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GOD spoke to Moses: “Tell the Israelites to turn around and make camp at PIE-

HA-HAROTH, between Migdol and the sea. Camp on the shore of the sea opposite 

BA-AL-ZEFFON. 

 “Pharaoh will think, ‘The Israelites are lost; they’re confused. The wilderness has 

closed in on them.’ Then I’ll make Pharaoh’s heart stubborn again and he’ll chase 

after them. And I’ll use Pharaoh and his army to put my Glory on display. Then the 

Egyptians will realize that I am GOD.” 

And that’s what happened. 

When the king of Egypt was told that the people were gone, he and his servants 

changed their minds. They said, “What have we done, letting Israel, our slave 

labor, go free?” So, he had his chariots harnessed up and got his army together. He 

took six hundred of his best chariots, with the rest of the Egyptian chariots and 

their drivers coming along. 

 GOD made Pharaoh, king of Egypt, stubborn, determined to chase the Israelites as 

they walked out on him without even looking back. The Egyptians gave chase and 

caught up with them where they had made camp by the sea—all Pharaoh’s horse-

drawn chariots and their riders, all his foot soldiers there at PIE-HA-HAROTH 

opposite BA-AL-ZEFFON. 

As Pharaoh approached, the Israelites looked up and saw them—Egyptians! 

Coming at them! 

They were totally afraid. They cried out in terror to GOD. They told Moses, 

“Weren’t the cemeteries large enough in Egypt so that you had to take us out here 

in the wilderness to die? What have you done to us, taking us out of Egypt? Back 

in Egypt didn’t we tell you this would happen? Didn’t we tell you, ‘Leave us alone 

here in Egypt—we’re better off as slaves in Egypt than as corpses in the 

wilderness.’” 
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13 Moses spoke to the people: “Don’t be afraid. Stand firm and watch GOD do his 

work of salvation for you today. Take a good look at the Egyptians today for 

you’re never going to see them again. 

 GOD will fight the battle for you.  And you? You keep your mouths shut!” 

 GOD said to Moses: “Why cry out to me? Speak to the Israelites. Order them to get 

moving. Hold your staff high and stretch your hand out over the sea: Split the sea! 

The Israelites will walk through the sea on dry ground. 

 “Meanwhile I’ll make sure the Egyptians keep up their stubborn chase—I’ll use 

Pharaoh and his entire army, his chariots and horsemen, to put my Glory on 

display so that the Egyptians will realize that I am GOD.” 

 The angel of God that had been leading the camp of Israel now shifted and got 

behind them. And the Pillar of Cloud that had been in front also shifted to the rear. 

The Cloud was now between the camp of Egypt and the camp of Israel. The Cloud 

enshrouded one camp in darkness and flooded the other with light. The two camps 

didn’t come near each other all night. 

 Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea and GOD, with a terrific east wind 

all night long, made the sea go back. He made the sea dry ground. The seawaters 

split. 

 The Israelites walked through the sea on dry ground with the waters a wall to the 

right and to the left. The Egyptians came after them in full pursuit, every horse and 

chariot and driver of Pharaoh racing into the middle of the sea. It was now the 

morning watch. GOD looked down from the Pillar of Fire and Cloud on the 

Egyptian army and threw them into a panic. He clogged the wheels of their 

chariots; they were stuck in the mud. 

The Egyptians said, “Run from Israel! GOD is fighting on their side and against 

Egypt!” 

 GOD said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over the sea and the waters will come 

back over the Egyptians, over their chariots, over their horsemen.” 

 Moses stretched his hand out over the sea: As the day broke and the Egyptians 

were running, the sea returned to its place as before. GOD dumped the Egyptians in 

the middle of the sea. The waters returned, drowning the chariots and riders of 

Pharaoh’s army that had chased after Israel into the sea. Not one of them survived. 
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 But the Israelites walked right through the middle of the sea on dry ground, the 

waters forming a wall to the right and to the left. GOD delivered Israel that day 

from the oppression of the Egyptians. And Israel looked at the Egyptian dead, 

washed up on the shore of the sea, and realized the tremendous power that GOD 

brought against the Egyptians. The people were in reverent awe before GOD and 

trusted in GOD and his servant Moses. 

 

I am wondering today whether miracles are attributable to human agency 

or divine intervention?  Would the Red Sea have parted without Moses’ 

leadership and courage leading the Israelites down into the water?  We all know 

that the story has God performing the miracle, but what do we say about the role 

Moses plays in saving his people? 

Our film tonight, “Sully,” poses a similar question.  In January 2009, Captain 

Chesley Sullenberger, was a seasoned veteran pilot for US Airways.  He safely 

landed-- in a most unlikely place-- his passenger plane carrying 155 souls aboard.  

Following a bird strike that took out both engines of the airplane, he could not 

make it back to LaGuardia Airport in New York, nor to the neighboring airfield in 

New Jersey.  Losing altitude rapidly, he made a unilateral emergency decision to 

land the plane in the Hudson River—yes, IN the Hudson River.  Do you remember 

this incident? 

It was indeed a miracle that he landed the plane at all, given that both 

engines were dead, but it was a miracle of Biblical proportions that he could land 
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the disabled airplane upright in the river.  It was a further miracle that all 

passengers were rescued off the wings of the aircraft or from the inflatable rafts 

that were deployed. A few persons were rescued out of the icy waters of the 

river.  The emergency landing and subsequent rescue went off without a hitch, 

just like in the pre-flight airline safety talks we have all heard countless times. 

It took expert flying to pull off the safe landing.  Most who heard of it also 

called it a miracle.  How much of it was Sully’s doing, and how much of it was 

God’s hand? 

Both Moses and Sully were called heroes for what they did, but both also 

came under fire for their leadership decisions.  I know the scripture story Bill read 

you was long, but it is such a compelling, exciting story!  I couldn’t cut any of it 

out.  They should make a movie of the story of the parting of the Red Sea….Oh, 

wait!  I think they did!  

 In “The Ten Commandments,” Charlton Heston plays the part of Moses.  I 

can still remember him, can’t you?  There he is, standing at the river’s edge, 

holding his walking stick up in kind of a Charlton Heston way, his long, wavy locks 

and his brown robe blowing in the wind.  He looks so….Moses, you know? 

By contrast, but not so much as we might first suppose, Tom Hanks takes 

on the character of Sully Sullenberger.  His hair is dyed all gray to look like the 60-
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something pilot, and he looks rather the seasoned and experienced professional 

that he is portraying.  Slight of build, Sully has none of the glamour of the larger-

than-life Moses.  No, Sully is just a modest, serious, careful pilot who makes a 

larger-than-life decision one frigid New York morning. In the process, and perhaps 

with God’s help, he pulls off a miracle. 

   ***** 

Back on the banks of the Red Sea, God talks Moses through the whole 

ordeal.  God exhorts him, encourages him, commands him to lead the people into 

the water.  God tells Moses to take on the risk of drowning, and to also risk the 

lives of all the freed Israelite slaves counting on him.  Moses is assured by the 

voice of God that he is not alone, that God will be with him all the way.  God even 

gets forceful with Moses to get him to take the first step into the water.  

 I can imagine Moses saying to God, “You want me to do WHAT??  You want 

us to go WHERE???  You’ve got to be KIDDING!!”  The text tells us this:   GOD said 

to Moses: “Why cry out to me? Speak to the Israelites. Order them to get moving!”   

 I don’t know about you, but if I had God barking this order at me, I would 

feel pretty unnerved!  It would be hard to be confident of a good outcome!  I’d 

only hope I could be brave.  I could only pray that, with God in my back pocket, I 

would be able to raise my stick high above my head and order the water to 
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STAND BACK!  I’m coming through!  I, and all my friends, here!  “Pharaoh’s gonna 

drow…own, Pharaoh’s gonna drow..own.” 

  ****** 

Sully, on the other hand, hears no booming voice of God.  He sees no angel 

in a pillar of cloud leading the way.  With both engines out, it’s eerily quiet in the 

cockpit.  There’s just Sully and his First Officer, Jeff Skiles, trying to figure out what 

to do, and having only seconds to decide.  Is God there in the cockpit, too?  Is God 

there whispering in Sully’s ear, “Just land the plane, Sully!  Just take ‘er down! 

YES, land in the HUDSON, son!  I am with you!”  

“You want me to do WHAT??  You want us to go WHERE???  You’ve got to 

be KIDDING!!”  

****** 

 Is God with us just as much when we hear nothing as when we feel that we 

are being cheered on?  Does God send an angel to us in a pillar of cloud only in 

Bible stories, or do we get God’s help, too, when our enemies are chasing us here 

in our real lives? 

I don’t know how to answer that question.  I don’t know how the parents of 

a miracle baby answer that question when mother and child live through a 

difficult and risky delivery.  I don’t know how the parents of the children in the 
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daycare center killed in the 1995 bombing of the Murrah Building in Oklahoma 

City answer that question, either.  Does God pick and choose the miracles worth 

performing?  Does God save some children and abandon others? 

It’s a slippery slope, isn’t it?  When we praise God and sing songs of a 

miracle salvation, like I did following my near-fatal car accident, what are we 

saying to the family of the paralyzed man lying in the bed in the room next to me 

who was hit by a car while crossing the street? 

If God worked a miracle on the Hudson that January morning, why didn’t 

God work an equal miracle eight years earlier just a few miles away at the World 

Trade Towers?  What do you say to the children who lost their parents that day?  

What do you say today to the tens of millions of enslaved people around the 

world who are not saved from their own Pharaoh nightmares? 

   ******* 

This whole business of miracles is tricky.  Some misguided and dangerous 

voices, like Jerry Falwell, claim to know the heart of God.  Following the disaster in 

New Orleans borne out of a killer hurricane, he preached that the storm was 

God’s judgment on a “city filled with sin.”  He likened the City of New Orleans to 

Sodom and Gomorrah.  Worse yet than his individual deluded and twisted 

theology, many people believed him. 
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We can’t know the heart of God.  We can’t know why babies die and 

criminals go free; we can’t know why the people of Haiti are ravaged by their own 

monster storm while the monster tornado narrowly misses our town altogether. 

What I DO know is that God is with us, wanting us to live good stories.  I 

have felt the presence of God in my own life.  I felt God telling me to make my life 

count after it was spared on that August morning up on I-70.  No, I don’t think 

God caused my accident to get my attention.  No, I don’t think God saved me 

from death, either.  I can’t be that selfish. 

The EMTs and police officers who came to help, who gently pried me out of 

the wreckage, who gave me oxygen and medication and a dry bed in the back of 

an ambulance, those were the miracle workers.  And God stood with them, too, 

wanting human agency to succeed.  But if I had perished, I would hope my 

parents and sisters would not blame God.  

***** 

The ancient writers of the Old Testament were writing to their people, the 

Jews.  At the time they were writing down the old stories, the Jewish remnant had 

a hard time believing that God cared for them at all.  They had been overrun by 

the Babylonians, their Temple destroyed, their homes and livestock destroyed, 

too.  Most of them did not survive the onslaught; the Babylonians did not 
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discriminate among the most vulnerable of persons.  The most educated and 

skilled Jewish adults were taken captive and forced to march hundreds of miles to 

the east.  Most of them did not live through that experience either. 

Their heritage, their culture, and their religion, too, was lost.  Only the 

stories remained, spoken in the shadows and in the wee hours of the night while 

the captive remnant dreamed of liberation. 

They needed their heroes.  They needed Noah and Abraham, Jacob and 

Moses.  They especially needed Moses.  They needed a hero to free them.  They 

needed a hero to lead them out of their captivity and into the Promised Land.  

They needed a mighty hero, backed by God and accompanied by the angels in 

pillars of holy fire.  They needed their miracle. 

****** 

What ARE we to believe?  Miracles—those rescues and victories that make 

little sense in our hearts and minds—they DO happen.  We recognize them as 

such because they are extra-ordinary.  It is our nature to be awed by the 

unexplainable heavenly “YES!” 

It is also our nature to be skeptical, to be critical, to be unbelieving.  Moses 

was questioned by the people he led.  First, he was questioned by the people 

when he told them to wade into the waters of the sea, even though he assured 
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them of God’s holy will that a pathway would be made dry for them and that their 

pursuers would be swallowed up in the raging waters of the sea. 

Then he was questioned by them on the other side of the miracle of the 

parting of the waters. “Why did you lead us here?  We are starving!  We are 

nowhere!  We were better off as slaves; at least we had food to eat and shelter 

from the night!  Where is your God now???”   He couldn’t win with the angry 

Israelites.  The hero’s judgment was questioned; the miracle was quickly 

forgotten. 

   

Sully met the same fate.  In his case, the National Traffic Safety Board 

questioned his decision to land in the river, despite that his gamble had paid off 

and that he had saved all his passengers and crew. The hero’s judgment was 

questioned; the miracle was quickly forgotten.  

**** 

I don’t know about the intersection of miracles and science and of 

happenstance and heroes.  But we need them, don’t we?  We need our heroes 

and we need our miracles.  We need to believe in God and in God’s love and in 

God’s loving hand in our lives.   



 11 

We need also to believe that God doesn’t pick and choose who to save and 

who will perish.  The Moses story would have us believe otherwise, and that’s 

why it is so important, when studying the Biblical text to also study the Biblical 

context.  In this way, when we add understanding to why the story was told thus 

and so, and when we can identify the audience for whom the story was written, 

then we avoid the sin of using the Bible as a weapon against others who do not 

share either our faith or our theology. 

I believe in a God of pure love, and because I believe in this God, my God 

does not prefer Christians over Jews or Muslims or Hindus or even atheists.  My 

God does not prefer Americans over Cubans or Russians or Inuit Indians.  My God 

does not prefer women over men, blacks over whites over browns over yellows, 

cats over dogs, or heterosexuals over homosexuals.  God of My Understanding 

does not discriminate or withhold love from any of God’s Creation.   

The people of Moses’ day NEEDED their God to vanquish their enemies and 

to set them free.  The people of our day need God to show us how to love each 

other and stop making enemies of each other.  That’s how I see it. 

I need my miracles; don’t take them from me, God.  But don’t let me own 

them either.  Don’t let me claim them for my side or my kind or my religion or my 

politics.  Just let me enjoy them.   
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Thank, you, Moses, for a great story of God’s saving love.  Thank you, too, 

Sully.  Thank you for being a modern-day hero of mine. 

Join us tonight for this miracle story, won’t you? 

May It Be So.   


