When the impossible isn’t a barrier
Text: Exodus 14: 19 – 31

Sermon by Barry Jones
Introduction:

Recently I attended the re-opening of the renovated Hebrew synagogue, community centre and Kadimah College in Greys Avenue. The Jewish community has been in Auckland since 1840 when David Nathan gathered a handful of other Jewish settlers and held prayer services in his home.
The present synagogue was opened in 1968. In 2004 the congregation decided to redevelop the whole complex in Greys avenue. It was made very clear by the speakers at the reopening service that the project had been a huge financial hurdle for the congregation. But the redeveloped site bears testimony to the Jewish congregation’s belief that the impossible isn’t a barrier!

That friends, is the theme of the story of deliverance of the Israelites at the crossing of the reed sea.

As I read and reflected on the crossing I couldn’t help thinking of the Auckland Hebrew congregation. They along with all other Jews trace the beginning of their nation to that remarkable incident. Their deliverance from slavery in Egypt gave the Hebrews freedom and a new lease of life. From this point onwards they became a new people, the people of Israel. One scholar puts it this way; “This story is an account of a nation’s birth-hour. It is the emphatic declaration that Israel did not simply happen, but was created.”
The crossing of the reed sea is a defining moment for the Jewish people. It is a powerful symbol of deliverance. It confirms for them and other people of faith that with God, the impossible isn’t a barrier.
The deliverance of the Israelites from the Egyptian army is further confirmation that God takes sides. God was aware of the struggles they faced.” I have heard the cry of my people.” When Brazilian Catholic Bishops issue a pastoral letter addressing the injustices in their land, they use God’s declaration as the title, “I have heard the cry of my people.” The Spanish word for cry is ‘el grito’, which means “scream” and conveys more realistically the agony of their plight.

Tragically the church hasn’t always followed God’s example of siding with the oppressed. For centuries the Catholic Church in South America was on the side of Pharaoh. It told the poor to be patient and accept present earthly misery in exchange for anticipated bliss in the afterlife. It told the poor not to rock the boat, not to challenge the systems, not to organise, not to form unions. And the rich loved it.

But something began to happen to the Bishops. The re-read their Bibles and discovered that God consistently identified with the poor and oppressed. Gradually, with increasing conviction, they began to be advocates for the poor and challenged the political and economic structures that kept the poor powerless.

The rich countered and said the church was meddling in politics. “You are taking sides” they accused the Bishops. To which the Bishops could only reply,”You’ve got it all wrong. For centuries we took your side and you never complained about that mix of religion and politics. No it is not that we have started ‘taking sides.’ We are merely ‘changing sides!’
To ask how did it happen that the sea parted is not a helpful question to ask. The historical basis for the detail of the account cannot be determined. Tidal movements in the delta may be a factor. At this point let us clear up one piece of misinformation. Throughout this story reference is made to the crossing of the ‘Red sea.’ This is certainly not the strip of water that the Israelites crossed. Nearly all the translators of the Jewish Scriptures from the third century to as late as Revised Standard Version in 1952 in the 20th century have mistranslated the word naming the sea. It has been translated the ‘Red Sea’ when in fact the accurate translation is The Reed sea’ of the ‘Sea of reeds.’
What is clear that the story has a basis in an escape of an Israelite group from certain death at the hands of Pharaoh’s army, and event remembered as so exceptional that only an intensified form of the presence of God could adequately explain it.

Terrance Fretheim says the powerful story telling skills of the writer conveys an ‘impressionistic picture’. Trying to determine the literal facts, or suggesting that the Israelites considered the detail to correspond precisely to reality, is like retouching Renoir’s impressionistic paintings to make them look like photographs.
Fretheim notes that there are three interlocking factors in the story that need to be noted;

Firstly, the events at the shore of the sea began with a divine imitative. 
The pillar of cloud that had gone before the Israelites in their escape from Egypt moved so that it was between the rear of the fleeing Israelites and the front of the pursing Egyptian charioteers. ‘The cloud made it dark for the Egyptians but gave light to the people of Israel.’
Secondly God acted in and through a human agent. 
God commanded Moses to stretch out his staff and hold it out over the water so that it parted allowing the Israelites to make it across to the other shore.

Thirdly, God uses a natural force - wind to swing the odds of survival in Israel’s favour. 
“A strong East wind blew all night.” Fretheim notes that God couldn’t lessen the depth of water with a snap of his fingers! It took all night for the wind to reduce the water level. So the agencies that create a path through the sea are threefold – divine, human and natural. This is how God works. Not in isolation but using human and non-human powers to accomplish the divine purpose.
It is important to note also that God’s action had to be matched by a faith response of the Israelites. They had to cross the seabed. A little earlier in the story the Israelites had uttered a loud expression of non-faith. When they saw the Pharaoh and his army pursuing them they were terrified and cried out to Moses, “Weren’t there any graves in Egypt? Did you have to bring us out into the desert to die? It would have been better to be slaves in Egypt than to die here in the desert.” The cost of freedom appears too great if it means the renunciation of all aspects of security we have ever known. Isn’t it asking too much of us to be propelled into an existence that is  vacuum, devoid of all the symbols of security – ground to walk on, a regular supply of food and some reasonable assurance that life will continue and not come to a premature sticky end!
E. Napier writes; “It is a fundamental cry, this wail of unfaith. And no one may sit in judgement on it, since every person’s life is tormented by the same cry. This is precisely why the Exodus story claims the attention of succeeding generations of those who choose to life a faith-directed life. Exodus is the story of everyone’s tentative, terrifying, panic-prone venture of faith.”
When the Israelites cross the sea safely and witness Pharaoh’s army being drowned by the rising seawaters, they understandable break out into song. Not dissimilar to English football fans breaking out into the song made popular by the band Queen,
 “We are the champions of the world, 
And well keep on fighting to the end

We are the champions

No time for losers

Cause we are the champions, of the world.”
The song Moses and his party sang was;

I will sing to the Lord because

He has won a glorious victory;

He has thrown horse and rider into the sea.”
A word of caution here about being too triumphalistic. Hans Uko points out how Jewish people have handled their mixed emotions when reading the song of praise of Moses as they Egyptians perished in the sea. Of course there was cause for celebration – the people were finally liberated. But the enemy was no more; the Israelites were saved through the death of the Egyptians. In the Jewish Midrash, a sort of commentary that is read alongside the Bible record, the angels are about to join Moses and his people in singing their song of rejoicing. They noticed that God was not looking pleased. They asked God why, and God replies, “How can I sing when the work of my hands is drowning in the sea?”

Pastor Neimoller  a decorated German U boat captain in the First World War, was imprisoned in a concentration camp during the Second World War because of his opposition to Hitler. He wrote; “It took me a long time to learn that God is not the enemy of my enemies, and God is not even the enemy of his enemy.”
My father once told me that during his ministry throughout the Second World War he could never pray for victory, only for peace.

So the crossing of the reed sea is a powerful story of when the impossible isn’t a barrier. But that truth is not confined to that one incident. Here are some more recent examples of when the impossible is not a barrier.

# East Germany – ‘Fear has grown smaller.”

The German theologian Dorothee Soelle tells the story of speaking in an overcrowded church in Dresden, East Germany in the mid 1980’s. Her title was, “The arms race kills, even without war.” In the discussion afterwards one of the listeners stood up and passionately criticized East Germany's -socialist education. As a father he objected to his children being taught that they must uncritically accept State policies and grovel before their superiors. While he spoke there was a deathly silence in the overcrowded church. Dorothee said her stomach was gripped in fear. “Keep your mouth shut,” she thought, "The Stasi, the secret police they’ll come for you in a moment. They are just waiting for this.”  But nothing happened to the speaker. She learned later that in the church there had been spies from the Stasi. After the service she asked the minister whose church was hosting the event; “What has changed?” The minister replied, “Fear has grown smaller.”  The brave words of the speaker were signs of civil courage and independence of mind. Soon communism in East Germany was to collapse. The impossible isn’t a barrier.
# The end of Apartheid in South Africa.

Apartheid is the Afrikaner work for separate. It was system of political rule instituted by the white minority government in the late 1940’s. It meant separate and unequal development of whites and Blacks. Blacks were denied the right to vote or to attain equal treatment in commonly recognised social goods such as education, health and recreation.
In the 1960’s the Black majority began to protest more forcefully against their inequality through acts of civil disobedience, rioting, and small scale terrorism. In response the white Government ordered hasher methods to quell the growing unrest, such as widespread torture, summary executives and disappearances. In 1960 the shooting of sixty-nine black protesters in Sharpeville send shock waves around the world. It was the beginning of international condemnation for Apartheid.

Key factors in the dismantling of Apartheid were these;
· Economic sanctions. Overseas companies began disinvesting in South Africa. A strong international move to boycott South African products began to hurt the economy. In 1985 foreign banks refused to roll over South Africa’s loans.
· Sporting boycotts, particularly rugby and cricket hurt the morale of the white government. 

· Changes in foreign policy. With neighbouring Angola and Mozambique becoming independent of their colonial masters, they became the training ground for South African black freedom fighters. South African troops were constantly engaged in fighting along its borders. When Communism=m began to collapse in the 1980s the South African Government was deprived of the principle reason for its aggressive foreign policy. The will to maintain the system of Apartheid began to flag.

· White citizens began to feel the effects of the economic sanctions. They saw a reduction in their privileged standard of living.

· The rise of a black industrialised labour force, willing to hold widespread strikes to improve their working conditions made South African industry very vulnerable.
In March 1992 a ‘whites only’ referendum resulted in 69% of the voters supporting Prime Minister de Klerk to continue talks with the ANC that would extend political rights to the Blacks. This was essentially an agreement to end the racial state. The total abandonment of apartheid, however, came in the elections of 1994, when citizenship was extended to Black South Africans. The impossible isn’t a barrier.
There is a common element running through the story of the Exodus of the Jews, the collapse of communism in East Germany and the end to Apartheid in South Africa. It is this. The Bible tells us that because God is just, there is a moral dimension to history, so that those who act oppressively will be brought down and destroyed in the long run.

I saw that truth very clearly in Berlin. In 2006 Jennifer and I were on a bus tour that visited Germany.. We stopped in Berlin and during an orientation tour of the city our tour guide drew our attention to a vacant lot in the heart of Berlin. It was a mound of earth covered with weeds, with some cars parked around the edge. Our guide said that beneath that mound was Hitler’s wartime bunker, where he perished in 1945. She said Berliners did not know what to with the land above the bunker.
Only a few kilometres from the bunker near the Brandenburg gate was the vast Holocaust memorial - featuring 2,700 concrete slabs which was completed in 2004. At the opening ceremony the President of the German Parliament Wolfgang Thierse said, “Today we open a memorial that recalls Nazi Germany’s worst, most terrible crime – the attempt to exterminate an entire people.”
Here is the judgement of history. Only a mound of dirt marks where the tyrant Hitler died. But the holocaust memorial covering 19,000 square metres reminds all who see it never to forget those Jews who lives were stolen from them.

Evangelical churches stress individual salvation. But the Exodus story of the crossing of the Reed Sea reminds us that God’s deliverance is much wider than individuals. There is a profoundly corporate dimension to God’s salvation. It means the emancipation of whole people. Think of the emancipation of slaves, of women, of coloured people, and the impending emancipation of Gay and Lesbians.

The crossing of the Reed Sea is a profound symbol of hope. Whenever we give in to despair, whenever we say that things will never change, remember that for God the impossible isn’t a barrier.

