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I don’t know how long it had been since Moses was last in Egypt,  
 but it’s pretty clear, he didn’t have any plans of ever going back.  
 
Remember, he grew up being raised by the princess in Pharaoh’s palace but knowing that he didn’t really 
belong. He was a Hebrew …being raised as an Egyptian… which meant he never really belonged 
anywhere. 
 He was an outsider with the Egyptians.  
 And of course, he was an outsider with the Hebrews.  
 
 It’s sort of the way I’ve heard missionary kids describe how they never belong anywhere. They 
didn’t quite belong in the country they grew up in, but never really belonged back in the States either.  
 
 It’s also the way some of my high school friends who were half black and half white described 
their experience.   
 They never felt like they belonged or were accepted in white culture, 
 and they never felt like they belonged or were accepted in the black culture. 
 
 Moses… didn’t belong anywhere.  
 

***** 
 But one day as a young adult, he sees again what he’s seen most of his life: an Egyptian 
taskmaster beating someone that looked a lot like him… and Moses loses it.  
 The anger and the resentment finally came boiling over and the next thing he knows, he’s killed 
the Egyptian and buried him in the sand.  
 
 When I imagine what was going on inside of Moses, I imagine the protests that erupted after 
Michael Brown was shot in Ferguson 5 years ago. Rioting and looting erupted in our city… and so 
many white people like myself couldn’t make heads nor tails of why there was this kind of reaction 
over this one incident with Michael Brown… that seemed a little fuzzy to begin with. 
 
 That was because we didn’t understand that the riots and the protests were never just about 
Michael Brown in particular… It was an anger and eruption over what had been going on for years 
between black men and the police. 
 
  Moses’ reaction to this one Egyptian taskmaster was not about this one incident in particular. It 
was a trigger of the abuse Moses had watched his whole life… 
 day after day, and year after year… watching his mama’s people being taken advantage of, until 
one day it was just too much.  
 
And the righteous indignation at it all… finally erupts in Moses, the way it did in our city. 
 
But word gets out about what he did.  
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And Pharaoh finally has a great excuse to get rid of this Hebrew he’s been resenting for so long.  He 
finally has an excuse to put a price on Moses’ head. 
And so, Moses flees. 
 
But Moses is not just running from Pharaoh, mind you.  
 He runs away from his complicated past and his complicated history 
 He runs away from his Hebrew roots and his Egyptian family. 
 He runs away from never belonging with anyone anywhere. 
 
And starts a new life. 
 
Moses gets married. 
Joins his father-in-law’s business. 
 
And leaves all that messiness of his past behind him.  
Like I said, it’s pretty clear that Moses didn’t have any plans of ever going back.  He had left Egypt 
behind. 

***** 
 
 And that would have been fine—he could have forgotten about all of that—if only he hadn’t 
encountered this God who will not leave behind and forget the suffering of any oppressed people. 
 It would have been fine if only he hadn’t encountered a God who can’t help but hear the groaning 
of an oppressed people, 
 a God who remembers,  
 and a God who takes notice of those who suffer. 
 
And the thing is, the more we encounter the heart of this God, 
  the more it will challenge us and change us.  
 
That’s what happens to Moses.  
The Burning Bush is one of the greatest, most pure revelations of God in the entire Bible. It’s in this story 
that we receive the Divine Name… 
 And what comes before and just after the Divine Name is quite telling about the heart of the “I 
Am.” 
 
 “I have observed the misery of my people,” God says to Moses. 
 “I have heard their cry. 
 “I know their suffering… 
 “And I have come…” 
This is what God is like.  
 God is the One who hears the groaning of the Hebrews,  
 and God is the One who remembered the covenant,  
  and relationship with the people.  
 God is the one who looks upon those who suffer  
  and takes notice of them. 
 
 And then Moses encounters this God… 
 and It challenges him profoundly… 
 and it changes the trajectory of his life.  
  
 He does what he never expected to do. 
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 He goes back to Egypt. 
 

***** 
 Now, to really get just how radical this is for us, we have to remember how the Exodus story 
starts, which we talked about last week.  
 It starts with the Israelites as immigrants in a foreign land. They had come to Egypt generations 
earlier because there was a famine in their own land.  
 Even after generations go by, it’s still quite clear that they are the foreigners. They don’t belong… 
and Pharaoh and his advisors are really nervous about how numerous they are becoming.  
 
 And they start imagining how these immigrants will be a threat to their own power, and their own 
national security.  
 So, the Pharaoh says to his people in Chapter 1 verse 8: “Look, the Israelites are becoming more 
numerous and more powerful than we are. Let’s deal shrewdly with them, or they might join our enemies 
and fight against us and overthrow us.” (See what a threat they are?) 
 
 In other words, before Pharaoh uses the Israelites as slaves… he first stokes fear in his fellow 
Egyptians. “They are a threat to us and our way of life,” he says.   
 It’s a bit of public scapegoating. There was no real reason to see them as a threat, as far as we 
know. But this is what the rhetoric of tyrants typically sounds like. 
 
 And we’re exploring how the biblical story is an archetypal story. It’s a story that can be found 
again and again in every generation.  
 And we’re trying to begin to recognize the epic nature of the Bible by recognizing how Egypt and 
later Babylon shape the consciousness and imaginations of the biblical writers. 
 
 So, here in Exodus, we have the most powerful person in the world using fear mongering to get 
his fellow Egyptians to see these immigrant-outsider-Israelites as one of the biggest threats to their 
national security. 
 
And why is that? Why does Pharaoh start here?  
Because if he can get us afraid of them, 
  then he can control us. 
  He can get away with things that he otherwise couldn’t. 
 
You see, fear is a powerful social control. We know that from history… 
 Fear will make people say and do things they wouldn’t typically do.  
 Fear will make us turn a blind eye to things we normally wouldn’t ignore. 
 Fear of “them” of “those who are different from us,” keeps you on my team no matter what 
I do.  
 
 
And Pharaoh, like Egypt itself, is an archetype.  
 He’s a pattern that keeps showing up in history, again and again… in all kinds of places and 
ways… sometimes overt… but more often, subtle. 
  
 Pharaoh certainly shows up in Hitler’s rise to power… blaming the Jewish people for the social 
ills of a post-WWI-Germany. “Those Jews can’t be trusted”, he said. “They are a threat to our way of 
life…”, he said.  
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 And Pharaoh showed up in white communities blaming black people for their problems in the Jim 
Crow South.  They are the problem.  They are a threat to our community. 
 
 And Pharaoh still shows up today… and often in the more hidden subtle ways… which makes him 
harder to recognize, but just as deadly. 
 
 For example, Pharaoh’s rhetoric showed up six years ago when the mostly white Francis Howell 
School District in St. Charles learned they would be receiving an influx of kids from the mostly black 
school district of Normandy in North County….  
 And it was all over the news because… 
  parents were outraged… And if you listened to what they said, at the root of it was the 
voice of Pharaoh infecting their imagination. 
 
They were afraid of what “those kids” would do to the well-being of “our kids.”  
They were afraid of the “academics,” they said. Would their academics go down, going to school with 
kids from North County? 
They were afraid for their “safety.” Would our kids be safe, going to school with the likes of “them?”  
I hear they are dangerous,” they said.  
 
 Sure, direct racist words were mostly avoided, but the undercurrents of racism, driven by fear of 
the other, were profound and apparent to so many. 
 
 You see, fear of “the other” of “those who are different than me” evoke words and actions in us 
that we normally wouldn’t expect. People acted in ways and said things… that shocked their neighbors. 
 
This is how Pharaoh and his fear mongering works.  
 And you know it too, don’t you?  
I imagine if we were having coffee together, you could come up with your own examples of Pharaoh’s 
voice in the world.  
Because Pharaoh’s voice can still be heard… turning those who are different from us… into the 
dangerous “other.”  
 dehumanizing them…  
 making them the source of our problems, and a threat to our way of life… 
  stoking fear in what their presence means for our community.  
 
It’s one of the oldest patterns in the book. 
 And as people of the book… as Christians are sometimes called, we have to learn to 
recognize the voice of Pharaoh and the dehumanizing systems of Egypt… wherever and whenever 
they may be found.  

***** 
So, Pharaoh stokes the fears of the Egyptians toward the Israelites. 
 
 Then he deals shrewdly with the Israelites…   
They become his cheap labor to build up their national wealth, according to Chapter 1, verse 11. (Again, 
it’s a lot like slaves were used in our own history. Our national wealth was built on the backs of free and 
cheap labor, right? Well, the same was happening in Egypt.) 
 
But still, the Israelites grew in numbers. 
 So, Pharaoh decides to try something he hopes will help stop this growing population… but not 
get noticed by the news. 
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 He has a private meeting with a couple of midwives to make sure that all future baby boys don’t 
make it through their births alive. 
 
 But when that doesn’t work, he goes all-out and reshapes public policy. Not only are the 
Egyptians to use the Israelites for cheap labor,  
 but now it’s their civic duty to throw those Hebrew baby boys into the Nile… “Let them die in the 
river.”  Babies dying in the river became less and less shocking.  
  
And this is how the story of Egypt often goes.  
It never starts with babies dying in the River Nile.  No! It wouldn’t be tolerated if that’s where Pharaoh 
started.  
 Hitler didn’t begin with concentration camps.  
 That was the culmination… of a slow, gradual process… of stirring up fears and scapegoating 
outsiders… taking one more small step after another. 
 
 This is how it works. Pharaohs almost always start by stirring up fear…  
 and then taking another small step,  
  and another, and another…  
 
 It’s such a common pattern that throughout the Bible, Egypt and Pharaoh become this 
evocative, powerful metaphor for any power that thrives at the expense of an outsider group, 
 any social or political power, 
 any economic power, 
 and any military power… that scapegoats minorities and outsiders… or overlooks human 
suffering for its own gain. 
 
 In fact, even after the book of Exodus… Egypt is referenced over 400 more times in the Old 
Testament alone. Think about that. After this story is over, and they have crossed the Red Sea, and left 
Egypt behind all together…Egypt keeps echoing in their hearts and minds. Over 400 times! 
 
 It’s like the rest of the scriptures keep calling them back saying,  
 “Never forget!” 
  Remember what it was like in Egypt… to be the outsiders…  
  Remember what it was like… to be the ones used and abused…   
  Remember what it was like… to live year after year… trapped in the cycle of 
exploitation… to barely survive… to never get ahead…to feel unsafe…while others around you 
thrive. 
  
 Never forget! It was to be their primary moral compass! 
 
 Remember what it was like, the Bible keeps saying to the people of God. 
  “Remember Egypt. 
   Don’t forget… because when you have power, 
    you will be tempted to become like them.”  
 

***** 
 In fact, this is one of the major themes of Moses’ last speech at the end of his life.  40 years after 
crossing the wilderness…. and Israel stands at the edge of the Jordan, looking over into the Promised 
Land… Moses makes his last speech before he dies. That’s what most of the book of Deuteronomy is.  
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 And in this great farewell address…  one of the things he keeps telling them… is what he had to 
learn at the Burning Bush.  Remember Egypt. Never forget. 
 Remember what it was like when you were the immigrants… and when you were the slaves.  
Remember what God did in Egypt.  
 Because -- as Moses discovered at the burning bush -- 
 the more we encounter the heart of God,  
 the more it profoundly challenges us, 
  and it changes us. 
  
Here’s how Moses puts it in Deuteronomy 10: 
 Cut away the thick calluses from your heart and stop being so willfully hardheaded. God, your 
God, is the God of all gods, 
 a God immense and powerful and awesome.  
And God doesn’t play favorites.  
 
God takes no bribes,  
 and God is the One who makes sure orphans and widows are treated fairly, 
 and God is the One who takes loving care of foreigners residing among you, giving them food and 
clothing 
 And so…  
You must treat foreigners with the same loving care— 
        Remember, you were once foreigners in Egypt. 
 
 On and on his speech goes… for almost the whole book of Deuteronomy... chapters and chapters. 
And by the time we come to chapter 24 he comes back to the same theme again.  

 Make sure foreigners and orphans get their just rights. Don’t ever forget that you were once slaves in 
Egypt and God, is the One who got you out of there.  

 19-22  So, when you harvest your grain and forget a sheaf back in the field, don’t go back and get 
it; leave it for the foreigner, the orphan, and the widow so that God, your God, will bless you in all your 
work.  

 And when you shake the olives off your trees, don’t go back over the branches and strip them 
bare. What’s left is for the foreigner, the orphan, and the widow.  

 And when you cut the grapes in your vineyard, don’t take them all—Make sure to leave some of 
your harvest, [some of your profits…] for the foreigner, the orphan, and the widow. Don’t ever forget, 
Moses says, that you were slaves in Egypt! 

In other words, “You don’t just get to leave Egypt behind and walk away when it’s no longer 
convenient.” 
 And it’s not just Moses who reminds them.  
 Egypt is brought up again and again… throughout the Psalms and the Prophets— 
 over 400 mentions of Egypt…  
 spread throughout the Old Testament after the book of Exodus.  
 
 Because, you see, this Exodus story… is not only the meaning of salvation in the Hebrew 
scriptures… it is also the great revelation of who God is in the Old Testament. And the more we 
encounter the very heart of God, the more it challenges us, and the more it changes us.  
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***** 

That is what Moses discusses at the Burning Bush.  I am who I am and… 
“I have observed the misery of my people.”  
The I Am says,  
 “I have heard their cry. 
 “I know their suffering… 
 “And I have come…to deliver them” 
 
 “I have seen how they are oppressed… 
 “And now, I Am sending you…” 
 
It had to be the most beautiful  
 and simultaneously terrifying thing Moses could discover.  
 
It was the best news for the people of his past, but he thought he had left that behind. He still thought he 
could leave Egypt behind him.  
 
Only God will not leave those who are suffering behind. And when you have an encounter with this God 
who 
 sees the suffering of people, 
 and hears the cries of people, 
then your whole habit of ignoring, and forgetting, and looking the other way, it just won’t work anymore.  
 
Moses had no intention of going back to Egypt. 
And so, he argues with God for another chapter and a half about why he can’t go and what a bad idea it 
is…  
only… he keeps hearing: 
   
 “I Am is sending you.” 
  “But what if I can’t…” Moses asks. 
 “I Am is sending you.” 
  “But what if they don’t…” 
 “I Am is sending you.” 
  “But please take this cup from me… 
 “Moses, you are not going alone. I Am … is the One sending you.”  
 
 And after a deep, soulful wrestling Moses relents… and despite his better judgement, he goes…  
 because the more we encounter the pure heart of God,  
 the more it profoundly challenges us 
  and the more it changes us, 
  it begins to reorient the trajectory of our lives.   
 

***** 
This experience is what I think Moses is trying to embed in the people at the end of his life… in 
Deuteronomy, as he says goodbye and sends them off into the Promised Land.  
 
It’s why he keeps saying, 
 “Don’t forget what this God is like.  
 Don’t forget who this God is…  
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 because when you encounter this God… you become like this God.”  
 
So, people of God, leave some of the fruit of your labor for  
“the foreigner, the fatherless and the widow…”  
Remember what it is like to be them.  Remember you were slaves in Egypt… and God heard your 
groaning. 
Well, this is what God is like! 
God hears the groanings now of the foreigners in your midst,  
 and the groanings now of the fatherless and the widows in your midst…  
 because God is the I Am. 
 God is the life within their life, 
 God is the breath within their breath. 
 
 It’s this same deep truth that Jesus is repeating in Matthew 25. 
“Remember that I Am the hungry, I Am the thirsty, I Am the foreigner in your midst. I Am the naked. I 
Am the sick. I Am the ones locked up in your prisons…  
 I AM the ones without power, on the edges of your society… 
 because I Am the life within all life, 
  and the breath within all breath, 
 So, whatever you do to “the least of these,” you do unto me.  
 

****** 
 Jesus taught this, well over 1,000 years after Moses… 
 And here we are, still wrestling with it over 2,000 years after Jesus. 
 
Because…there will always be Pharaohs and Egypts in our world…  
 trying to make us forget, 
  trying to stir up our fear of those on the edges. 
 
But do not listen to those voices.  
 Do not let Pharaohs and Egypts shape your hearts and your actions.  
 
1 John 4 reminds us, “perfect love casts out fear.” (1 John 4:18) 
  
So, beloved, turn aside from the voice of Pharaoh and Egypt, 
 turn aside from the noise and pressures of your life…  
 turn aside, just as Moses did on the mountain, 
so that you can see and discover the heart of God burning in your midst. 
  
 Allow it to challenge you  
  and to change you. 
 Allow that same burning presence of love to burn within you. 
 
 But be careful.  
 Because if you do…if you encounter more and more of the heart of God, 
  you too will begin to see the suffering of the oppressed, 
  and you will know… their cries as God does 
 and it may just change the trajectory of your life!  
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 Amen.  
 
 
Reflection: 
“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable 
network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all 
indirectly.”  ~ Martin Luther King Jr.  
 
Unison Pryaer 

Gracious God, who has called and gifted us, hear our prayer. 
As we remember Your loving sacrifice, 

we offer ourselves to You. 
Grant us the courage to follow where you lead,  

to go where you would go, to live as you would live.  
Meet us at Your table, Lord. Fill us with your life. 

Through Christ we pray.  
Amen. 

 


