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Introduction:   Every soldier since the beginning of time has complained about his or her field rations, whether 

it's C-Rations, K-Rations, MREs, Long Range Patrol Meals (LRPs) or manna and quail. Good soldiers learn to 

add a little spice and remember that it's not really about their food, but about their mission.  That’s what God’s 

people were learning in our Scripture passage this morning.  It wasn’t about what was on their plates.  It was 

about their mission from the Lord and learning to trust the God who cared for them.  Listen for God’s word to 

you. 

Sermon: 

About 150 years ago, at the mid-point of the American Civil War, an aspiring poet from a Union regiment sent a 

little poem to a newspaper as a humorous way of describing life in the army. Among the verses was this one about 

his daily field rations: 

The soldier's fare is very rough, 

The bread is hard, the beef is tough; 

If they can stand it, it will be, 

Through love of God, a mystery.  

I read that Napoleon once said that an army marches on its stomach.  At the time of the Civil War, the Union 

army marched rather uneasily with rations consisting of thick hard crackers called hardtack.  It was rumored that 

if the hardtack was placed in the right spot, it could stop a bullet!  They also had a little salt beef or pork, beans, 

sugar, salt and coffee. 

The Confederate Army didn’t fare much better.  The one food item the South had was peanuts (referred to as 

Goober Peas) and those troops didn’t like them any better than the Union troops liked their hardtack.  One song 

from the South at that time had lyrics about wearing out your grinders, eating Goober Peas. 

 Fast forward in United States military history and you'll hear veterans of World War II, Korea and Vietnam 

talking about their K or C-rations -- meals contained in tin cans that were legendary for their blandness and need 

of a can opener. 

In the 1980s, the Army began to experiment with vacuum sealing its rations to make them lighter to carry and 

more nutritious for soldiers on the move. The result was the MRE (Meal Ready to Eat) that is used today by our 

troops in Afghanistan or wherever they’re deployed. Although better than what Civil War soldiers had, I 

understand they're still the bane of the soldier's existence. These nutritious but bland and boring rations are the 

reason that most soldiers believe the acronym MRE should stand for "Meals Rejected by Everybody." 

My son Stephen was deployed overseas four times while he served in the Air Force.  He heartily agreed with that 

assessment of MREs!  He told me that each MRE is different.  Some feature entrees like spaghetti, tortellini or 

beef stew packed in vacuum-sealed pouches. Evidently, some entrees are more desirable than others. Stephen 

particularly liked the beef tacos.  However, he said some MREs needed to be avoided.  For example, you didn't 

want to get the package of four hot dogs, universally known as the "Four Fingers of Death." 

Years ago, soldiers requested that family members send them Tabasco sauce to kill the taste.  Nowadays the bottle 

of Tabasco or Barbeque sauce is included, and soldiers have gotten more creative at doctoring the 1,200-calorie 

meals. In fact, every year in Virginia, there's an annual cooking contest that challenges participants to transform 

the MRE into something approaching tasty. Whatever the case, MREs are not something you'd put on your table 



at home. Most soldiers report that it tastes like something that has been on the shelf for 10 years—even with the 

Tabasco sauce!  

Much like the meals at my house, MREs aren’t designed so much with taste in mind as utility: things that can be 

eaten while on the move and give the necessary energy to keep moving. In other words, it's less about the meal 

than it is about the mission. 

In our Scripture passage from Exodus  The Israelites were like an army on the march.  They were in the Sinai 

desert after God brought them safely out of Egypt through the Red Sea. Like most armies, the first thing they did 

once the danger passed was to start complaining about what they had to eat.  

Just like your average American soldier in Afghanistan is dreaming about home and hamburgers, the Israelites 

remembered the meats and corn bread they enjoyed while living in Egypt.  Sure, they were slaves back there, but 

now, even slavery sounded good compared to an empty stomach. In our Exodus passage, they sounded like a 

bunch of whiney kids:  "You have brought us out into this wilderness to kill everyone with hunger.” 

What they forgot, however, was that the menu, or meal, was less important than their mission from the Lord. God 

was leading them to a promised land, to a new home and freedom.  The menu was going to be expedient and 

sometimes sparse, as it often is for armies moving toward an objective, but God promised to provide a steady 

food supply for them. God said to Moses:  "I am going to rain bread from heaven for you.  And each day the 

people shall go out and gather enough for that day" (v. 4). 

I believe that by providing this daily ration, God was going to test whether the Israelites were going to be good 

soldiers and trust God, or if they were going to simply keep whining and pining for their Egyptian slave masters.  

And so began what I call the daily G-Ration (God ration, or Grace Ration): quail in the evening and manna in the 

morning. 

At first, the people didn't know what the manna was.  In Hebrew, their question was mahn hu, What is it? (from 

which comes our word Manna.)  God had heard their cries of hunger and satisfied them.  We need to notice here 

that God sent their food every single day, to keep reminding them that the same Lord who brought them out of 

Egypt was the One who kept them fed every day.  God never deserted them, or forgot about them. It’s also 

probably good to note that no one could hoard extras.  God provided just enough for each day—which might lead 

us to remember Jesus’ prayer, “Give us this day our daily bread.” 

So the Israelites stopped complaining about HAVING food.  But then they went to complaints about boredom 

with the same food day after day.  Quail and manna, quail and manna every day for 40 years.  (At least MREs 

have some variety!)  

The flaky manna could be used for boiling and baking.  My sense of humor makes me wonder if the Israelites 

held their own manna and quail cook-offs every year -- fried manna, baked manna, quails in a blanket, quail and 

manna loaf, the Four Quail Fingers of Death!   

Unfortunately, the Israelites ramped up their complaining about manna to the point that God sent snakes to shut 

them up!  I’m guessing there was a revival of interest in manna recipes after that! Too bad there was no Tabasco 

Sauce to spice it up! 

The point of the story, however, is that God provides for our needs. We might want something spicier, something 

richer, something that doesn't come in a "loaf," something that someone else has, but God is more concerned 



about giving us what we need so that we can keep moving toward the larger purpose that God has for us. It's 

always tempting to want to go back to Egypt, back to the good ol’ days (which in reality weren’t all that good!) 

or to go AWOL on our covenant with God, which might lead us down a pathway to sin. But the Christian life is 

all about trusting God for our needs. Jesus said, "Your Father knows what you need before you ask him.” 

(Matthew 6:8).  And later Paul added, "My God will fully satisfy every need of yours according to his riches in 

glory in Christ Jesus." (Philippians 4:19).  

You know, I think complaining is a sure sign of amnesia.  It’s a sign that we have forgotten how God has provided 

for us in the past.  And worse, it’s a sign of a lack of faith that God will take care of us in the future.  The Israelites 

needed to learn to trust God for their future.  Instead, all they could see was an unknown future in front of 

them.  They forgot all about the One who promised to be with them every step of their journey.  Do we do the 

same thing? 

The word “trust” is a tricky word.  Little word.  Only 5 letters, yet one of the most difficult things in life to really 

do.  A smart person once wrote this in the Bible: “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own 

understanding.  In all your ways acknowledge God—remember God is with you—and He will direct your 

paths.”  (Proverbs 3:6)  Best advice in the world! 

So where is it that you’re feeling a little shaky these days?  Complaining about lack of funds?  Worrying about 

health issues?  Constantly concerned about your family and relationships?  Looking at an unknown future?  

This is what one of my favorite writers, Max Lucado, recommends:  Look up!  He says: “When you gaze at your 

income, your investments, your job, your health reports, and life looks like a wild roller coaster, up and down, up 

and down, it gets dizzying, nauseating, straining every muscle in our bodies, sometimes so severely that we get 

serious kinks in our necks.  We can only look straight ahead, or down, at our own path and our own way.  When 

you look to God, it’s quite a different story, because your hope is placed in the One who owns all the riches, who 

knows the future, who is still in charge.” 

Max suggests that the next time you catch yourself gazing at your riches, take a look at the back of the dollar 

bill.  It clearly reads “In God We Trust.”  Do we? 

For many of us, it’s “In Money We Trust.  “In Defense Systems We Trust."  "In Family We Trust."  "In Jobs We 

Trust."  "In Myself I Trust."  The Bible tells us to realign our necks and look up. 

It’s true that some of us have very little according to the material standards of the world. Some of us have less, 

some of us have more. But the question isn't how big our stash is, how good it tastes, or how much we have 

stuffed in our pockets.  The question is whether or not we're willing to follow God's lead in our lives—to trust the 

One who loves us.   The Israelites found that after all that hardship and manna munching, they were right where 

God wanted them to be. The same will be true for us if we stay faithful and keep following God no matter what 

we find in the pouch, on the plate or in our pocketbooks. 

How does that work? Well, to reuse the words of that Civil War poet, "Through love of God, a mystery."  When 

we live in the love of God, there will always be enough. Trust it!  And no Tabasco required. 

Prayer List:  Virginia, Jim, George, Betty, Beverly, Peggy, Dottie, Jack, Paul, Jennifer, Fred, 

Barbara, Doug, Larry, Charley, Michele, Marlise, Beth, Bart, Patricia, Allen and Donna. 

 


