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Proper 19, Year A 
Sept. 17, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
At least the people on the east coast of Florida  
had time to prepare for the coming monster.  
Most of the weather forecasts  
had Hurricane Irma heading straight for Miami,  
and so up and down Florida’s Atlantic Coast,  
people evacuated in a more or less orderly fashion, 
despite the traffic gridlock  
and abandoned vehicles.  
 
And then, unexpectedly, the storm track shifted.  
And it was no longer Florida’s east coast  
that was in Irma’s crosshairs.  
It was the west coast.  
And time to prepare  
was a luxury  
those now in the storm’s path  
no longer had.  
 
Florida’s Gov. Rick Scott didn’t mince words.  
“You need to leave now,”  
he told anxious West Coasters in the newly predicted path.  
“Don’t wait. Evacuate.  
Not tonight. Not in an hour.  
You need to go right now.” 
 
So those who could, left.  
And those who couldn’t,  
hunkered down in their houses 
until the killer storm had passed by.   
And it seems the whole nation  
spent last Sunday  
in a general state of anxiety,  
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if not outright fear and trembling,  
awaiting the great and terrible coming of the storm,  
waiting to see who would live  
and who would die. 
 
 
 
While they were waiting,  
some noticed a strange phenomenon.  
Ahead of the storm,  
water drained away from the shoreline.  
In places like Tampa and Port Charlotte,  
as the storm approached from the south,  
strong winds blowing from the northeast  
pushed water out from the shallow parts of bays and harbors.  
People went outside and walked in the mushy sand,  
taking photos of this strange sight.  
 
In fact, the National Hurricane Center issued a warning,  
telling the lookie-loos to knock it off,  
and to get out of those dry bays,  
because when the water began to return,  
it would do so rapidly,  
and a life-threatening storm surge was sure to follow,  
not only filling the bay and harbors back,  
but inundating the area around them. 
 
And so it happened. 
Fortunately, to our knowledge,  
no one in Florida  
was caught and killed by the inrushing storm surge, 
though Irma killed at least 32 people there in other ways. 
And they’re still sorting things out in the Caribbean, 
where at least 68 people are known to have died, 
and hundreds more are still missing.  
Their fate may never be known. 
 
Those of us who make our living preaching Sunday after Sunday  



 3 

will tell you  
that it’s one of the curious gifts of the lectionary  
just how often  
one of our assigned lessons for a given Sunday  
seems to speak directly  
to something happening in the news.  
You’d think we had chosen that lesson on purpose,  
when in fact  
we’re simply playing the hand that was dealt to us, 
reading lessons chosen years in advance.  
 
And so, this morning, 
we find ourselves  
with another group of nervous evacuees, 
facing what seemed like certain death, 
with the sea ahead of them, 
and pharaoh’s army behind them, 
panic and uncertainty in the midst of them.  
 
You may remember in last week’s lesson from Exodus 
the Israelites were told how to prepare for the Passover.  
They were told to hurriedly eat a meal 
with their loins girded  
and sandals on their feet 
and a staff in their hand.  
Then they were to secure their houses, 
and to hunker down inside  
and shelter in place 
until the destroyer had passed by, 
killing all the firstborn of Egypt in its wake.  
  
Even before dawn signaled the end of that awful night, 
a furious and grieving pharaoh summoned Moses 
and told him to take his people  
and get out of Egypt 
and be quick about it.  
They left that very day, 
an estimated 2 million of them. 
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They left so quickly 
their dough didn’t even have time to rise.  
There wasn’t time to waste. 
 
Those fleeing Egypt were no doubt anxious and scared, 
beginning a journey of uncertainty.  
Their panic rose when they realized their predicament: 
ahead of them was the sea; 
behind them was Pharaoh and his army. 
You see, Pharaoh had had second thoughts 
about letting all that free labor  
just march out of Egypt without a fight.  
 
Like the millions fleeing Irma, 
the Israelites were frightened and confused, 
and they blamed Moses  
for bringing them out to the wilderness only to die. 
It was  an ugly moment.  
But Moses did his best to encourage them. 
In the verses just prior to where our story picks up,  
Moses tells them, 
“Don’t be afraid, stand firm,  
and see the deliverance  
that the Lord will accomplish for you this day.” 
 
Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, 
and the wind began to blow. 
It blew and it blew and it blew all night.  
The wind turned the sea into dry land, 
just like Tampa Bay, 
and the Israelites walked out into what had been the sea. 
If only they’d had cell phones back then, 
you know they would have been taking selfies.  
 
Meanwhile, back with Pharaoh’s army, 
the decision was made to pursue the fleeing Israelites, 
right out onto that dry sea bed.  
But pretty soon, Pharoah’s army  
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started having their own vehicle problems. 
Their chariot wheels got bogged down in the wet sand.  
Panic set in for them as well.  
And their panic was not misplaced. 
 
Because the Lord told Moses  
to again stretch out his hand. 
He did,  
and the waters came rushing back  
in a great surge, 
covering up pharaoh’s army,  
drowning them. 
We’re told that not one survived.  
But the Israelites made it safely to the other side. 
When they looked back and saw what had happened,  
they burst into song and rejoicing.  
 
So what are we to make of this story today? 
There’s a lot in there  
that makes us uncomfortable, isn’t there? 
Especially that part about the fate of the Egyptians.  
It’s very troubling to us  
to imagine God  
killing all the first-born of Egypt, 
then drowning all these Egyptian soldiers –  
and their horses. 
Didn’t God love them too?  
Weren’t they God’s children too? 
Don’t Egyptians lives matter?  
 
If God is our fellow sufferer,  
who understands our pain, 
then the pain of the Egyptians  
must matter to God too, 
just as our own fear and pain  
matters to God.  
Because if we’re honest with ourselves, 
don’t we 21st century Americans  
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really have more in common with the Egyptians 
than with their Hebrew slaves? 
And really, were Pharaoh’s soldiers  
any more to blame for following orders 
than a North Korean soldier can be held to blame 
for doing what Kim Jong-un orders him to do?  
I don’t see how.  
 
So how do we square this seemingly murderous God 
with the God we worship today?  
I wish I had a good answer for you.  
Scholars have put forth many theories  
and many stories 
to try to soften the events surrounding Passover  
and the drownings at the Red Sea.  
Maybe the best we can say is that 
this story comes from a time long, long ago 
when our understanding of God 
was vastly different than it is today.  
 
All of which begs the question: 
Did this really happen,  
or did it not? 
Did the sea really part in miraculous fashion 
to let the Israelites pass through?  
Or can we explain the sea’s parting in some other way, 
some unusual but non-supernatural phenomenon, 
like what happened at Tampa Bay? 
Or is this just a story 
handed down from one generation to the next, 
a legend that has no real basis in fact?  
 
Again, I have no answers for you.  
I don’t know  
if things really happened  
just this way.  
But I have a question for you: 
Does this story have to be factual 
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in order to be true?  
 
You and I were not at the banks of the Red Sea. 
We weren’t with Moses, 
so we can’t give eyewitness accounts 
of what happened that day.  
But speaking as one  
who HAS been delivered  
from the slavery of grief, 
from the slavery of brokenness, 
from the slavery of hopelessness, 
I CAN vouch  
for the ability of God to free me, 
just like the Bible says God freed the Israelites.  
 
God has never parted any actual seas for me, 
but God certainly brought me up  
out of the waters of my baptism. 
God allowed me to cross over to a new life, 
leaving old enemies behind me, powerless and destroyed.   
 
In every life,  
dark forces sometimes threaten to overtake us.  
But in going through the waters, 
we’re reminded that finally, 
our lives are in the hands of God.  
That’s the reason that this story 
is at the heart of the Jewish faith, 
and at the heart of our faith as well. 
 
Whether it actually happened just this way or not, 
this story reminds us that 
any time God and empire face off, 
God is always going to win.  
If we listen to the story THAT way, 
trusting in God’s promises and in God’s care, 
then we learn not to let our fears 
stop us from stepping out in faith, 
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just like Peter stepped out of the boat into the storm.  
Somehow, God will deliver us. 
When it appears we are at a dead end, 
somehow a way emerges, 
where previously no way was present.  
 
Sometimes, the seas really do part for us 
and we get a miracle we simply can’t explain.  
More often than not,  
the miracles we get are much smaller, 
and may be hard to distinguish  
from the everyday occurrences of life.  
Maybe the miracle we get  
is not some life-saving deliverance. 
Maybe the miracle is that God takes away our fear. 
Pharaoh’s army loses its ability to terrify us, 
and we recognize the mighty waters 
as something simply to be passed through 
on our way to new life.  
 
Amen.  
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