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Drawn Out of the Water to the Rock
Today we move into the Book of Exodus that continues the story of the long journey from bondage to freedom and it begins with a setback.  “Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph.”  He does what shrewd politicians always do; he sets up a rivalry with an alien and vulnerable group so that his constituents will rally around him in making them the problem. 
“He said to his people, ‘Look, the Israelite people are more numerous and more powerful than we.  Come, let us deal shrewdly with them, or they will increase and, in the event of war, join our enemies and fight against us and escape from the land.’”  This is a blatant example of the politics of fear.  And the message is not logically consistent.  He first says they are more powerful than we and pose a direct threat to us and than he says they might escape from our land.  Well which is it!  Reading between the lines, the Egyptians wanted to keep the Hebrew people oppressed.  The Egyptian way of life had become dependent on their slavery.
Joseph’s land of Goshen had become the land of oppression.  The people had moved from prosperity and abundance into poverty and fear; their freedom was rapidly eroding.  They are living in a time when things seem to be going from bad to worse.  We can identify with them can’t we?
First Pharaoh set taskmasters over the Hebrew people making them into forced laborers but the Hebrew people continued to multiply—the effervescent human spirit founded in the one true God could not be contained.  But things got harder and their lives become bitter and difficult under the system that was becoming more and more ruthless. 
As the people multiplied the Hebrew midwives were instructed to kill all the boy babies of the Hebrew people.  In an act of civil disobedience they refused to follow this order and then lied about what was happening.  They said they weren’t able to kill the baby boys because the Hebrew women were so vigorous they gave birth before they got there.  
These women continued to support their own people and the text says they did this because, “they feared God.”  The people, united around their common commitment to God, “multiplied and became very strong.”  I think there is something for us here.  As our world culture continues to disintegrate, I think we too will need to deepen our commitment to God, not just any god, but the God revealed in Jesus.  Only then will we multiply and become stronger even though it may happen that we become a persecuted minority, like the early church.
But enough of that, we return to our story.  The tension between the powerful Egyptian in-group and the excluded and vulnerable Hebrew out-group escalates.  Pharaoh commands that all baby boys be thrown into the Nile.  The story now focuses on a particular family who conceives and bears a son.  They hide him in their home for three months and then put him in a water-proof basket amid the reeds of the Nile.  Pharaoh’s daughter comes, hears the baby crying and claims him as her own.

The parallels to the life of Jesus continue.  Jesus is also born in a time of conflict in which a king seeks the life of children.  The baby boys of Bethlehem are killed but the baby Jesus escapes when Joseph has a dream anticipating Herod’s next move. (Remember Joseph the dreamer of last week?) Ironically, the Holy Family escapes into Egypt and this when the child was probably around the same age as Moses when he was placed into the floating basket. 
And then there is the symbolism.  In ancient literature deep water, anything over your head, symbolize human chaos and calamity driven by violence.  (Being a non-swimmer this is a symbol I can feel.)  The Bible is full of examples.  In the story of Noah the flood represents human violence that has swept over the land. Cain and Abel, the Tower of Babel, the conflicts in the family of Isaac and Jacob all point to the same issue.  Again and again in the Bible the problem is human violence.  The Bible is violent because this issue is not glossed over or covered up.  It attempts to face it and does this most clearly in Jesus who shows us a way out.  He becomes like Moses leading his people through the depth of the Red Sea.
A couple of weeks ago the Gospel text has Jesus walking over the raging sea toward the terrified disciples who are rowing against the wind.  If the raging sea again represents the turbulence and violence of our chaotic world, Jesus walks on top of it.  He does not sink into its foam and froth.  Is there a similar deep significance to baby Moses floating on the River Nile?  Is this another chapter in the story of how God saves us from ourselves?
Our Exodus reading ended with this verse.  “When the child grew up, she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, and she took him as her son.  She named him Moses, ‘because,’ she said, ‘I drew him out of the water.’”  Moses means “to be drawn out of the water.”  If deep water represents human violence, than Moses is part of a movement away from it.  He was drawn out of its waters so that he could lead his people toward the Promised Land.  Is the Promised Land a land of peace beyond human violence and calamity?  Matthew believes Jesus is the new Moses. 
We transition to the gospel and quote from Matthew, “Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, ‘Who do people say that the Son of Man is?’”  The district of Caesarea Philippi is outside the boundaries of their country.  They are away from home in territory foreign to them when Jesus asks this question.  We too increasingly live in a culture that is foreign to the Christian tradition.  We are not in Kansas any more.  People have many ideas about Jesus and there is no common agreement.  Just like now the disciples report some say Jesus is this and some say Jesus is that.  
Jesus’ next question focuses their attention.  “Who do you say that I am?”  For me the question is; do I believe Jesus draws us out of violence and toward a God of love and forgiveness where the violence in the world is our doing? Or do I believe God is also violent but Jesus takes God’s violence upon himself and suffers it for us.  I personally don’t think the answer will separate me from God no matter how I decide but it will powerfully impact how I feel about humans and God and how I act in the world.  The question may take other forms for you.
“Simon Peter answers the question this way, ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.’”  With this answer I think Peter got it half right.  Jesus is the Son of the living God but Peter’s idea of the Messiah still needs changing.  Peter still thinks the Messiah will be a warrior who conquers with the sword.  This is why as late as the Garden of Gethsemane he draws his sword and cuts off the servant’s ear.  
Jesus knows it is impossible for Peter to understand now, before the crucifixion and resurrection.  Jesus can only be understood from the other side of that divide.  And so Jesus affirms what he can.  “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven.”  For Peter, to understand even this much is a gift from God and makes Peter a Rock upon which Jesus can build.

 Henry Nouwen in a meditation on Peter’s response says:
When you can say to Jesus, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God,” Jesus can say to you, “You are the rock on whom I will build my church.”  There is a mutuality of recognition and a mutuality of truth here.  When we acknowledge that God has come among us through the Messiah—his anointed one—to free us from our captivity, God can point to our solid core and make us the foundation for a community of faith.  

Our “rock” quality will be revealed to us when we confess our need for salvation and healing.  We can become community builders when we are humble enough to see our dependence on God….This exchange is for all of us.  We all have to confess our need for salvation, and we all have to accept our solid center.  

That’s why the title of this meditation is “drawn out of the water to the rock.”  I believe Jesus has drawn us out of the water of human violence and planted us on the rock of Christ himself.  He is the Messiah, the anointed one, Son of the living God who has given us the keys to the kingdom of heaven and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.  I believe this makes it possible for us to remain steady even as the world shakes.  Amen.
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