
God promised the Israelites that he would drive out the 
Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizites, the Cannanites, the Hivites 
and the Jebusites, from the land he was promising Israel. This 
sounds strange and difficult to our ears. How could God, simply 
destroy people residing in a certain place and allow the 
Israelites to live there instead. This is simply one of the 
numerous strange and disturbing things that one finds in the 
book of Exodus. Exodus presents a God who was a terrifying 
presence. The people were not supposed to come close when 
God descended on Mt. Sinai, if they did they were to be stoned 
or shot with arrows. This God was so wholly terrifying, that the 
people pleaded to Moses, “You speak to us, and we will listen; 
but do not let God speak to us, or we will die.” Exodus shows a 
God who took pride in saying that he punished the children for 
the iniquity of parents to the third and fourth generation. The 
book presents a God, whose view of slaves is something that we 
simply cannot accept. While the common law for everyone was 
an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, in the case of a slave: 
if the eye or tooth of a slave was destroyed or knocked off by 
the master, then as a consequence the owner simply had to let 
the slave go. There was no injury to the master. There was also 
no consequence if the slave owner beat the slave so bad that 
the slave died after a day or two. Even if all this was not 
shocking to the social morality of the ancient world, it certainly 
is disturbing to us. 
 
A little study shows that this Exodus God, named Yahweh, was 
not very different from other gods in the Ancient Near Eastern 
world. Yahweh was more or less like an ancient warrior God and 
Israel’s relationship to this God was as that of subjects to a 
military ruler or king. This God was in the business of showing 
his might around. This warrior God did as he pleased. The 
greater his exploits the greater his fame and as a result, the 
greater the story of the people of Israel. The greatness of 
Yahweh and Israel depended on the claim of an exclusive and 
supreme identity. This claim which was presented in the form of 
a story was written to show how this powerful warrior Yahweh 
had bound himself to Israelites and promised that they would 
be his people and he their God. Yahweh was Israel’s God, not 
so much the God of the world, and as he battled the different 
nations of the world, he proved himself supreme over their 
gods. The story was told to stress on the exclusivity of this 
identity. There was to be a clear distinction between Israel and 
the others. Exodus records that the plagues occurred in a way 
that showed a distinction between Yahweh’s people and the 
Egyptians. There were no flies, no hail, no darkness, and no 
death for Israel. These were only for the Egyptians. Even with 

respect to driving out the different peoples living in Canaan, the 
overwhelming concern was that Israel should not bow down to 
other gods. That would mean an embarrassment to Yahweh 
god. The very first of the Ten Commandments is: “Don’t have 
other Gods. I am a jealous exclusive God.” Israel is commanded 
not to make any peaceful agreement or covenant with the 
people around them. The story of exodus is a story about who 
the people of Israel are. It’s a story of their identity. It’s a story 
of their identity over and against others.  
 
But how are we to deal with such a story. How do we deal with a 
story where Yahweh is simply presented as the most powerful 
warrior God? Interestingly, the Israelites themselves had to deal 
with such questions. They had to deal with it when Israel was in 
exile. They had to answer how did Yahweh fail to protect his 
people if he was the most powerful warrior God. They had to 
retell the story, they had to re-interpret the ancient stories. One 
may say that the Spirit of God helped them to re-imagine the 
story from a new perspective. They came up with an account 
which basically said that Yahweh did not fail, but it was due to 
the unfaithfulness of Israel, that it was conquered by other 
major powers like Assyria and Babylon. In fact, the entire Bible 
is a constant attempt to re-tell the story of Israel in new 
contexts. There are layers upon layers of tradition, each re-
telling the story for a new context.  
 
Through these different layers, scholars have discovered that 
the faith and practice of Israel was rarely a constant throughout 
the OT period. A new age, a new context brought with it a new 
understanding of God. For instance, it seems that there is some 
significant difference between the faith of the patriarchs in the 
book of Genesis and the faith in Yahweh which Exodus 
proclaims. While Exodus has a huge stress on the idea of first-
born, the patriarchal faith in Genesis seems to have constantly 
gone against it. Recall how Isaac the second son is preferred 
over Ishmael; Jacob, again the second son, over Esau, Joseph, 
the youngest, over all his brothers. Again, while Exodus faith or 
Yahwism seems to portray as if Israel had a right over the 
Canaanite land and therefore they could drive them out, the 
Patriarchs in Genesis did not regard so, and even though God 
promised them the land, they bought land from the Canaanites 
for they knew it belonged to them. One of the most interesting 
change is the very conception of God. It seems the patriarchs 
were quite open to Canaanite gods. In fact, the God they 
worshipped El, was a chief God of the Canaanite pantheon. With 
the Yahwism of Exodus came the idea of a God- who was 
Yahweh- who was better and more powerful than other gods. It 
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was only in the later period of Israel’s life that an ethical 
monotheism seems to have fully developed.  
 
The Old Testament model of re-telling the stories for new 
contexts was carried over to the New Testament. With the 
distinctively unique revelation of Jesus Christ, the earlier 
followers re-told and re-interpreted the ancient stories for a 
new time. All the gospels engage heavily in the process of re-
telling the Old Testament traditions in a way that would shape 
their faith in Jesus. Today’s reading of Matthew’s Gospel was a 
bold proclamation, that God would take away the kingdom from 
Israelite religious leaders and give it to a different people. Saint 
Paul made a major innovation by retelling the Genesis and 
Exodus stories. Circumcision, which the OT proclaimed was an 
‘eternal’ covenantal sign marking one as a people of God, Paul 
now claimed this was not required and that even un-circumcised 
Gentiles could now be the people of God. Paul’s re-telling of OT 
account was necessary for the new circumstances. Paul was 
engaged in the process of shaping a new identity for Christians. 
In today’s reading we heard him say that he didn’t count any of 
his Jewish markers (circumcision, tribe, sect etc.) to be of any 
value to him compared to his allegiance to Christ.  
 
Identity construction in terms of religious faith is a very context 
specific task. For the past two millennia since the time of Jesus, 
Christians have re-told and re-interpreted these stories as they 
navigate their identities in this world. In the past few centuries 
some have told these stories in a way that enabled them to 
oppress others, for others it has enabled them to find a safe 
space for themselves and liberate themselves from oppression. 
Still others have warned how these stories are being and will be 
used to continue to cause oppression.  
 
What should we do as we read these stories today? One of the 
simplest option is to get rid of problematic stories. Rip them out 
of the Bible. But wisely, I believe, the communities that re-told 
these stories and people who were the major editors of the 
Bible decided to preserve both their own perspective along with 
the older diverse perspectives, even if this produced 
contradictions and inconsistencies in the text. They retold and 
rewrote the stories in a way that did not obliterate the previous 
traditions or stories. There was always the option of ripping 
apart the Bible, but it took greater courage and effort to work 
with the tradition they had. In the second century, a Christian 
named Marcion did away with the Old Testament, but Irenaeus 
and other church fathers insisted that the previous tradition is 
part of the Jesus story. Additionally, keeping these ancient 
stories help us to be humble for they are a constant reminder 
of the messy history of our faith tradition. It constantly reminds 
us that our stories are not final or absolute. All our 
interventions in the world based on re-telling and re-living of 

the stories are simply fallible and ambiguous. The Episcopal 
church values tradition, but not tradition for its own sake. It is 
because these traditions give us the power to re-live past faith 
stories in new ways. The church re-told the story when it 
opened itself, the Holy Eucharistic, and the priesthood, to all 
people. When it opened itself to the African-Americans it 
consciously re-told the meaning of Biblical accounts which 
seemed to accept the subjugation of one race. When it opened 
itself to women, it re-told the meaning of Pauline injunctions 
about the subordinate status of women. It did the same and re-
read Biblical passages when it opened itself to people of all 
sexual orientations. All this I believe was a bold re-telling of the 
faith stories for a new age enabled by the Spirit of God based 
on the example of the love of Jesus Christ. 
 
I believe that we can go back to the Exodus stories without 
feeling paralyzed at accounts that are so troublesome to us. 
Instead the Holy Spirit invites us to read these problematic 
stories as an invitation to re-tell them for our age. This is not 
easy, for it needs courage, time, sensitivity and spiritual 
discernment. But there are often resources within the story to 
help us do that. The same Exodus shows a God who hears the 
cry of the oppressed slaves. It shows a God who provides for 
his people even in impossible circumstances. It shows a God 
who constantly commands Moses not to despise the foreigners 
in their community but to treat them fairly for Israelites 
themselves were foreigners at one point of time. Exodus shows 
a God who is very concerned about the poor, and that justice 
should be done to poor. We can draw from these aspects of the 
story as we re-tell and re-live the story of faith.  
 
God promised the Israelites that he would drive out the 
Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizites, the Cannanites, the Hivites 
and the Jebusites, from the land he was promising Israel. I 
believe that to truly be a people of the Bible means to re-tell 
and re-live Biblical stories in a new way through the Spirit for 
our age. While there are Christians brother and sisters in our 
day who might argue that we must simply mimic what the 
Biblical people did and said, I believe that to be truly like the 
Biblical people and the people of this faith tradition means to 
always re-tell the story in a way that is a strong spiritual critique 
of the status quo of both faith & society. A re-telling is more in 
line with our belief that God is a God who is active in our world 
today and that he is deeply relevant to our lives in this age. And 
thus, we cannot choose to simply and conservatively hold on to 
the letters of the faith story of a past age. For the letter kills but 
the Spirit gives life. May we re-tell stories that show the radical 
hospitality of Christ and show the love of God for all without 
distinction. May we re-tell the stories of faith. Amen. 


