“Meanwhile”

Exodus 2:11-23

January 15, 2012

Read Exodus 2:11-23

We are still at the very beginning of Exodus. We are setting the stage for the drama that is going to unfold with Moses’ being sent to deliver the people from slavery.  In order to get there, we needed to find out how they were enslaved. In Chapter 1, we learned about the political environment: the new king felt threatened by the growing presence and strength of the Hebrew people within Egypt’s borders. The king ordered all newborn Hebrew boys killed; first, the midwives were supposed to do it, then when they would not, the order was given more broadly to throw all newborn Hebrew boys into the Nile. When he could not control the situation, the Egyptian people began to oppress and enslave the Hebrew people.

At the beginning of Chapter 2, we were introduced to Moses. The truth is that Moses was not much a player in his first appearance. We learned about Moses’ birth and how he was spared by the craftiness of his mother and the hand of God. She hid him for three months. Then, when she could hide him no more, she constructed a miniature ark for him to ride – hopefully to safety. Providentially, the Pharaoh’s daughter heard him crying and had compassion upon him. As we talked about last week, it probably was not the plan for Pharaoh’s daughter to discover him, her compassion was an unforeseen blessing.

There are three vignettes that are a part of our text today. The first two involve Moses during his young life in Egypt; and the third, his exile in Midian.  There is a final word about the plight of the people of Israel during Moses’ exile. These verses conclude what serves as the preamble to the main action in Exodus; namely, the call of Moses to serve as the deliverer of God’s people from oppression and slavery in Egypt. 


Moses
As we finally turn our attention directly to Moses, we only get a quick glimpse. The details about his childhood and early life are not included. In fact, his early adult life is fairly sparsely chronicled; all we get are these three parallel incidents that took place within a short time period; the first two within a day or two of each other. The upshot is that Moses’ childhood, upbringing, education, and experiences were not particularly relevant to God’s story of redemption. Having been introduced to Moses as a child of providence and privilege, the next thing we encounter is how and why he went into exile. 

What do we learn in this passage? First, Moses was not a perfect person. Second, Moses had a heart for justice, though his handling of his passion had markedly mixed results. Third, God remains a mystery even as he reveals his faithfulness and sovereignty. 

Let’s take a look at each one briefly. 

Moses was not a perfect person. 
Moses was not perfect from the get-go. He did not fit in. Just reading the story – even before he killed the Egyptian – you get the sense that Moses was ill at ease. He did not identify himself as an Egyptian even though he was raised in the Pharaoh’s household. Specifically, he was aware of his heritage even though he grew up in privilege. Moses did not integrate himself fully into the life of Egyptian aristocracy. The narrator says Moses “went out to his people and saw their forced labor.” He went out to them. He sought to be connected with his Hebrew brothers. 

However, instead of welcome Moses found rejection. Having stood up for his brothers against the Egyptian, Moses was stung by the rebuke, “Who made you ruler and judge over us? Do you mean to kill me as you killed the Egyptian?” The person Moses had saved from the hand of the Egyptian earlier had apparently shared the story with others. The skeleton was literally out of Moses’ closet in a time almost as quick as going viral on the internet. It was clear to Moses that the Hebrew people did not consider him as one of their own; it also was clear to Moses that he would not be able to stay in Egypt, either.
This is the first picture of Moses as a person – a look at his character. To people not familiar with Moses and Scripture, it is not a particularly flattering picture. Like the Patriarch before him, Moses comes off as both brutish and cowardly. He could be short tempered and impulsive. He does not seem like the kind of person God would choose for anything holy. 

God chooses whom he chooses. It does not make sense to us; it is not like voting for a president where, during the process, everyone has a chance to vet the candidate’s background to search for errors of judgment and flaws in character. It is unlikely that Moses would have faired well in today’s political process. That does not change the fact that God chose him for God’s purposes. 

We do not know the criteria God uses to choose people. We know they do not earn it on the bases of human reason. Sometimes he chooses the obvious people, sometimes he chooses the least likely people to do amazing things. Think about it: the story of Moses would make very little difference to us today but for God’s choosing and using him to lead the people out of Egypt. If we did not know what was coming, Moses would simply be a Hebrew gang wannabe; he would be someone who ran away after committing a crime. 

Being part of God’s plan was probably not something Moses was considering. If he did consider it, I suspect it would have been in terms of how unfit he would be for God’s service. I know that is what I would have been thinking; and the reason I know is because it is something I still struggle with thinking. I can very quickly draw up the recollection of many of the skeletons in my own closet; things I have done for which I am ashamed, embarrassed, or simply sorry. Don’t we all have those things? In our minds, isn’t this the reason we believe God – not only will not – but can not use us. We are too broken. We are too dirty. We are too unholy and have done too many things for God to be able to really love us or consider us worthy to be a part of his plans. It is remarkable to me how easily I can excuse myself from something God has called me to do because I think he cannot use me.
God chooses whom he chooses. It does not make sense to us. What we have done in the past does not limit what God can and will do with us in the future. In many cases, God uses the broken and dirty to demonstrate his transformative power. How much more compelling is the testimony of someone like Moses, someone like Saul who became Paul, sinners like me. God took them from brokenness and alienation and used them for his holy purposes. So it is with all of us. We may not all be involved in actions as big and dramatic as the Exodus, but the point is that God is not bound from using us because of anything we have done in the past. 
Let me put it this way: God’s choosing is like divine jury duty. In the divine jury duty system, there are no compelling excuses for delaying or getting out of service. God sees through the excuses, God is more powerful than the felonies and misdemeanors we have committed, and if he has sent the subpoena for your attendance, you would be wise to heed the call. People do not serve on juries because they have volunteered based on their worthiness, they serve because they are called. 
Second, Moses had a heart for justice. 
Even though he was not a perfect person, Moses had a well-developed – if not overly developed – sense of justice. It seems appropriate to look at this during the weekend we remember and celebrate the life of Martin Luther King, Jr. In this one chapter, Moses intervened in three separate situations to defend the helpless, downtrodden and oppressed. 
These episodes demonstrate how complex are our efforts to make things right in the power of our own strength. In all three situations, Moses tried to do a good deed. He saw injustice and stepped up to stop it. He meant well. 

Justice and the pursuit of justice is complex. Even the best intentioned people can be caught in the midst of unjust systems that hurt the poor and the oppressed. Pursuing justice on behalf of others is a tricky proposition because both the cause and the credibility of the one pursuing the cause matter.

Moses mixed success is illustrative. His first reported attempt at effecting justice resulted in him killing another person. Although that may have been an immediate remedy of an oppressive situation, vigilante justice is not something the narrator of our text approved and the consequences were not what Moses hoped. In his second attempt Moses tried to reason with the oppressor only to be rejected with “who are you to judge us?” It stung because it had some merit; Moses had been the recipient of the blessing of privilege. The aggressor rejected Moses’ presumption of moral authority because Moses was a Hebrew brother. To be clear: Moses’ lack of credibility to intervene did not mean the aggressor was in the right, it only meant Moses was not in a position where he could effectively advocate for the cause of the oppressed. In the third, there is no description of what or how Moses drove off the shepherds, but there is no indication of violence or intimidation. It simply says, “Moses got up and came to their defense and watered their flocks.” Here, by simply standing with the seven daughters of the priest of Midian, he gained favor with the family and ultimately found a home. 
To flesh that out a little bit: the Midianites dwelled in what is mostly desert. Those who lived in this region had a tough existence. Water was precious and rare. When Moses fled Egypt and finally stopped and settled at an oasis, he was bound to witness an encounter like the one described. It was a dangerous place. His standing with the seven daughters of Midian was personally risky.

Pursuing justice – standing with those in need of savior – always involves personal risk. In John 10, Jesus challenged the religious authorities in the temple. Drawing on the illustration of Moses: 

“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 

The hired hand, who is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and runs away—and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. The hired hand runs away because a hired hand does not care for the sheep. I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father. I lay down my life for the sheep.
*


*


*


*
For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this command from my Father.”
Jesus willingly laid down his life for the sheep. Moses willingly put his life on the line for the defense and benefit of the seven daughters. 

This trajectory of seeking justice at personal risk is seen in Martin Luther King, Jr. In accepting the Nobel Peace Prize on December 10, 1964, he said,

I accept the Nobel Prize for Peace at a moment when 22 million Negroes of the United States of America are engaged in a creative battle to end the long night of racial injustice. I accept this award on behalf of a civil rights movement which is moving with determination and a majestic scorn for risk and danger to establish a reign of freedom and a rule of justice. I am mindful that only yesterday in Birmingham, Alabama, our children, crying out for brotherhood, were answered with fire hoses, snarling dogs and even death. I am mindful that only yesterday in Philadelphia, Mississippi, young people seeking to secure the right to vote were brutalized and murdered. And only yesterday more than 40 houses of worship in the State of Mississippi alone were bombed or burned because they offered a sanctuary to those who would not accept segregation. I am mindful that debilitating and grinding poverty afflicts my people and chains them to the lowest rung of the economic ladder.

Therefore, I must ask why this prize is awarded to a movement which is beleaguered and committed to unrelenting struggle; to a movement which has not won the very peace and brotherhood which is the essence of the Nobel Prize.

After contemplation, I conclude that this award which I receive on behalf of that movement is a profound recognition that nonviolence is the answer to the crucial political and moral question of our time - the need for man to overcome oppression and violence without resorting to violence and oppression. Civilization and violence are antithetical concepts. Negroes of the United States, following the people of India, have demonstrated that nonviolence is not sterile passivity, but a powerful moral force which makes for social transformation. Sooner or later all the people of the world will have to discover a way to live together in peace, and thereby transform this pending cosmic elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood. If this is to be achieved, man must evolve for all human conflict a method which rejects revenge, aggression and retaliation. The foundation of such a method is love. (emphasis added)
Pursuing justice by standing with the oppressed is an expression of love. It is complex because there are times when standing with the wronged requires military force and violence; there are times when the defense of others justifies the exercise of strength. Yet, as Jesus modeled and Martin Luther King, Jr. picked up, “nonviolence is not sterile passivity, but a powerful moral force which makes for social transformation.” The moral force for social transformation will not occur by violence. If we have learned anything in Iraq and Afghanistan, it is that the work of pursuing peace and justice is difficult, complex, and cannot be fully achieved by might alone.

God
All of which brings us to the final verses in Chapter 2 of Exodus; it draws us back to God. This is the “meanwhile…” part of the text; as in, meanwhile, as Moses was out doing his thing, God was hearing his people cry. 
God hears his people cry. He heard their groaning. He remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob – not that he had forgotten; rather, he determined as part of his own sovereign will that it was time to take action on the basis of that covenant. God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them.

That is good news.

The hard news is found in the first few words: “after a long time.” God acted in his own timing. God did not act upon the initial cry of the people. God did not intervene in the genocidal orders of the Pharaoh when Moses’ was born, and God did not intervene immediately when things were tough for the Israelite people. 

We know there is suffering in the world. We do not know why God allows for it, nor can we always see how God’s glory will be revealed in it. The point of this passage is not to explain suffering. The point of this passage is to reveal how God enters into the suffering that exists and works his plan through it. Such an explanation can be highly unsatisfying to those who are experiencing suffering and looking for meaning in the midst. It is not helpful to hear “It’s God’s plan for you.” What is helpful to hear is that God is with us in the midst of suffering, has joined himself with us in our suffering, and is sustaining us. God looks upon us, takes notice of us, and remembers his covenants with us. 

Conclusion

What is the take-away from today? 

I suppose the take-away is that God is not bound by our past. God uses imperfect people to effect his perfect plan. I suppose it is to remember that we are to pursue justice, love mercy, and walk humbly before our LORD. I suppose it is to realize that even as God reveals himself to us, God remains a mystery not fully explainable, predictable, or understandable to us. God acts in his own time and in his own way; but God’s seeming inaction does not mean he has not heard us or taken notice of us. 

We trust that God calls us, God leads us, and God is our destination. Looking to Scripture and the past, we can see how God has been true to that pattern. Looking forward, it requires our steps of faith to believe that while we struggle, while we suffer, and while we wait for God, the narrator of our story could say, “Meanwhile…God heard, God remembered, God looked, and God took notice.” 

Amen.

8:30 Prayer and invitation to offering

10:00 Invitation to offering. 
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