
EXODUS 16: 2-15, MATTHEW 20:1-16  

Two weeks ago I spoke about the wilderness experience of the Israelites after the Exodus 

and said that that experience made them into a nation. They were formed into something 

they have never been before.  

Desert or wilderness holds an important place in the Bible. It’s testing ground for the 

Israelites, for the various prophets, for Jesus himself. It’s not a time of action as much as 

preparation for it. It shapes you as you are held in that in-between place. It’s a hard and 

unforgiving place where there is not much comfort – other than in God. Because it is a 

place that teaches one to rely on God. Everyone needs a wilderness period in our lives – 

every individual, every community, every Church, every generation. We need to learn 

that we cannot rely on our own strength which is finite but we must rely on God who’s 

infinitely more powerful than we could ever imagine, let alone be.  

As Western Christians we are in the desert, in the wilderness. We know that the old ways 

are no longer working. The world where people were baptised as children, grew up in the 

Church, were taught Christian values at home, at school and in the church, became 

members of the Church as teenagers, where the Church held a special place of authority 

is no longer here. We might long for it to return but it’s no longer here. We are 

disappointed. We might feel guilty or blame the minister, the Session, the society at large. 

It’s important to go through that stage to then realise that we now need to move on. 

Grieving for our loss is an important part of the process before we can move on.  

The face of the Church is changing. The role of the Church is changing. At the moment 

we do not know what the Church is going to look like in the future. We’re in the desert 

stage of our journey – very uncertain, unsettling and scary. We are like children in the 

dark. But we are faced with a choice:  we can either go back to the way things were as 

that’s where our comfort lies and the last one of us will switch the lights off. Or we can 

look for faithful ways of being Church in the 21
st
 century. We can look for ways of being 

relevant and real to the people living in the 21
st
 century. These are the only two ways of 

getting out of the desert. 

In many ways our ecological disaster which is looming is a wilderness experience for us 

too. It’s unsettling to read that – and I quote an article by Katie Silver from Friday - 

‘Pollution has been linked to nine million deaths worldwide in 2015, a report in The 

Lancet has found. Almost all of these deaths occurred in low- and middle-income 

countries, where pollution could account for up to a quarter of deaths. Bangladesh and 

Somalia were the worst affected. (…)  

In the UK, about 8% or 50,000 deaths are estimated to be linked to pollution. (…) Dr 

Penny Woods, of the British Lung Foundation, said: "Air pollution is reaching crisis 

point worldwide, and the UK is faring worse than many countries in Western Europe and 

the US. 

http://www.thelancet.com/commissions/pollution-and-health
http://www.thelancet.com/commissions/pollution-and-health


"A contributing factor could be our dependence on diesel vehicles, notorious for pumping 

out a higher amount of poisonous particles and gases. 

(…) Pollution threatens fundamental human rights, such as the right to life, health, 

wellbeing, safe work, as well as protections of children and the most vulnerable.’
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These are unsettling findings, maybe even more so as they point to a worse situation in 

our own country than anywhere else in the West.  

We can get even closer to home than that though. The population of the Orcadian pride – 

the puffin – has been halved in the last 30 years. RSPB said that ‘Puffins are facing huge 

declines over the next 50 years - it's estimated their numbers will go down by between 

50-70 percent by 2065 - so it's really important that we act now to help them.’
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they launched the Project Puffin asking folk to take photos of puffins carrying fish to 

their chicks and uploading them on a dedicated website.  

What do we do with all this knowledge? Again, we have two choices: we can either bury 

our head in the sand, pretend it’s got nothing to do with us and how we live our lives and 

carry on as we have done. Or else we can invest in more fuel efficient cars, proper 

insulation for our homes and energy efficient white goods.  

Many people are tempted to say: ‘It’ll do me my time. No need to change as I won’t be 

the one dealing with the results of my actions.’ Today’s parable was written for people 

like that. We don’t know where the community for which this passage was intended was 

located. We know that it probably wasn’t Palestine as there have been only a few denarii 

found in Palestine. It was somewhere else but we don’t know where exactly.  

What we can deduce from the parable though is that this was a community that was 

reward-orientated. Very much like Zebedee’s wife who asked Jesus to find two seats on 

his right and his left-hand side for her precious sons. It was all worth it as long as there 

was a reward coming – for me.  

This parable tells us otherwise. We are not worshipping and serving God for a reward of 

any kind. We should be doing so out of gratitude for his blessings, his love and 

forgiveness. We should be living out our faith instead of trying to earn a reward in heaven 

or on earth.  

St Francis of Assisi is a good example to follow, especially in the context of Creation 

Time. He embraced the whole creation – broken creatures, outcasts and the whole natural 

world – out of his love for his Creator. We are going to be singing a prayer ascribed to 

him (even though it cannot be as it’s much later) but certainly sharing some of his spirit 

of deep humility. A different writing of his, a very well known canticle, mentions the 

world around us for which Francis is deeply grateful: ‘Praised be You my Lord with all 
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Your creatures, 

especially Sir Brother Sun, 

Who is the day through whom You give us light. 

And he is beautiful and radiant with great splendour, 

Of You Most High, he bears the likeness.(…) 

Praised be You, my Lord, through Brothers Wind and Air, 

And fair and stormy, all weather's moods, 

by which You cherish all that You have made.(…) 

Praised be You my Lord through our Sister, 

Mother Earth 

who sustains and governs us, 

producing varied fruits with coloured flowers and herbs. 

Praise be You my Lord through those who grant pardon for love of You and bear 

sickness and trial.’
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Grant pardon – for love of you, o God. Bear sickness and trial – for love of you. Care for 

your creation – for love of our God and nothing else. Amen.  
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