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>>Open our eyes that we might see wondrous things in your word.  Amen<< 
 
The reggae king, Bob Marley, produced an album in the year I was born - 1977 - called 
Exodus.  Six months before that album came out, Marley survived an assassination attempt 
on his life after a bullet hit his chest and arm.  He was forced to flee his homeland of Jamaica, 
and went to London where he lived as an exile.  While in exile, Marley wrote the lyrics and 
music for the Exodus album.  The album’s music was described by one critic as “laid back,” 
creating a “stoned atmosphere” for listeners, which I think is quite funny, since the stereotype 
of Rastafarians like Marley is that they were high all the time.  But “every song [on the 
album,]” said TIME magazine in 1999, “is a classic, from the messages of love to the 
anthems of revolution.”   TIME magazine went on to boldly declare Marley’s Exodus the 1

greatest album of the 20th century.  
 
Beneath the mellow facade of the music, the Exodus album contains a potent mix of 
prophetic politics and an impassioned plea to listeners to learn the ways of love.  “Don’t 
forget … who you are and where you stand in the struggle,” sings Marley in one song on the 
album.  “Woe to the downpressors,” he sings in another, “they will eat the bread of sorrow.” 
“No bullet can stop us now,” he defiantly sings in still another.  And mixed in with this 
prophetic punchiness, aimed at injustice, there are lyrics of hope and comfort.  Marley sings, 
“Your life is worth much more than gold.”  “Don’t worry about a thing, cause every little 
thing is gonna be alright!”  And he dreams of what he calls “One Love.  One heart” - a 
message of unity to bring people together to “feel all right,” he says.  The Exodus album 
reminds me of words from that old Hebrew prophet Isaiah - a prophet who is often read in 
churches during the season of Advent - Isaiah, who, like the prophetic Marley centuries later, 
could sing against injustice in one song, and then sing of God bringing “Comfort, comfort” to 
the people, in another.  
 
Scholar Noel Leo Erskine writes that Bob Marley’s personal story inspired these lyrics.   Not 2

just because Marley was living in exile in London - away from his homeland - when he 
penned them, but also because he grew up in colonial Jamaica, a place he called “Babylon” in 
his songs.  Erskine grew up in Jamaica at the same time as Bob Marley, and he remembers 
that poor and oppressed Jamaicans called Marley “brother Moses,” in part because of his 
album Exodus.  “If Martin Luther King Jr. represented a Moses figure for African 
Americans,” writes Erskine, “Marley was our Moses” - Marley who sang in Exodus that God 
will “break downpression, wipe away transgression, and set the captives free.”  The Bible, 
and especially the exodus story, writes Erskine, were “central to [Marley’s] articulation of 
reggae.”  “Through reggae,” he goes on, Marley “joined” the history of his people “with 
biblical history.”  His “music” was a “‘sermon’ [of] freedom.” 
 
Bob Marley’s appropriation of the exodus story to sing his sermons of freedom is part of a 
long history of telling and retelling and singing the exodus in a new key for new times.  The 
exodus story about migrating from political oppression to a new promised land inspired 

1 http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,36533,00.html  
2 Noel Leo Erskine, “The Bible and Reggae:  Liberation or Subjugation?” in The Bible in/and Popular Culture:  A Creative 
Encounter; ed. Philip Culbertson and Elaine M. Wainwright (Atlanta:  Society of Biblical Literature, 2010), 97-109. 
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Puritans like John Winthrop, who, in 1630, journeyed from England to the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony - a colony that was to be, as Winthrop famously called it in a sermon, “a city 
upon a hill.”   The exodus story of emancipation inspired African-American spirituals like the 3

song “Go Down Moses,” which contains the lyrics:  “Go down Moses.  Way down in Egypt 
land.  Tell all pharaohs to ‘Let my people go!’”  The song speaks to “all pharaohs” - plural - 
not simply the pharaoh - singular - who enslaved the Israelites, but all pharaohs of every time 
period who enslave others, including American slave owners.  “Let My People Go” was 
published in the 1870s, but had been sung by African-American slaves for decades.  The 
exodus story of deliverance from oppression has inspired liberation theologians like Gustavo 
Gutierrez, who once said, “The God of Exodus is the God of history and of political 
liberation … .”   The exodus story of liberation has inspired feminist theologians like 4

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, who has written, “G*d is not a G*d of oppression and violence, 
but of liberation, goodness, and well-being … .  Her … presence,” she writes, “can be 
experienced in the midst of the struggles against dehumanization and injustice …, just as 
God] accompanied the Israelites on their way through the wilderness, from slavery to 
freedom.”   The exodus story is told and retold every year during Passover in the Jewish 5

tradition - and, it’s said, that Jews in the concentration camps of Poland kept hope of 
liberation alive as they spoke the words of the seder.  The exodus story is the blueprint of 
salvation scripture; its template of deliverance inspired the songs and poems of Hebrew 
prophets.  During the Babylonian exile, the prophets dreamed of a “new exodus” for the 
people.  The prophet Isaiah urged the people to look for a new Moses to lead them out of 
Babylon - like Bob Marley and his Exodus album.  Isaiah even prayed to remind God that 
God is a God of exoduses - pleading with God to raise up another Moses to deliver the people 
from exile.  And the exodus story was the template the first followers of Jesus used to tell 
their own story of salvation.  Luke’s gospel refers to Jesus’ death on the cross as an exodon in 
Greek - an exodus.  St. Paul uses exodus language when he says that Christ’s death freed 
humanity from slavery to all kinds of sins.  In the Letter of First Peter, the death of Christ is 
likened to that of the exodus passover lamb, sacrificed to save the people.  And in the Book 
of Revelation, the vision of humanity’s salvation is accompanied by the exodus song of 
Moses - a song about being set free.  In her book Jesus was a Migrant, our community read 
as a church this Advent season, Deirdre Cornell shares her experiences talking with 
immigrant groups and “their reflections on the Exodus and the Exile.  When asked which 
biblical episode more closely reflects their own experience,” she writes, people who have 
newly arrived to this country “unanimously respond, ‘the Exodus.’  Full of vigor and 
optimism,” she continues, “the group members had emigrated from impoverished settings 
that provided little or no work, liberated from oppressive societies or corrupt governments. 
They had made their way to the ‘promised land,’ ready to work and eager to seek a better life 
for their families.”  6

 
In every one of these stories and songs and poems and prophecies, the characters are inserted 
into the exodus story - the same story we recount each Advent season as we await the birth of 
the new Moses on Christmas.  In the stories I’ve shared, the exodus is a template:  the 
oppressed Jamaicans are the Israelites, and Bob Marley’s Exodus is their song.  The Puritans 
are the Israelites, and the new world is their promised land.  African-American slaves are the 

3 Cf., http://www.pbs.org/godinamerica/people/puritans.html  
4 See for e.g., https://digitalcommons.denison.edu/religion/vol10/iss1/2/; cf., https://biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/rss/21-1_105.pdf  
5 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Transforming Vision:  Explorations in Feminist The*logy (Minneapolis:  Fortress, 2011), 
227-228. 
6 Deirdre Cornell, Jesus was a Migrant (Maryknoll, NY:  Orbis, 2014), 20. 
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enslaved Israelites who sing of exodus freedom.  The oppressed are the Israelites who speak 
of God as a God of exoduses, in the words of liberation and feminist theologians.  Humanity 
is like Israel, enslaved to all sorts of sins, but set free by a new Moses and his death on a 
cross, as many writers of the New Testament declare.  Immigrants and migrants and refugees 
are Israel, fleeing oppression in hope of a better life, as Deirdre Cornell recounts.  Each one is 
the story of some kind of exile, some kind of slavery, some kind of bondage - whether 
physical or spiritual - some feeling, some sense that things are not as they should be, and that 
the God of exoduses, the God of liberation and of new possibilities - the God of Easters and 
empty tombs - needs to move to do, as the Hebrew prophets say, a “new work” of liberation.  
 
This vision of God that runs like a thread through scripture’s stories and songs - that forms 
the architecture of the cross and resurrection stories in the gospels - who God is imagined to 
be in scripture, is shaped and fashioned by the exodus story.  A God who, as Jesus said in his 
first sermon ever recorded in the gospels, “brings good news to the poor,” “proclaims release 
to the captives,” “recovery of sight to the (spiritually) blind,” “lets the oppressed go free,” 
and proclaims the year of Jubilee - a year in ancient Judaism when all slaves were freed and 
debts forgiven.  A God who frees from bondage to sin - sins of greed and fear and envy and 
lust for power and a go-it-alone trusting in oneself - to live in exodus love and acceptance and 
community.  A vision of a good-news-God, a gospel-God, an exodus-God, who turns 
wildernesses into promised lands, crosses into empty tombs, and sets people free.  
 
It’s because God in scripture is an exodus God, and it’s because of the exodus story itself, 
that God commands the ancient Israelites to welcome those who are now like they once were: 
refugees and migrants, exiles from their homeland, the oppressed and the chained.  It’s with 
the exodus story as a template that God commands the Israelites, in today’s reading from 
Leviticus, “to not oppress the alien,” but to treat the alien “as a citizen among you.”  And 
then, in a riff on the greatest commandment in scripture - the commandment to love a 
neighbor as yourself - Leviticus says, “you shall love the alien as yourself, for you were once 
aliens in the land of Egypt.”  Put differently, you were like they are now - aliens and migrants 
and refugees - so love them as you love yourself.  To do anything less, as Rev. William 
Barber puts it, is to commit moral and theological “malpractice.”  The Hebrew prophet 
Jeremiah goes further.  In today’s second scripture reading, there is an implied warning in the 
prophet’s words - a warning that oppressing the alien who arrives at your border, or 
oppressing the orphan locked in a cage in Texas, or oppressing the widow fleeing violence 
will reveal another side - a wrathful side - of the God of exodus; but, says Jeremiah, if you 
welcome the alien, care for the orphan, and embrace the destitute, the God of exodus will 
“dwell with you,” as God dwelled with the migrating Israelites in a pillar of cloud and fire, as 
those old Bible stories from the Book of Exodus put it.  And the New Testament writer of 
Ephesians, in today’s third scripture reading, goes further still.  With the exodus story as a 
template, the writer of Ephesians exhorts readers to “remember” that they were once like 
Israel in Egypt:  “aliens,” “strangers,” “having no hope.”  But through Christ - the new Moses 
- all people have been delivered; all who were once “far off” in exile, says the writer, have 
been reconciled and brought home, invited to live in peace, because the walls of hostility 
between peoples have crumbled.  Ephesians goes on to say that no one is a “stranger” or an 
“alien” anymore, but all are “citizens” in the kingdom of God.  
 
The challenge of the exodus story - this story that is a template and theological statement 
about who God is - the challenge to people of faith, and to all people, is to now live as exodus 
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people.  To not only live the exodus in our own lives - self-examining to root out those areas 
where we’re stuck and bound up and “downpressed,” as Bob Marley once sang - to not only 
claim the exodus God in our own lives, but to live out the vision of the exodus God in our 
nation and world.  Scripture never lays out policy initiatives or bullet point solutions to our 
personal and social problems.  Rather, it always invites us to dream bigger.  Expands the 
moral imagination.  Opens up theological vistas.  Invites us to, in the words of Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza, see God “as the active power of justice and well-being in our midst.”  7

To, in short, be, as a nation, and as a church, and as individuals the people of the exodus God 
in our world.  
 
Bethel Church in The Hague is trying right now to live in this way.  On Thursday, journalist 
Richard Pérez-Peña told this church’s story.   “Five weeks after a pastor in the Netherlands 8

started what seemed like a fairly ordinary church service,” he writes, “that service is still 
underway, a sort of pious filibuster … that involves hundreds of people and shows no sign of 
stopping.  Bethel Church in The Hague is trying to prevent the deportation of an Armenian 
family that was denied asylum after almost nine years in the Netherlands, despite claims that 
they would be in danger if they returned to their homeland.  The church and its parent 
denomination, the Protestant Church in the Netherlands, are taking advantage of a Dutch law 
that … prevents the authorities from conducting operations in a place where a religious 
service is being held.  Th[e church’s] strategy is deceptively simple:  shelter the immigrant 
family in the church, and make sure a service is always being held.  At the outset,” writes 
Pérez-Peña, holding a never-ending church service “was a serious logistical challenge, with a 
handful of people organizing things and asking clergy members to take shifts and plug holes 
in the schedule.  But as the effort has captured the nation’s attention, it has also become 
steadily easier to manage.  ‘There are already more than 450 different priests, pastors, 
deacons, elders from around the country, every denomination, wanting to be put on the 
rotation to participate in this service,’” said Bethel’s pastor, Axel Wicke.  “‘Even from 
abroad we’ve gotten help - there have been sermons held in English, French and German,’ he 
said.  ‘It’s quite moving to us.  I often see a pastor handing over the service to another pastor 
of another denomination who they would ordinarily not have anything to do with, 
liturgically.’”  The family being protected by the marathon church service is the Tamrazyan 
family, who fled Armenia after receiving death threats.  A court in the Netherlands granted 
them asylum.  Over the next six years, the government appealed the ruling and lost, then 
appealed again and lost, and after the third appeal won a ruling to deport the family.  They 
arrived at Bethel Church at 1:30 p.m. on October 26, and the marathon church service began. 
 
...There are echoes of the exodus in stories such as this one.  Echoes of that call in Leviticus 
to welcome the alien, because God is a God of exoduses.  Echoes of the prophet Jeremiah, 
who promised the presence of the exodus God to those who resist oppression.  Echoes of 
Ephesians, which says the exodus God through Christ has blown apart the walls that divide 
peoples and nations.  Echoes of Bob Marley’s sermons of freedom.  The exodus can be our 
personal story of liberation -  liberation from the things that bind us up and press us down. 
But it also expands the imagination.  It invites us to imagine ways that we - like Bethel 
Church in The Hague - can live now as exodus people, as Easter-empty-tomb people in our 
world.  Amen. 
 

7 Schüssler Fiorenza, Transforming Vision, 228. 
8 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/29/world/europe/bethel-church-netherlands-deportation.html?smid=tw-nytimes&smtyp=cur  
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