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“Let us hear the record of God’s saving deeds in history, 
how he saved his people in ages past, and let us pray that 
our God will bring each of us to the fullness of 
redemption.” 

That is the invitation we hear every year at the Easter 
Vigil, leading off the series of readings from the Old 
Testament that prepare the gathered congregation for 
the action to come—the baptism of new Christians and 
the happy declaration that Christ is risen, shouted for all 
the world to hear, or at least the world as it is represented 
here in a well-dressed gathering on Dorchester on an 
occasionally blustery evening in early spring. 

There are nine Old Testament readings designated to be 
read at that Easter Vigil, but it’s the rare parish priest who 
insists that everyone sit through all of them, much less 
all the psalms and canticles that respond to each reading 
in turn.  Even for the most avid liturgical geeks among 
us, that’s a pretty long sit.  The compilers of the Prayer 
Book take some pity on our short attention spans.  If you 
look at page 288 of the Prayer Book, where the words of 
the invitation are found, you will see printed just beneath 
them the following instruction. “At least two of the 
following Lessons are read, of which one is always the 
Lesson from Exodus.” 

And that lesson from Exodus is the one we heard this 
morning. 

The Exodus reading is the climax of the Passover story—
that story of liberation from bondage that we learned last 
week has meant so much to so many.  The Scripture 
writer has arranged Moses’s and Miriam’s response to 
that story as a kind of operatic duet—a libretto of 
liberation arranged for alternating men’s and women’s 
voices.  First we hear from Moses and his male chorus at 

what you might call manspeak length, and then from the 
prophet Miriam, tambourine in hand, leading her chorus 
of women in a victory dance.  Each of the two choruses, 
both men and women, sing Miriam’s mercifully short, 
rousing and memorable refrain:   

“Sing to the Lord for he has triumphed gloriously; horse 
and rider he has thrown into the sea.” 

As any church musician will tell you, singing a poetic 
version of story we have just heard read aloud tends to 
fix it in our corporate memory, like a theological 
earworm.  That was certainly the case for the ancient 
Israelites, and is likely the case for our own memories of 
Easter, especially those of us who, like me, have attended 
an annual Easter Vigil service since we were children, and 
have Miriam’s canticle sung aloud in the dark, year after 
year, season after season.   

Why this canticle, and why at this service?  The answer is 
not hard to find.  What for a Jewish congregation 
gathered in the dining room for a family Seder 
constitutes a reminder of Passover liberation, for a 
Christian congregation gathered in the darkened church 
for the Vigil constitutes a reminder of our baptism into 
Christ’s death and resurrection.  It marks the sacrament 
of baptism as the central act of Christian initiation and 
renewal, and roots it deeply in the Biblical testimony.  As 
we enact the old story, the waters of the Red Sea now 
flow into the baptismal font, and the drowning enemy 
horse and rider symbolizes the drowning of whatever it is 
that separates us from the love of God.  The Red Sea story 
informs and illuminates Christian story.  To quote the 
great collect that follows the reading, “these wonderful 
deeds of old shine forth even to our own day…a sign for 
us of the salvation of all nations by the water of Baptism.” 



“Sing to the Lord for he has triumphed gloriously; horse 
and rider he has thrown into the sea.” 

But as much as I love this story and even more love this 
ritual, as the years have gone by its less generous 
implications have made me more and more uneasy.  This 
Exodus story is a dangerous story, and the use we make 
of it can easily backfire on us Christians.  Rituals like the 
Easter Vigil tend to smooth things over, to make 
dangerous stories feel safe.  But this story itself is far 
from safe, both in itself and in the way some Christians 
have interpreted it.  I have known too many Christians, 
especially in this country, for whom baptism separates 
the washed from the unwashed, the saved from unsaved
—the Christians safe and dry on the shore opposite from 
whoever it is handy to identify as the horse and rider 
deserving to be drowned, meaning anyone who doesn’t 
believe what I believe or do as I do.  The Lord has 
triumphed gloriously, and now so have I.  If God is on my 
side, how can God also be on yours?  For such a Christian, 
there’s always someone somewhere better off drowned. 

You see why this story is not safe. The Bible can be 
dangerous, and that danger can cut both ways.  As we 
heard last week, the Bible was a book dangerous to 
slaveholders, especially when it fell into the hands of 
enslaved Americans who found in this story a template 
for liberation.   But it’s also dangerous in the hands of the 
self-righteous, those who declare that God is on their 
side and theirs alone, and the land is now theirs to 
inherit.  That interpretation of divine victory can lead to a 
distorted Zionism that claims divine warrant for stealing 
Palestinian lands; or a divine mandate that can lead 
English emigrants in Canada or Australia to claim that the 
land they occupy was always empty, and that it is the 
natives who are the interlopers.  It was precisely this 
Exodus story that tempted the Afrikaaners to identify 
themselves with the triumphant Israelites, providing 
them with the murderous ideology they needed to 
declare God’s victory for themselves and to banish black 
South Africans from their own homelands.  And closer to 
home, it was just this claim of divine favor that convinced 

European Americans that theirs was a manifest destiny to 
occupy an entire continent, casting First Peoples who 
resisted into the role of the besieging hordes, and 
drowning them like Pharoah’s warriors in a vast sea of 
sorrows, watered along a trail of tears.   

Knowing what I know about this story’s checkered history, 
I find myself wincing when I hear it again, a story that can 
be so distorted and hurtful, justifying such violence 
toward perceived enemies, such smug self-righteousness 
among true believers.  And yet, as the framers of the 
Easter Vigil liturgy rightly say, it is a story that must be 
heard, dangerous as it is, and heard aright, heard in the 
light of the promises we make at our baptisms.  To 
continue in fellowship with one another.  To resist evil—
evil that we do and evil done on our behalf.   To seek 
forgiveness.  To proclaim the gospel of deliverance as 
Good News, good for both friend and enemy alike.  Too 
seek and serve Christ in all persons, and to strive for 
peace among all peoples, respecting the dignity of every 
human being.  It is a tall order.  So much of what we 
know about religion tends to block our way, like the Red 
Sea before it parted.  But how well and how openly we 
embrace the promises of our baptism will determine 
what we make of this Exodus story, how we tell it, and 
whom we tell it to—especially to our children and to our 
children’s children.  It is a story of liberation and freedom 
not just for a chosen few, but for all of the peoples of the 
earth, washed and unwashed, friend and enemy alike, 
Egyptian and Israelite, men and women everywhere.  In 
the words of the Exodus Easter collect: 

O God, whose wonderful deeds of old shine forth even to 
our own day, you once delivered by the power of your 
mighty arm your chosen people from slavery under 
Pharoah, to be a sign for us of the salvation of all nations 
by the water of Baptism: Grant that all the peoples of the 
earth may be numbered among the offspring of 
Abraham, and rejoice in the inheritance of Israel; through 
Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen


