing my spirit?  How much depends on me?  How much rests upon God, and how much remains with me to make of my life what it will be?  It’s tough being twenty-five years old.  I ask myself these questions – no, badger myself with these questions – as I watch myself sink daily into a more desperate state. No job.  No prospect of a job. No desire for a job.  No idea what I want to do.  Not depression but despair.  Depression is so passive.  Despair sounds better.  It implies a struggle of some sort, some kind of action . . . I’m ashamed of the shambles of my life, so much that I hesitate to enumerate the details here.  They sound the same as they were a few years back, two months back.  I feel as if I’ve left only to return to the same spot, facing the same dark tunnel.”
The wisest people I have read, my teachers through books, tell of desert times.  And yes they speak of discontent, of feeling lost, angry at God and at the world.  But they also speak of what they learned, how they grew, what they came to see and understand.

Barbara Brown Taylor, another one of my favorite preachers, writes, “In my life, I have lost my way more times than I can count….While none of these displacements was pleasant at first, I would not give a single one of them back.  I have found things while I was lost that I might never have discovered if I had stayed on the path.  I have lived through parts of life that no one in her right mind would ever willingly have chosen, finding enough overlooked treasure in them to outweigh my projected wages in the life I had planned.  These are just a few of the reasons that I have decided to stop fighting the prospect of getting lost and engage it as a spiritual practice instead.  The Bible is a great help to me in this practice, since it reminds me that God does some of God's best work with people who are truly, seriously lost.”

Renita Weems wrote an entire book dedicated to her desert – she calls it “Listening for God: A minister’s journey through silence and doubt.”  At some point she felt that God had withdrawn from her – she calls it a spiritual breakdown.  She writes that one of things that got her through was the honesty of others who had survived similar periods in their spiritual journey.  She found comfort in the Psalms, where she found friends who knew what it felt like to abandoned by God: 

As the deer pants for streams of water, 
   so my soul pants for you, my God. 
 My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. 
   When can I go and meet with God? 
 My tears have been my food 
   day and night, 
while people say to me all day long, 
   “Where is your God?”

She writes, “I admit that most of the spiritual pain I have experienced over the years has been the result of my failure to surrender to the season in which I found myself.  Rather than facing the silent seasons straight on and allowing myself to experiment with new ways of encountering the divine, I have wasted many seasons by castigating myself for what felt like a deep freeze within . . .I didn’t know how to trust the silent journey to do its work.  I didn’t know that just because I’d lost my enthusiasm for the spiritual journey didn’t mean that I had lost my way on the spiritual journey . . . that just because God is silent doesn’t mean God is absent . . . I had to learn how to pay attention.  I had to learn how to perceive the divine in new way and in new places.”

Weems calls her desert “winter time” pointing us back to the inevitability of season but also the blessing of seasons.  She writes, “Eventually we have to accept that dying and rising, freezing and thawing, resting and rebounding, sleeping and awakening are all necessary conditions for all growth and creativity . . one of the most painful lessons is learning how to appreciate the hush of winter, when more growth takes place underground than above ground, and there in quiet, unnoticeable ways. . . . 
It’s possible to live through winter.  And when we do, we’re glad, for there are lessons learned in winter that not only cannot be learned in the spring but must be mastered in order to appreciate the spring.”  It was in the winter times that she noticed small signs of grace – an overheard conversation that reminded her of a hurt that needed to be healed, her father asking for forgiveness, a story that sparked a creative idea.
Belden Lane is an author who seeks out actual wilderness to deal with the desert of the soul. He writes that “the plain unadorned desert itself is always sufficient for unraveling and redefining one’s life . . .the desert teaches us to watch for mercy in the least likely places.”  In the desert, he says, you discover another way of being loved by God.

For the Israelites in the desert they couldn’t see the mercies, they couldn’t trust that God was doing his best work in the desert preparing them to enter the land promised to them.  They didn’t experience the desert as another way of being loved by God.  We can fail to see, as the Israelites did, the small miracles, the manna that lies along our path through the desert.  The challenge for us is to trust these desert seasons of life to do their work – to redefine our lives, to change us for the better, to open our eyes to new mercies and new ways of experiencing God.
Amen.

