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We live in a society with lots of problems. A quick perusal of the 
headlines from this past week gives us plenty of reasons to be 
discouraged: Putin bragging about Russia's “invincible” nuclear 
weapons. An East Coast storm that turned into a “bomb cyclone.” An 
increasingly volatile stock market that plunged more than 1000 points
in just three days. A failed cease-fire in Syria. Flu deaths continuing to
mount. And literally hundreds of threats to schools all across the 
nation, including several for our neighbors in Junction City.

This difficulties that we live with in post-modern America, 
however, are nothing new. Throughout human history, people have 
often faced many obstacles. Many of those obstacles have been much 
more insurmountable than the often vague fears of terrorism and 
financial failure and disease and global warming that plague us. Many 
of our ancestors lived with a very real fear of starvation, or of being 
sold into slavery, or of facing attack by an unfriendly neighboring 
tribe. They would likely be confounded by the fact that we who enjoy 
such a high standard of living, relatively long lives and freedom from 
persecution still live in such fear.

The Israelites in our Old Testament reading for this morning have
much more reason to be fearful than most of us. They've been 
wandering through the desert for probably a year or two at this point 
since they escaped from slavery in Egypt. In that time they've faced a
number of obstacles that they managed to overcomes. They crossed 
through the sea on dry land to escape the mighty army of Pharaoh.
(Exodus 14:10-29) They found food that mysteriously appeared on 
the ground each morning.(Exodus 16:4-7) They were able to get 
water flowing out of a rock in the middle of the desert.(Exodus 17:1-
6) 

Time and again when the Israelites face an obstacle, God turns it
into an opportunity. At the sea, in the desert, on Mt. Sinai: each of 
these locations provides the people with an opportunity to learn about
God—God's power; God's providence; God's presence; God's 
persistence.

As we continue our exploration this Lent of various biblical 
stories of forty-day encounters, we find the Israelites presented with 
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yet another opportunity as they engage in forty days of discovery. 
After months of being desert nomads, they have finally arrived at the 
edge of Canaan—the land promised to their ancestor Abraham 
generations earlier. In preparation for moving into this Promised Land,
Moses is led by God to appoint twelve men (one from each tribe) to 
go ahead of the group to check the place out. His instructions to the 
team are pretty thorough. He wants a detailed report on the people 
who live there. What are they like? And how many are there? He also 
wants an account of the land itself. How fertile is it? What's growing 
there? In fact, Moses commends the spies to retrieve some evidence 
by harvesting some of the fruit and bringing it back to camp. 

So the twelve who have been commissioned by Moses set out on
a forty-day journey of discovery to investigate this land of 
opportunity. And they are quite thorough in their research. They 
travel the entire length of Canaan from south to north—a distance of 
around 250 miles each way. And when they return at the end of that 
forty days, they brief Moses on what they saw.

They affirm that Canaan is indeed a land of great opportunity. It 
is a land that “flows with milk and honey.”(v. 27) And Exhibit A in the 
spies' testimony about the richness of this land is an enormous cluster
of grapes that they bring back with them. It is so huge, in fact, that it 
takes two men to carry it. To this day, the official logo for the Israeli 
Ministry of Tourism is a stylized graphic of two guys carrying a pole 
with a cluster of grapes as big as they are. And one of the places you 
can visit in that land today is the Milk & Honey Whisky Distillery in Tel 
Aviv. More than 3000 years since the spies went on their journey of 
discovery to the land, the current residents are still drawing on this 
lush imagery to encourage more of us to come and discover it today.

However, the search party find more than just the amazing 
opportunities. They also encounter some major obstacles. The 
residents of Canaan are very strong. They live in heavily fortified 
cities. And as big as that cluster of grapes is, the people are even 
bigger. The spies report having felt like grasshoppers in comparison to
the giants in the land.(v.33)

For most of the spies, the conclusion is obvious: There's no way 
that we are prepared to move in and take over the land from these 
people. They're too big. They're too powerful. They're too well-armed.
The obstacles are too great. We don't stand a chance.

There is, however, a minority opinion expressed in the face of 

https://www.gov.il/en/Departments/ministry_of_tourism
https://www.gov.il/en/Departments/ministry_of_tourism
http://mh-distillery.com/


this dire assessment. A lone voice speaks up. It's Caleb, from the 
tribe of Judah. He calms the crowd and assures them that the 
obstacles are far from insurmountable. “Let us go up at once and 
occupy [the land], for we are well able to overcome it.”(v. 30) But as 
is so often the case, the chorus of fearful voices overwhelms the calm 
one: “We can't go up against these people. They're stronger than we 
are.”(v. 31)

The debate continues on into the next chapter. There we find one
of the other spies, Joshua, chiming in with Caleb to argue in favor of 
acting on the opportunity before them: “The land that we went 
through as spies is an exceedingly good land. If the LORD is pleased 
with us, he will bring us into this land and give it to us, a land that 
flows with milk and honey. Only, do not rebel against the LORD; and 
do not fear the people of the land, . . . the LORD is with us; do not 
fear them.”(Numbers 14:7-9) And in Moses' recollection of this event 
in Deuteronomy, he says that he stood with Caleb and Joshua, urging 
the people to move forward. He reminds them how God has helped 
them overcome so many obstacles already: “Have no dread or fear of 
them. The LORD your God, who goes before you, is the one who will 
fight for you, just as he did for you in Egypt before your very eyes, 
and in the wilderness, where you saw how the LORD your God carried
you, just as one carries a child, all the way that you traveled until you
reached this place.”(Deuteronomy 1:29-31)

In the end, though, none of these reassurances is enough to 
convince the Israelites that the opportunity is greater than the 
obstacle. The people weep all night. They complain that they would 
rather die out here in the wilderness than face the dreaded 
Canaanites. At least some of them even start a movement to find a 
new leader who would take them back to Egypt.(Numbers 14:1-4) 
Ultimately, fear wins out as the people refuse to take advantage of 
the opportunity before them. And because they focus on the obstacles
rather than on the opportunity, they end up spending an entire 
generation in the wilderness. What should have been forty days of 
discovery instead becomes forty years of wandering.

Eventually, when the Israelites do enter the Promised Land 
decades later, there are only two people who had been adults in Egypt
who are still part of that group: Caleb and Joshua. Because they 
focused on the opportunities rather than the obstacles, they are able 
to finally enjoy the benefits that had been promised. Because they 
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acted on faith rather than fear, they are able to experience the 
fulfillment of the covenant. Because they lived in the realm of 
discovery rather than in despair, they are able to participate in the 
realization of God's vision for them.

There are plenty of obstacles that we face these days as well. 
Reluctance in both Washington and Topeka to take any real action for 
change in spite of yet another school shooting. Young people who, 
through no fault of their own, find themselves in this country without 
the proper documents facing possible deportation in spite of repeated 
promises that they'll be taken care of. People of color facing 
increasing hate crimes, along with LGBTQ people, as well as both 
Jews and Muslims. 

And I could make a list of obstacles that we face as a church as 
well. Our giving this year is not meeting the budget we agreed on. 
There are people who used to be highly involved whom we don't really
see anymore, which makes it harder to do all the things we'd like to 
do as a church. We still don't have any idea when we might be able to
break ground on our new building. 

Often times these obstacles in both society and the church are 
what grab our attention. But our text for this morning calls us to look 
beyond the obstacles to see the opportunities before us. What would 
that look like for us? What if we were to see our world through the 
eyes of discovery rather than despair? What if we acted according to 
our faith rather than holding back in our fear?

Over the past few months, we've witnessed the growth of the 
#MeToo movement. It began as a response to the allegations of 
sexual abuse by Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein. In an effort to
support those who had come forward with their stories of harassment 
and abuse, actress Alyssa Milano adopted the hashtag #metoo last 
October to declare that she, too, had faced sexual violence in 
Hollywood. And she encouraged other women from all walks of life to 
use it as well to demonstrate the extent of the problem. Within 24 
hours, the hashtag had been used on Twitter and Facebook by more 
than four-and-a-half million women—and at least a few men—in some
twelve million posts. The admission of being a survivor of sexual 
misconduct transformed practically overnight from a mark of shame 
that was whispered only to ones closest friends into a badge of 
respect that was proclaimed boldly and publicly.

The response to the movement has been overwhelming. The list 



of men who have lost their jobs because of charges of sexual 
misconduct since the #MeToo movement began is staggering. Sen. Al 
Franken and senate candidate Roy Moore. TV hosts Matt Lauer and 
Charlie Rose, and radio host Garrison Keillor. Award-winning chef 
Mario Batali and award-winning actors Kevin Spacey and Jeffrey 
Tambor—just to name a few. And when Dr. Larry Nassar faced 
sentencing on charges of sexual abuse as physician to the nation's top
female gymnasts, more than 150 women came out of the shadows 
and took the stand to testify against him. 

Sexual harassment and abuse against women has been a 
problem for decades—generations, really. And it will still take more 
than a movement on social media to completely change the 
environment of sexual oppression in the U.S. and around the world. 
But it's also clear that we are already in a very different environment 
than we were even a year ago. And it's because some very brave 
women took the obstacle of sexual violence and used it as an 
opportunity to bring about real change. The truth is that some of 
those woman have been doing their best to overcome that obstacle 
for decades. And for whatever reason, the movement reached a 
critical mass—a tipping point—in the past six months that has finally 
shifted the emphasis from despair to discovery. It's no wonder that 
Time magazine named “The Silence Breakers” as their “Person of the 
Year” for 2017.

The lesson from our text this morning is clear: no matter what 
obstacles we face, we are also given opportunities to overcome them. 
The obstacles that we face as a church provide us with opportunities 
as well. We may think that we're too small—that we don't have 
enough people or enough money to do what we really want to do. But
God gives us opportunities to move beyond these apparent obstacles. 

Karl Valter is a pastor who has written a book on this very topic 
called The Grasshopper Myth. The title comes from our text for this 
morning where the Israelite spies saw themselves as grasshoppers 
compared to the large Canaanites. Valter argues that we often have 
the same mindset in the church. The myth, he says, is “The false 
impression that our Small Church ministry is less than what God says 
it is because we compare ourselves with others.” He points out that 
80 percent of the churches in the world have fewer than a hundred 
people in them. And many of those churches are doing great things.

Yet this myth persists in many churches our size because we so 
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often see ourselves as “too small.” The problem, however, is not our 
size or lack of resources. The problem is the mindset that we too 
often allow to limit our ministry. The Grasshopper Myth, says Valter, 
“does the same damage to churches and their leaders today that it 
did to the Hebrews on the other side of the Jordan.” Among other 
things, “It encourages us to judge ourselves by unbiblical standards. 
It is self-reliant, not God-dependent. It induces guilt and shame when
churches don’t get bigger.” And “It’s magnifies our fear, not our faith.”

Valter isn't arguing that it's better to be small as a church. He's 
simply saying that God is able to use churches of all sizes. And we 
dare not use our size as an excuse for failing to engage in the 
ministry that God has for us. He writes, “God is neither limited nor 
empowered by our size. He knows how small you and your church 
are. And he wants to use you right now at the size you are right now. 
The only problem with smallness is when we think being small is a 
problem. God doesn’t think smallness is a problem. . . But he couldn’t
use a nation that saw themselves as grasshoppers. That’s the real 
barrier. And it needs to be broken.”

I'm not arguing that we need to stay the size we are or that it's 
good we don't have more financial resources. Would I like to see more
people here? Absolutely. Do I think our finances are an obstacle to 
more effective ministry? Without a doubt—especially in terms of 
having a building that is more visible, more efficient, and more 
accessible. But I also don't want us to use these obstacles as excuses 
for not engaging in the ministry that God has for us.

The truth is that our size can also be seen as an opportunity to 
explore more creative ways of engaging in ministry. We have 
opportunities to partner with other people of faith to meet common 
goals. This afternoon some of you will be getting together over at 
First Congregational Church to prepare and serve a meal with Second 
Helping. In three weeks, we will again be gathering with other 
congregations for a Palm Sunday service in City Park. Some of the 
larger congregations in town host their own meals and have their own
Palm Sunday services—and that's great. But our smaller size 
encourages us to gather with our fellow believers in these settings to 
discover the various gifts they bring, and allows us the opportunity to 
display the unique gifts we bring to the table as well.

Another obstacle that I often hear people talking about here is 
the constant turnover—what we sometimes call “The Church of the 
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Revolving Door.” It can be disheartening to develop relationships with 
many people that we then have to say good-bye to when it's time for 
them to move on. But the continuous flow of people in and out of here
can be seen as a tremendous opportunity as well. Because we're so 
accustomed to newer people coming, we've gotten pretty good at 
welcoming them and inviting them to use their gifts. Without even 
realizing it, Manhattan Mennonite has become a place for leadership 
development.

The impact of this great opportunity became very apparent to us 
on our sabbatical when we visited a number of different churches and 
encountered former attenders and members in so many of them. We 
stayed with Brian & Christina Anderson in Texas, where they have 
both taken on significant lay leadership roles at Peace Mennonite in 
Dallas. We visited Natalie Bott and her family in Austin where she is 
also deeply involved. We attended the Mennonite Church of Normal, 
Illinois, where we encountered Loren and Deanna Moshier, who were 
founding members of this congregation forty years ago. We went to 
Reba Place Church in Evanston, Illinois where Danny Aramouni did his
ministry inquiry program last summer. The next Sunday we went to 
Assembly Mennonite in Goshen, where our daughter, Roxy, is very 
active—and were welcomed by Danny, who was serving as greeter 
that day. And on Christmas Eve, we went to Lorraine Avenue 
Mennonite in Wichita, where our other daughter, Olivia, attends—and 
there we met Pete Emery who had filled in for us on a previous 
sabbatical. So perhaps what we have is not simply a revolving door. 
Perhaps it is a training ground for leadership.

In the final analysis, it is true that we face plenty of obstacles. 
But we also face many opportunities. Our challenge is to look beyond 
the Grasshopper Myth that captivated the majority of Israelites, and 
to see instead with the eyes of those who could envision what God 
had in store for them. This is our mission—our calling: to move out of 
despair and into discovery; to live not in fear, but in faith; to be the 
people who don't shrink back, saying “ We can't go up against these 
obstacles. They're stronger than we are,” but to be the people who 
boldly declare, “Let us go up at once and seize this opportunity, for 
with God's help we are well able to overcome it.”


