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Good Morning. I am excited to dig into the Book of 
Exodus with you. I encourage you to read it at home. It is  
only forty chapters. Get out your bible and read 10 a 
week for the next four weeks. If you need a bible, I put a 
bunch on top of the coat rack in the Narthex. Borrow one 
and read Exodus. Let’s get into it by asking a question. 

Who are we, as a people? 
Who are we, as a people? At least one of the most 
important answers to that question is, “We are a 
redeemed people.” In the prayers that Kenji wrote 
coming up right after the Creed, he begins, “Redeeming 
God,…“ After communion we will pray together that, “…
we may proclaim your redeeming love to the world.” And, 
of course, our name, “St. Paul & the Redeemer.” The word 
Redeem means many things, but for today we will go 
with the first definition given in the Oxford English 
Dictionary and the most applicable to Exodus, “to 
deliver.” Who are we, as a people? We are a people who 
have been redeemed, who have been delivered. Listen to 
the choir sing the offertory anthem today, they will sing, 
“The Lord hath delivered his people, Alleluia.” The book 
of Exodus is a primary source of this critical metaphor of 
redemption. The Israelites were slaves in Egypt. God 
redeemed them, delivered them from their bondage. To 
risk over-simplification, the book of Genesis gives us the 
critical metaphor of creation, we are a people created by 
God. Exodus gives us the critical metaphor of 
redemption. To be redeemed from bondage. To be 
delivered from our enemies. What a powerful metaphor. 
What a powerful idea. I know that prayers for 
redemption, for deliverance are often offered. Deliver me 
from disease. Deliver me from debt. Deliver me from 
despair. Deliver my child/my spouse/my friend from 
whatever demon oppresses them. The central metaphor 
of Exodus, the great, good news of Exodus, is that God 
does deliver. God does redeem.  

God’s ironic participation in history 
But it is not simple. A quick look at the opening chapter 
of Exodus will show us that that deliverance doesn’t 
come without a great deal of seemingly fated hardship 
and that the work of deliverance is sometimes seen in 
God’s ironic participation in history. Exodus begins by 
telling us that all of Joseph’s brothers went to Egypt and 
settled there. But then fate intervenes with hardship. 
“Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know 
Joseph.” This Pharaoh pulls out a standard tyrant’s trick, 
solidifying power by identifying an outsider group as the 
enemy. The Israelites haven’t even done anything to him.  
He’s just scared. But it was reason enough for the new 
Pharaoh to enslave the Israelites and make them build 
supply cities. And here is our first bit of God’s ironic 
action, the text tells us “the more they were oppressed, 
the more they multiplied and spread.” Remember, God 
had promised Abraham and Sarah that their decedents 
would be numerous. But who knew that they would 
multiply fastest under the worst oppression? And who 
knew that the realization of God’s promise of a multitude 
would be the cause of Egyptian fear and greater 
oppression? God’s blessing in Exodus is not 
straightforwardly wonderful, rather God’s blessing is 
mixed up in the challenges of life and often in response 
to real hardship, woven into that hardship.  

The enslaving is just the beginning. Making the Israelites 
build these supply cities has not done what the Pharaoh 
hoped it would. And so he moves to another strategy. 
Throw every newborn Hebrew boy into the Nile River. The 
Pharaoh must not have seen the girls as much of a threat. 
The Pharaoh’s underestimation gives us a second 
opportunity to see the ironic participation of God in the 
story. It is women who disobey Pharaoh and rescue baby 
Moses. The baby’s mother and aunt and Pharaoh’s 
daughter and Pharaoh’s maid all act in ways to ensure a 
leader for the Israelite’s would be saved, well educated, 



prepared. A wonderful little detail about God’s ironic 
action is the Moses’s mother actually gets paid money by 
Pharaoh’s daughter to raise her own son. So much for 
enslaving! God redeems Moses, delivers him from the 
fate of so many of his fellow baby boys. 

Later in Exodus, God will take very direct action against 
the Egyptians. But in this first concise scene, God’s 
actions are subtle and indirect. And the oppression is 
quite brutal and seems fated. And yet, already we can see 
that God is a God of redemption and deliverance. 

God’s Ironic Participation in American History 
Viewing ourselves as a people delivered by God is going 
to be complex, knowing that God’s participation in our 
lives will often come when hardship has its strongest grip 
and that God’s participation might come through ironic 
twists and turns. That has certainly been the case in 
American History. As you certainly know, Exodus has 
given America an important part of our self 
understanding. 

Let me end finish by finding this notion of God’s ironic 
participation in American history. This idea of a being a 
redeemed, a deliver people has formed us in America in 
deeply powerful and complex ways. The Pilgrims thought 
that their journey across the Atlantic was just as 
important as “'Moses and the Israelites when they went 
out of Egypt.” The Puritans felt the same way. But to 
some, like Roger Williams, the Puritans became a new 
Egypt, oppressing in their own right. 

When Benjamin Franklin was put on the committee to 
design a seal for the new United States, he 
recommended that Moses be the central figure depicted 
on the seal and the motto be, “Rebellion to Tyrants is 
obedience to God.” Thomas Jefferson liked the phrase so 
much that he adopted the motto. Of course, the author of 
the Declaration of Independence was also his own Egypt, 
oppressing his slaves. 

Isabel Wilkerson’s marvelous recent book about 
America’s Great Migration in which many millions of 
African Americans left the South for the the North has a 

title that hearkens to the deliverance imagery, “The 
Warmth of Other Suns.” She makes the reference explicit 
by titling the third part of the book “Exodus.” The book is 
a beautiful narrative about the life that was found in the 
North and also the continuing hardship that was known. 

If we look back through history, we can see God at work 
lifting up the lowly, but it is often quite subtle, like in the 
first stories of Exodus. The Israelites increase in number 
during the worst oppression. The future liberator Moses 
is rescued and prepared for his role due to the order that 
all boys be killed. Nonetheless, the scene is set for 
perhaps the most important message of the book of 
Exodus. The Israelites are oppressed. Moses is divinely 
ordained. God will redeem the Israelites, free the 
Israelites from slavery. 

Who are we, as a people? Well, we worship a God who 
delivers. 


