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Exodus 12:1-14
Exodus 15:1-11, 20-21
Romans 13:8-14
Matthew 18:21-35

Core stories

As we have watched the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina unfold we may wonder how we 
will understand this event in years to come. Will life be defined in terms of before and 
after Katrina, and what will that mean? Will it stand for the day that a unique city, 
which gave birth to Jazz, was demolished by a freak of nature, never to rise again? Will 
it mark the era when a nation saw and faced the problems of race, poverty and 
disadvantage in such a way that real social changes were introduced to reshape society 
ever after? Will this become a core event, as September 11 seems now to be, with many 
points of reference in life and history?

The escape from Pharaoh’s Army at the Red Sea has become embedded in the history of 
Israel. It is a core event celebrated in narrative, poetry and song which provides a frame 
of reference and a context of meaning. This story is told and sung from one generation 
to the next so that they will know it and live in it, much as in Australia we rehearse the 
Anzac myth so that people will know that part of our ethos.

These days we bring to the mythic language of the Exodus story, and the Psalm, 
questions that were not the concern of the authors. Our scientific minds want to know 
how these things happened, and what are the ethical implications of one people 
surviving over the destruction of another. But the ancient people knew only one thing. 
Once they faced annihilation at the hands of the Egyptian army, and now they were free. 
This did not happen because of any superior weaponry or capacity for speedy escape 
they possessed. Nor did their deliverance come about by a freak of nature. They 
confessed it was the hand of God who delivered them from destruction. The 
mechanisms by which this was achieved are not provable. What is known is that 
whereas Israel might have been lost to history, now they live to praise God for their life.

This is a story an event affecting a group of refugees seeking freedom but it is projected 
onto a mythic screen that gives it cosmic reference points. The Sea is the symbol for 
Chaos out of which, at Creation God brought order, life and light. The Army of Pharaoh 
is more than a bunch of soldiers; they are metahistorical, representing the forces against 
Creation. This is a story in which the victory was won by no human power. Moses 
carried no weapon, the people were weak, and there is no room for vainglory on their 
part because here God overturned the forces of chaos to deliver them from oppression 
and make real the promise given to the forebears. In this conflict the divine instruments 
were all from the natural order but they left their mark in history. One group of people 
were gifted with freedom and their experience was a sign that Israel’s God is not just a 
local deity, but the Lord of all Creation before whom all the forces of supposed power 
are rendered as nothing. Notwithstanding the problem the Egyptians lying dead on the 
shore are to us, when Miriam sang sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously, the 
horse and the rider he has thrown into the sea, the essence of the event is that in this 
experience of liberation the people praised only God for their freedom.
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It is interesting that in this country we have no song that corresponds to the Anzac 
Myth. We have Waltzing Matilda, but a song depicting the things we believe about 
Anzac has yet to form in our national consciousness. Maybe we have yet to settle on our 
core story. In the case of Israel one of the oldest pieces of poetry in the Bible is the 
Psalm we sang today which gathers up all the themes connected with the crossing. 
There is narrative, there is poetry, and there is liturgy.

The themes of the song are the same as the narrative but here the language about God is 
directed to God. There is joy in the deliverance, and the victory is the sign of order 
restored over against chaos as if at the beginning of Creation. And the faithful women, 
who brought forth life in a dark context at the beginning of the story, here celebrate with 
musical instruments and song and dance.

The Psalm offers adoration to God, and bears witness to what God has done. Without 
this, the world would know nothing of this act and God’s name would not be broadcast 
to the surrounding nations. The news of the escape may not have impressed many, but 
because it is given cosmic reference, it can be heard in terms of the worldwide purposes 
of God. In a particular historical context we are shown God to be one who is in the 
business of setting straight a chaotic, oppressive world. In the song God is spoken of as 
a Warrior. No weapons are mentioned save those carried by the Egyptians. But the 
hordes are defeated. This is news of God at work, which is why in some of the Psalms 
the writer says that the nations tremble at the sound of Israel’s praises.

The crossing of the Sea is certainly a core story for Israel. In the church it is linked with 
Baptism, our passing through the waters into new life. And it is linked with Jesus’ 
journey through the Paschal mystery, his crossing over from death into resurrection life.

The Exodus is an epic story that has entered into our culture. John Bunyan and Martin 
Luther King Jnr are two who made much of its imagery as a paradigm for the Christian 
pilgrimage through life. Many have drawn on the Exodus when they have come to a 
place where a decision has to be faced in their life. Many who have confronted 
opposing forces or seemingly unsurmountable barriers have found strength here. Every 
age has known its version of the oppressive regime of Pharaoh, dedicated to preventing 
our entry into freedom. And there have been leaders raised up to remind us of God’s 
promise of life, who challenged us to move forward despite our fear. And have we not 
encountered waters of chaos that threaten to sweep us away? And have we not also we 
found we were supported and protected in a completely unexpected and unforeseen 
ways?

Many versions of the Exodus story may be found in our cultural traditions, but here it is 
told and retold - for one reason only. To recall us to faith in the God whose hand was at 
work by the shores of the Red Sea. And we recall this story so that we might learn again 
to live in its message, much as the forgiven servant in Matthew was called to live in the 
forgiveness he was given. And there is another thing. The celebration of the Exodus in 
song and dancing bears witness to God’s work. In this worship - the gathered people 
praising God - actually becomes mission. Here a song is sung, the music of which goes 
out to all part of the world, and a candle is lit, which shines for many to see.

Our freedom as Christians may seem only a little thing, but it is important for the world 
to see and know that even in the historical landscape of this city and state, God is 
known as one who is in the business of setting straight a chaotic, oppressive world, as 
we see in Exodus, or lifting heavy burdens from his people, as we see in Matthew. The 
news of God’s work is as much needed as it ever was. The point in re-telling these 
stories is to remind us again whose we are and where our true hope lies, that we might 
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live in this gift of freedom, to the honour and glory of God.
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