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“It Is As Bad As You Think, and Everyone Is Out to Get You”
Sermon © Lisa C. Farrell 

The following is a true story from a Florida newspaper: A man was working on his motorcycle on his patio and his wife was in the house in the kitchen. The man was racing the engine on the motorcycle and somehow, the motorcycle slipped into gear. The man, still holding the handlebars, was dragged through a glass patio door and along with the motorcycle dumped onto the floor inside the house. The wife, hearing the crash, ran and found her husband laying on the floor, cut and bleeding, the motorcycle laying next to him and the patio door shattered. She ran to the phone and summoned an ambulance. Because they lived on a fairly large hill, she had to go down several flights of long steps to the street to direct the paramedics to her husband. After the ambulance arrived and transported the husband to the hospital, the wife up-righted the motorcycle and pushed it outside. Seeing that gas had spilled on the floor, she got some papers towels, blotted up the gasoline, and then for some reason no plumber would understand, threw the paper towels in the toilet.
A few hours later the husband was treated at the hospital and released to come home. After arriving home, he looked at the shattered patio door and the damage done to his motorcycle. He became despondent, went into the bathroom, sat on the toilet and smoked a cigarette. After finishing the cigarette, he flipped it into the toilet bowl while still seated. The wife, who was in the kitchen, heard a loud explosion and her husband screaming. She ran into the bathroom and found her husband lying on the floor. His trousers had been blown away and he was suffering burns on some very sensitive areas. The wife again ran to the phone and called for an ambulance. The same ambulance crew was dispatched and the wife met them at the street. The paramedics loaded the husband on the stretcher and began carrying him to the street. While they were going down the stairs to the street accompanied by the wife, one of the paramedics asked the wife how the husband had burned himself. When she told them the paramedics started laughing so hard, one of them tipped the stretcher and dumped the husband out. He fell down the remaining steps and broke his arm.
That truly defines a bad day. There are times in life when paranoia seems almost justified. I actually have a T-shirt that says, “It is as bad as you think, and they are all out to get you.” I wear it when my life gets more “interesting” than usual. But we are not unique in having bad days, days when everything and everyone seems to be against us. Moses had a lot of them.
The Israelites were on the road again. The food problem was sorted out. This time the crisis was over a water shortage. That tends to happen in the desert. They camped for the night at Rephidim. Once more they quarreled and demanded of Moses, “Give us water to drink.” One would think that by that point they might think, “You know, maybe we should pray? God’s come through for us so far.” But no, they grumbled, “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to make us and our children and livestock die of thirst?” 
Moses must have been at his wits end when he turned to God for help. The Lord, however, already had the matter in hand. They had not been guided to a waterless death. Moses was instructed to strike a rock. When he did, water came out of it. We don’t know if the rock cracked, moved or split open. All we know is that there was an abundant underground spring right at that spot, enough to care for the needs of all of the people. When God plans a trip, all details are taken care of.
With that problem solved, things seemed to stabilize again, until they were attacked from outside. The Amalekites turned up, and they were not in a friendly mood. In some sense this was family warfare, because according to biblical tradition the Amalekites were descended from Esau, of “had his birthright stolen by Jacob” fame. The Israelites, of course, came from Jacob’s side. Ethnically the two groups had shared roots. Religiously they were not the same, and on seeing a threat like the Israelites appear at their doorstep the Amalekites intended to take swift action to eliminate them. 
What happened next is mysterious. We don’t know the significance of Moses’ raising his arms with the staff of God in his hands. Most likely it was a posture that indicated a direct connection with God. In the synagogue and early Church people prayed with arms lifted up. As long as Moses’ arms were raised, the Israelites were winning over the Amalekites. If he dropped his arms, they started to lose. Eventually he needed help holding his arms up, but the Israelites prevailed in the end.
More than any other human being, even more than Moses, Jesus knew what it was to stand alone against a crowd. Just as Moses had provided for the needs of the people through water, in our reading this morning Jesus had just fed thousands bread and fish. Where we begin our reading today he had moved on to the next village, and logically enough, when the people he previously fed got wind of where he was they followed him. Jesus knew that at that point they were coming just for material benefit, and so he challenged them spiritually. They said, “What miraculous sign then will you give that we may see it and believe you? What will you do? Our forefathers ate the manna in the desert; as it is written: 'He gave them bread from heaven to eat.'” They wanted Jesus to perform on demand. They must have been sorely disappointed. Instead, Jesus told his followers that he was the bread of life, and that God the Father had sent him down from heaven to bring eternal life to those who believe in him. This was an outrageous statement by any human standard. And so the Jews grumbled in response, saying, “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say, 'I came down from heaven'?” Jesus, sensing that he was on delicate ground, not only did not back down, he pushed it farther, saying, “I am the bread of life. Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died. But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.”


This was beyond outrageous. It was shocking. It appeared as if Jesus was talking about cannibalism. Did he back down? Did he explain that he was speaking metaphorically? No. Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. . .” 

At that point many of his disciples said, “This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?” and that from that time “many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him.”
How do we keep going when everyone seems to be against us and no one understands? How do we meet the constant and often unreasonable demands of family, or deal with distant cousins who attack us? How do we speak words that we know will be misunderstood, even if they are true? There is only one way:  a direct connection with the living God. Moses had his staff as evidence of a tangible connection with God, but the staff was not magical. It was God who acted. The staff was given as an accommodation to the needs of Moses and the people. Jesus’ connection with his Father was unbroken and pure, giving him courage to speak words that ultimately would lead to his death. 

In our lives we are busy, frantically and constantly busy. Noise fills our days, the TV and radio and music, the jackhammer on the street, the guy who insists on blowing his leaves at 8:00 am on a Saturday morning. Visually we are bombarded with images from our TVs and computers. Tugging at our minds and sometimes our shirt sleeves are deadlines and constant demands. Everything and everyone wants to come first, but if we want to do more than just survive, if we want to experience an abundant life, God must come first. But how? Moses had his staff to remind him of God’s presence, but none of us are Moses. We, however, have something much better. We have Jesus himself, the bread of life. Jesus became incarnate taking on flesh and blood. By faith we can connect with him, because he became fully human while still remaining divine. This is a paradox. Through Jesus we can see God more clearly, and through Jesus we have a direct connection to God. There is no distance any longer. If we want to know what God is like, all we need to do is look at Jesus. With Christ at our side we can be more than conquerors, and we will be able to stand firm against all forms of attack, regardless of the source. Amen.
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