
HOW CAN WE KEEP FROM SINGING?
Exodus 14-15
A SONG OF VICTORY

“What did you learn today in Bible study, Johnny?" the parents ask. 

"Nothing much,” little Johnny mumbled. 

"Wasn't it exciting to hear about the Israelites crossing the Red Sea? How did they get across?"


"Well, the Egyptians had the Israelites trapped against the sea. So Moses called in the engineers and threw a pontoon bridge across, and in the night and the fog he moved all his troops across to the other side. In the morning the Egyptians saw what had happened and rolled across the bridge in their tanks. But just before they got to the other side, Moses called in an air strike and destroyed the bridge with all the Egyptians on it."


"Johnny," said his mother. "You know your Sunday School teacher didn't tell the story that way!"


"Well, not exactly," said Johnny. "But if I told it the way she told it, you wouldn't believe it."


It is hard to believe, isn't it? For some of us here today, it is hard to believe that the Hebrew people escaped from Egypt without a rifle or grenade, without a cruise missile or a smart bomb, without tanks and Humvees. They simply walked out of Egypt and through the Red Sea without any military assistance. In our day of military preparedness, we, like little Johnny, find that hard to believe even though you and I witnessed the Berlin wall coming down without a shot being fired! The Exodus from Egypt is still hard to believe, though. 

And those following Moses also did not believe they could survive. Sarcastic critics then sound like critics today: “Was it because there were no graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness? (14:11)

The strong leader Moses replies with the most repeated command in the Bible—Do not be afraid!: “Do not be afraid, stand firm, and see the deliverance that the Lord will accomplish for you today; for the Egyptians whom you see today you shall never see again. The Lord will fight for you, and you have only to keep still.”(14:13-14). Moses believes not in armies, chariots or horses. He, unlike the rest of us, believes in the Lord. 

Just imagine Moses and Miriam standing on the other side and saying, "Boy, we sure were lucky today. Aren't we fortunate that the water came back after we had passed through? Knock on wood!" Moses and Miriam did not believe they were lucky or fortunate or on a good horoscope day. They sang a song we find in 15:21: "I will sing unto the LORD, for God has triumphed gloriously; the horse and rider thrown into the sea."  Will you sing it with me? “I will sing unto the LORD, for God has triumphed gloriously; the horse and rider thrown into the sea" 

The major event for the people of Israel is the Exodus from Egypt. Nine ecological disasters occurred in the land that year and a number of eldest children died as part of the tenth bad event. Or, as a child wrote in a report on the Bible, “Another important Bible guy is Moses, whose real name was Charlton Heston.  Moses led the Israel Lights out of Egypt and away from the evil Pharaoh after God sent ten plagues on Pharaoh's people.  These plagues included frogs, mice, lice, bowels, and no cable.” Plagues indeed!

The powerless people of Israel made it safely on foot through a watery tunnel just before it came crashing down on their oppressors chasing them in quick chariots and horses. The text tells us that the waters were divided by a strong east wind that blew all night (14:21). Since we have been watching Hurricane Ike this weekend, this sounds like a hurricane to me! The Egyptians called it what we call hurricanes and tornadoes--an act of nature. They probably thought that the unlucky ones drowned in the sea when the wind changed direction.

The “Israel Lights,” however, did not think that the exit from Egypt and the path through the Sea was just chance or luck or an act of nature. Moses and Miriam saw the hand of the LORD in their deliverance. So they danced and sang (please sing with me), "I will sing unto the LORD, for God has triumphed gloriously; the horse and rider thrown into the sea." 

In the Bible the story of being free from Egyptian oppression begins and ends with women. As I said a few weeks ago, we think the book of Exodus is about Moses, the savior of the people of Israel from slavery in Egypt. The book of Exodus is not, however, a hero story about Moses. This is a rescue story that tells how the Lord saves the people of Israel from the service of the Pharaoh. In the first two chapters we meet five strong women who are the first saviors in the book of Exodus. And here in chapter 15 we have Miriam and the other women playing tambourines, singing and dancing the song of salvation. They sing, “Free at last, free at last, thank God Almighty, we’re free at last!” In other words, "I will sing unto the LORD, for God has triumphed gloriously; the horse and rider thrown into the sea."

I can just imagine a referee throwing a yellow flag and penalizing them fifteen yards for excessive celebration in the end zone! Miriam and the women are not, however, on a NCAA football team. Is this celebration excessive? In our worship planning session this week, some members of the team felt uneasy with this celebration over the escape from Egypt at the expense of Egyptian lives. Some of us here today find it hard to believe that we can watch dead Egyptian soldiers wash up on the shore of the Red Sea and then sing and dance. We have a hard time celebrating with the bloated, lifeless bodies floating nearby. We have a hard time thanking God for our deliverance when there has been such a waste of human life for our sakes. 

I am glad to sing with Miriam "I will sing unto the LORD, for God has triumphed gloriously;” but I struggle to sing, “The horse and rider thrown into the sea."  Because I am a follower of Jesus Christ, I question that part of their song that celebrates the defeat and death of the Egyptians at the hand of God. When you sing, God Bless America, are you asking God to bless only us and not to bless everyone else? I don’t. I sing hoping that God will bless not only our nation but also bless our allies and our enemies--Britain and Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan--all the nations of the world. Perhaps you’ve noticed the bumper sticker on our family van: “God bless the world.”
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Some of us have a difficult time with this song of Miriam. And in the history of the Hebrew people, some had trouble with it, too. When the rabbis tell about this victory at the Red Sea, they describe the angels rejoicing over the deliverance of Israel: singing, dancing, exchanging high fives, saying, "All right! We got 'em! We got 'em!" 


"Wait," said one of the angels. "Look, the Creator of the Universe is crying!"


They asked, "Why are you weeping when Israel has been delivered by your power?"


"I am weeping for the dead Egyptians washed up on the shore--somebody's son, somebody's husband, somebody's father. The Egyptians are my children, too." (Exodus Rabbah 23:7)


You see, the Egyptians were not the enemies. The Iraqis are not our enemies. The Afghans are not our enemies. Christians do not sing and dance over front page headlines of enemies killed in our wars. Tyranny, oppression, injustice, greed, cruelty, abuse, racism were--and still are--the real enemies.

We can sing and celebrate the good in our lives without dancing over the graves of those killed in the latest war. As Paul says so well: For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places (Ephesians 6:12). The enemy of the Democrat is not the Republican. Obama and McCain are not enemies to be vanquished. I am tired of the polarities people try to impose upon political campaigns and polarities people try to impose upon different faith communities. In faith issues, political campaigns, and even animosity between the Redskins and Cowboys, we are called to rise above the name-calling, denigration, and false dichotomies.


So, how do we--like Moses and Miriam--celebrate our deliverance today? We do not celebrate our victory by dancing over the graves of our enemies, for they are God's children, too. We do not celebrate that we are right and other Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, Roman Catholics, Jews, and Muslims are wrong. (But perhaps I was a little too strong about not denigrating the Dallas Cowboys!)

We come here to celebrate what the Lord has done in our lives. We do not celebrate because of the pain in others’ lives. We do not celebrate because Texas endured the brunt of Hurricane Ike and we escaped. We sing the song of salvation for what the Lord is doing in our world to correct injustice, greed, selfishness, and abuse.  We sing because the Lord saves us every day. Perhaps singing is the best way to worship and celebrate and glorify God, anyway. I really wonder how anyone can worship without singing. Even if you don’t sing well, you can still sing praises to God! When I am filled with joy, songs come naturally to me. 

The oldest known text in our Bible is not Genesis 1:1 but is Exodus 15:21. This text is older than the words of Jeremiah, older than the songs of David, and even older than the Ten Commandments. This oldest text in the Bible is the Song of Miriam, which became the basis of the Song of Moses also in this chapter.  This verse is a hymn--the first song of the Hebrew faith. Since the beginning of Hebrew scriptures, this song is the first way that the faith of Judaism and Christianity has been expressed. "I will sing unto the LORD, for God has triumphed gloriously, the horse and rider thrown into the sea."  

The Bible has a hope that this victory chant over the Egyptians is not the last song, however. And it is not. In the prophecy of Isaiah, we hear, And on that day Israel will be the third with Egypt and Assyria, a blessing in the midst of the earth, whom the LORD of hosts has blessed, saying, “Blessed be Egypt my people, and Assyria the work of my hands, and Israel my heritage.” (Isaiah 19:24-25). Perhaps this passage from Isaiah inspired the rabbis to tell their story about the Egyptians being the Lord’s children, too. 

Someone once asked a composer, "What are you trying to express by your music?" He replied, "If I could express it in words, I wouldn't need music." If we could praise God only in words, we wouldn’t need music. Our first response to salvation and deliverance is to sing. Since love is Lord of heav’n and earth, how can I keep from singing? So, Let Heavenly Music Fill This Place. 
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