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Today is the beginning of a very special week in both the Christian and Jewish calendars. For Christians, Palm Sunday is the first day of Holy Week and celebrates the day when Jesus returned to Jerusalem for the final time before he was crucified and then rose from the dead on Easter Sunday. 


This week also marks the beginning of another holy season - the Jewish festival of Passover. Passover is an eight day celebration of the liberation of the people of Israel from bondage in Egypt. The central focus of the Passover celebration is the Seder, a meal in which the Exodus story is retold and the Exodus experience is reenacted through the consumption of certain foods, including unleavened bread or matzah.

There can be little doubt that the Exodus story is one of the most exciting and inspiring stories in human history. It is filled with great tragedy, extraordinary courage, and the promise of hope and redemption.  The story not only stands at the center of the Jewish tradition, but has also served as a beacon of hope and a source of courage for oppressed peoples throughout history and across the world. 

 In simplest terms, the Exodus is a story about the brutal enslavement of a people and God’s determination to liberate them.  Having fled their homeland in the midst of terrible famine, the people of Israel settled in Egypt. For a while they lived as welcomed guests in a foreign land. But eventually, the Israelites were enslaved and forced into a life of endless toil and hardship. But the experience of slavery went beyond mere servitude for the people of Israel were also subjected to unspeakable acts of violence, including a period when the Egyptian king or Pharaoh ordered all male infants to be killed.

As you may recall, the infant Moses’ almost lost his life in this horrible genocide. But he was saved by the courageous resistance of two Hebrew midwives – Siphrah and Puah. They boldly defied Pharaoh’s orders and risked their lives by placing the infant in a basket, and sending it floating down a stream until the baby was discovered and adopted by one of Pharaoh’s daughters.

Moses enjoyed a privileged upbringing, growing up in the royal palace. But one day, he finally opened his eyes to the suffering and misery of his people. He witnessed the cruelty of an Egyptian taskmaster and in his anger Moses killed the Egyptian. Such defiance could not be tolerated by the authorities and Moses was forced to flee Egypt. He settled in a distant land, married into a prosperous family, and became a shepherd.


While Moses managed to escape the brutality of slavery in Egypt, the people of Israel were not so fortunate. They continued to suffer and their suffering led them to cry out for freedom and liberation. Those cries grew so loud and so determined that God was moved, as the text indicates “to bring the people out of Egypt and into a good and spacious land – a land flowing with milk and honey.”


Although the Exodus story is filled with countless miracles – the burning bush, the ten plagues, and the splitting of the Sea of Reeds – the moment when the people of Israel assert their demand for freedom and move God to action is, in my view, the most extraordinary miracle of all – a miracle that has powerfully influenced how we understand the human condition and the nature and purpose of existence.   

 Without question, the Exodus story is steeped in myth and legend. We can take exception to many aspects of the story – ranging from the physical miracles themselves to the portrayal of a very anthropomorphic God. But getting too caught up in the specifics of what happened or didn’t happen, and whether or not the portrayal of God is believable or not runs the risk of shielding us from the truth and wisdom that exists in the story.

Think for a moment about the way the Exodus story portrays human history and the human condition. While we often boast of the progress humankind has made, the fear and domination experienced by the people of Israel in Egypt has been, and sadly remains, the central fact of human history. We continue to live in a world of privilege for the few rather than justice and equity for all. We continue to live in a world in which arbitrary categories - categories of race, nationality, gender, sexual orientation, class, religion, and many others are used to oppress and to discriminate. In a manner that no story before or since has done, the Exodus story boldly challenges us to recognize the reality of injustice and oppression, not just in the distant past but in our own time and in our own lives.

But as the Exodus story also teaches us, tyranny and injustice are not natural or inevitable. They are choices - choices made by human beings that can be resisted and changed by human beings. In fact, as the story indicates, there exists another reality, another possibility, another way of being in community and living together. And that reality is not found in another realm, another time, or beyond history. It can exist and can be built right now, right here, in this life and in this world.

Think back to God’s response to the cries of the people of Israel. God doesn’t pat the Israelites on the head and say, “Chill out, be patient, your reward will come in the next life.” No, God is moved to liberate and deliver the people to a promised land of love and justice, a land flowing with milk and honey.

And it is that response, that divine choice to stand with the poor and the oppressed that has inspired so many prophets, activists, and thinkers to argue that for all of the injustice and evil that exist in the world, the universe is ultimately on the side of love, justice, and freedom. As Dr. King so eloquently puts it, in the struggle for justice, humankind has “cosmic companionship,” from a creative force that is always working to tear down gigantic mountains of evil. It was that same faith in the ultimate goodness and justness of creation that led Dr. King to quote the timeless words of Unitarian minister Theodore Parker, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards justice.”

But if the universe is on the side of justice, what role is there for humankind?  The Exodus story clearly points to the fact that if freedom and justice are to be realized, they will be accomplished by human hands, human minds, and human hearts. I must say that the first time I read this story I wondered, “Why did God need Moses?” After all, this is a God who can split seas, burn bushes, and cause plagues of frogs and locusts. And yet, God cannot liberate the people of Israel alone. In fact, it seems to me that what the story is trying to tell us is that the real miracles were not magical bushes or splitting seas, but instead the thirst for freedom and justice that lived in the hearts of the enslaved, and the courage of one man to return home to challenge a brutal and oppressive regime. 

Now, I can’t leave the story of the Exodus without saying a word about its underside – about the brutal means that were used to liberate the people of Israel and bring them to the Promised Land. Like much of the Hebrew Bible, the Exodus is a complex story filled with the best and the worst of human nature and human behavior. In the story, God inflicts ten brutal and deadly plagues on the Egyptians, killing what must have been thousands of people, including the innocent. I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to conclude that the evil of Pharaoh begets the evil of God.

Now as ethically objectionable as the means used to liberate the people of Israel were, they are consistent with the overall theology contained in the text, which my Hebrew Bible professor used to call “iron age theology.” You see, pervading most of the books of the Hebrew Bible is the basic idea that good begets good and evil begets evil. Or to borrow a famous biblical phrase, “We reap what we sow,” meaning that if one brings love and goodness into the world, love and goodness will follow whereas if one exploits the poor and oppresses the weak, oppression and evil will eventually come their way. And once the forces of evil are unleashed, according to the theology of the Exodus story, they touch every person – the victim, the perpetrator, and the innocent bystander.

But although evil is a powerful force that touches the lives of many, it is not the only force. Evil is not destiny and it is not forever. Like the people of Israel, we can find a way out of a world of fear, domination, and injustice. There is another way, another possibility, another world waiting to be born. And that other way, that other world, is the Promised Land of the Exodus story – a promised land of love, freedom, justice, and peace.

Before closing this morning, I want to tell you one more story - a story that illustrates what can happen when people roll up their sleeves and work together to plant the seeds of a Promised Land of love, freedom, and justice for all.

This story takes place in the state of Georgia in the early 1940s. It was there that an extraordinary man named Clarence Jordan established a cooperative farm he named Koinonia. Koinonia is a Greek word used to describe the cooperative communities established by early Christians. Jordan was a Baptist minister who decided to spend his life planting a seed of love and justice in the soil of South Georgia.


Now, a cooperative farm in South Georgia in the early 1940s was unusual enough. But what made Koinonia stand out was the fact that it was interracial, with African Americans and whites working side by side as brothers and sisters, sharing equally in the fruits of their labor.  And remember, we’re talking about 1942, almost 14 years before Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a bus in nearby Montgomery, Alabama.


Now as you can imagine, planting a seed for racial and economic justice in segregated Georgia carried risks.  Koinonia was constantly under attack from police, the local community, and the Ku Klux Klan.  And yet, the farm survived and slowly grew. Brutal attacks on Koinonia eventually stirred the moral conscience of local whites, leading them to question their practices and their prejudices.


And Koinonia did something else.  You see, as the story of Koinonia got out, people around the country and around the world began to take notice.  



Two of those people were Millard and Linda Fuller, who first came to Koinonia in the mid-1960s.  Millard had been a successful businessman, but he and Linda gave their wealth away in search of a more meaningful and authentic Christian life.


The Fullers and the Jordans hit it off from the beginning.  Millard and Linda settled at Koinonia and along with Clarence, launched a new program, the Koinonia Housing Partnership.  The partnership began simply – using volunteer labor and donations to build a few dozen homes for low income families.  The Koinonia Housing Partnership continued to grow and to build homes. In fact, today it has built so many homes that I know you’ve heard of it because from that tiny seed of love and justice planted in the South Georgia soil, sprang a housing program that we know today as Habitat for Humanity.


And that’s the message and the promise of the Exodus story and of the festival of Passover. In the midst of a world in which fear, oppression, and injustice remain powerful forces, there is the possibility of another world – a world overflowing with love and justice and freedom. But that world will not emerge on its own or out of a burning bush or a parting sea. No, we are the hands planting the seeds of that better world.  And if we have the courage and commitment to follow a path away from fear and indifference, a path leading to freedom and justice for all – if we have the courage and commitment to build a home, to feed the hungry, and to stand on the side of love against all forms of oppression – if we can do that, someday this world will become a promised land of love and hope for all people and for all time.

Thank you for listening and blessed be.

