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+ 2 + You 

Reading from the Old Testament:  Numbers 11:24-30 

Reading from the Gospels:  John 7:37-39 

The first time I visited New York was in the early ‘80’s. I traveled 

there with my mother, five feet of feisty musical genius raring to take 

on the Big Apple for her first taste of Broadway, a Broadway that was 

very different from the one of today with its competing candy stores 

flanking Times Square.  Gritty was the apt adjective back in the day. 

And in keeping with that theme, with no Tripadvisor to guide us, our 

hotel reservations landed us in a seedy motel on 42nd Street, where we 

were greeted with a dirty room.   

When my mother complained, the crusty hotel clerk pointed to a 

wall of keys behind him and barked, “Take your pick.”  Two keys later 

we settled into our room, our very warm room equipped with a comatose 

thermostat. I’ll never forget this; when my mother marched down to 

inform our buddy Bruno that the AC wasn’t working, he pulled the 

cigar out from his lips and growled, “So, open a window.” 

 I’ve often thought of Bruno when absorbing the curious 

complaints of surly saints in the life of Christ’s church, and yes, there 
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are times I envy his distaste for diplomacy, like perhaps the time when 

this guy earnestly implored me to do something about the limited 

variety of salad dressings at the church family dinner or the time a 

youth complained about the possibility that we would have to pray 

during the youth beach trip.  

I surveyed a few colleagues and heard of the choir member who 

told my friend she was going to quit because the Session decided to no 

longer serve wine with communion. She added, "I almost decided not be 

a Presbyterian in the first place because they would not use the word 

trespasses in the Lord's prayer they way we did when I was 

Episcopalian."  But evidently, taking the wine out of communion was 

the deal breaker. I’m thinking my friend could have used a bottle of 

wine about then.  

Another friend who is about as patient and gracious as anyone I’ve 

ever known says that every time the service runs over an hour, there’s a 

guy who waits in the chancel, waiting until my friend is done shaking 

hands at the door, which is a long time ... it’s a large church. He waits 

so that he can say to my friend, “You owe us five minutes.”  My friend 
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smiles, receives it graciously, but he’s thinking, “Okay, this guy waits 

20 minutes for the delicious experience of telling me I owe him 5.”   

Every congregation since the testy times of that first little 

fractious family church outside of Eden has had the name of Mr. Too-

hot-too-cold-too-fast-too-slow-too-loud-too-soft-too-long-too-short-too-

political-too-apolitical-too-much-bible-too-little-fun-too-expensive-too-

much-workenstein on its active membership roll, “and hey, would it kill 

ya to have some basil-dijon-balsamic-vinaigrette at the covered dish 

next week?”  …So open a window. 

Of course, the church is not unique as a canister of complaint, a 

repository of reproach. Early on, I figured out that the folks complaining 

on the church grounds were pretty much complaining everywhere, be it 

the Ritz-Carlton or the Dunkin’ Donuts, family van, golf course, corner 

tavern, corporate boardroom, lunchroom, classroom, courtroom, grocery 

line, carpool line, and every restaurant from Morton’s to Mickey D’s. 

There’s never a famine when it comes to complaint. 

Our passage today emerges from an abundant harvest of whining. 

The book of Numbers doesn’t get much attention in the Bible study 
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market because, well, there are those tedious census lists and offering 

inventories that would make an accountant’s eyes glaze over; hence, the 

name Numbers. But there is a lot of sacred gold to be mined here in 

Numbers.  The Hebrews titled it In the Wilderness, and in its pages you 

find, yes, numbers, but also battlefield chronicles, spycraft, jealousy, 

drama, the most treasured of biblical benedictions, and even a talking 

donkey; oh, and let’s not forget, complaining. There is certainly no 

shortage of bellyaching in Numbers.   

The Hebrews are somewhere out there in the wilderness between 

the Red Sea and the river Jordan, long after their escape from Egypt 

and longer still until they would find their way to the promised land.  

For a time, hunger became a crisis to the point that the hangry 

crowd of fugitives was getting sentimental about the good ol’ days of 

brick-making under the crushing thumb of Pharaoh. So, God provided 

heaven’s manna and nature’s quail. Yet, it wasn’t long before the 

waitress was erasing quail from the chalkboard menu and the manna 

was getting monotonous. And you have to believe there wasn’t much 

choice when it came to salad dressing. So, surprise, the whining 

resumed, so much so that Moses joined the crabby chorus.  



 

 

5 

5 

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 this people on me? … 13 Where am I to get meat to give to 

all this people? … 14 I am not able to carry all this people alone, for 

they are too heavy for me.” 

And with this, even the Lord starts sounding like a curmudgeon. 

“You want meat?  I’ll give you meat until you’re blowing it out your 

noses!” 

Okay, Lord, I think we get the picture. And yet, into this 

succotash of crusty complaint and bitter blame, the Lord stirs the 

healing and restorative balm of his Spirit. The people are irascible, 

their leaders are exhausted and irritable, and the Lord, like any worn 

out parent, has had it up to here! But into this toxic tempest, the Lord 

provides a way.  

16 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. 17 I will come down and talk with you there; and I will 
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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.  …So Moses … gathered seventy elders of the people, 

and placed them all around the tent. 25 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.” 

In Vetus Testamentum, an Old Testament academic journal, 

Pamela Temarkin Reis defines prophecy as “the power of instructing 

and admonishing the people with an authority that was recognized as 

having its source in God.”  So basically, Moses is getting some much 

needed help in the Sunday school department, though as a preacher I 

must admit that the thought of trying to corral 70 elders might be a 

little more help than I could stand.  However, the point here is that in 

spite of the tensions, tempests, and tantrums that inevitably mark life 

in community, God’s undaunted Spirit, in order to get us where we need 

to go, invades our chaos, calling and equipping us individually and 

corporately to engage in the work of God’s ultimate purpose:  

reconciliation.  
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And here’s the crazy thing – You cannot control it! Just ask Eldad 

and Medad.  They didn’t even show up with the others at the tent; may 

have missed the article in the church newsletter; and yet the Spirit of 

God wakes them up, and the next thing you know they too are out there 

blessing the grumblers with the hope of God.  General Joshua objected, 

but Moses said, “Hey, why not?” You cannot control the Spirit of God. 

One day it will catch you by surprise and suddenly you are tutoring a 

child in a high poverty school, singing in the choir, or fighting against 

environmental negligence.  

In the classic theological statement, A Declaration of Faith, 

written in the 1970s by a committee of Presbyterians led by Al Winn, 

the Holy Spirit is described this way: 

“The Holy Spirit is God active in the world … We affirm that the 

Holy Spirit is the Lord and Giver of life, the Renewer and Perfecter of 

God's people, the One who makes real in us what God has done for us.”   

To a fractious world and an oft-divided church, the statement 

declares, “We believe that by the power of the same Spirit the church 

can be set on its way again, even when it seems beyond hope of renewal. 
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We are grateful heirs of reformations and awakenings. We are faithful 

to the reformers of the past when we hold ourselves open in the present 

to the reforming and renewing work of the Spirit.”  

The statement goes on to say, “The diversity in the early church 

caused tension and conflict. Yet the Spirit bound them into one body, 

enriched by their differences. We know that the same Spirit gives us a 

unity we cannot create or destroy.  The Spirit moves among us not to 

end diversity or compel uniformity, but to overcome divisiveness and 

bitterness.” I don’t know that there could be a word more instructive to 

Christ’s church in this crazy world today.   

Seemingly, or literally, dead set on spoiling the world entrusted to 

our care while destroying one another in the process, the Spirit of God 

invades our chaos and raises up teachers, prophets, peasants, and 

peacemakers to say, “Hey world, wait a minute! There is another way.” 

Surprisingly, I think it was David Brooks who best expressed the 

spirit of Pentecost this week. Did you happen to read it?  He says, “Of 

course people are driven by selfish motivations — for individual status, 

wealth and power. But they are also motivated by another set of drives 
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— for solidarity, love and moral fulfillment — that are equally and 

sometimes more powerful. 

“People are wired to cooperate. Far from being a flimsy thing, the 

desire for cooperation is the primary human evolutionary advantage we 

have over the other animals. 

“People have a moral sense. They have a set of universal 

intuitions that help establish harmony between peoples. From their 

first moments, children are wired to feel each other’s pain. You don’t 

have to teach a child about what fairness is; they already know. There’s 

no society on earth where people are admired for running away in battle 

or for lying to their friends.  People have moral emotions. They feel rage 

at injustice, disgust toward greed, reverence for excellence, awe before 

the sacred and elevation in the face of goodness. 

“People yearn for righteousness. They want to feel meaning and 

purpose in their lives, that their lives are oriented toward the good.”   

We have a name for that, it’s called the work of the Holy Spirit. 

That most eloquent of preacher/prophets, Barbara Brown Taylor writes, 

"Once you get the hang of it, the evidence [of God’s Holy Spirit] is easier 



 

 

10 

10 

and easier to spot. Whenever two plus two does not equal four but five – 

whenever you find yourself speaking with eloquence you know you do 

not have, or offering forgiveness you had not meant to offer – whenever 

you find yourself taking risks you thought you did not have the courage 

to take or reaching out to someone you had intended to walk away from 

– you can be pretty sure that you are learning about the gospel of the 

Holy Spirit. And more than that, you are taking part in it, breathing 

in and breathing out, taking God into you and giving God back 

to the world again, with some of you attached.” 

Oh, we’ll continue to grouse and complain as the Spirit patiently 

drags us toward the promised reconciliation of God’s kingdom. Another 

colleague points to the church member who objected that they were not 

offering take-outs at the fellowship dinner.  It’s a fellowship dinner! Yet, 

the Holy Spirit has not abandoned us, in spite of the multitudinous 

temptations we are regularly displaying to Father, Son, and Holy 

Ghost.  

For as the Declaration observes, "We believe the Holy Spirit works 

today whenever believers grow toward maturity in Christ. As long as 
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we live we struggle with sin, but the Spirit's presence assures us God 

will complete what he has begun in us.” Amen. 

  

  

  

  

        


