THE EXODUS AND THE LOGIC OF LIBERATION

Walter Brueggemann has a special way of capturing the essence of major biblical themes and movements.  His little book, Hope within History, summarizes the essence of the Exodus experience for the people of Israel.  He puts forward three important dimensions of the Exodus experience as foundational for the formation and renewal of Israel's faith throughout its history:


+  critique of the dominant ideology,


+  public processing of pain,


+  release of new social imagination.


The story of Moses and the liberation of the Hebrew slaves from Egypt, narrated in Exodus 1-15, was and continues to be a powerful incentive for resistance and for hope not only for the original actors in the story but their descendents throughout the Old Testament and later for Christians and other people of concern down to our own time.  This is subversive literature, however we may evaluate its historical accuracy.


As Brueggemann points out, the Exodus experience begins as a critique of the dominant ideology.  As slaves under the thumb of one of the world's great empires, the Hebrews would normally assume that the power of Pharaoh was absolute and the possibility for freedom non-existent.  But these Hebrew slaves--and after them the Israelites under successive oppressive kings and empires--developed their own identity, which did not belong to Pharaoh's world and was not subject to the dominant ideology.

1.  The Israelite knows that he or she lives in a contrived world.  Egyptian arrangements are not thought to be either absolute or worthy of trust and respect.

2.  The contrivance is not a matter of accident or indifference.  It is quite intentionally designed to serve the special interests of some at the expense of others.

3.  Because this technological-ideological world is a contrivance and not a given, it may be undone and dismantled--deconstructed.  The world may then be arranged in an alternative way if one has the courage and wits to do so.

4.  The agent of such dismantling, deconstruction, and delegitimization is known by name--Yahweh. (Ibid. 12)

Throughout their history the people of Israel maintained this subversive memory through liturgy, the great festivals, the Torah, the Prophets, and regular teaching in their homes and later in the synagogues.


The second foundational dimension of the exodus story is the public processing of pain.  The key texts are Exodus 2:23-25 and 3:7-8a:  

After a long time the king of Egypt died.  The Israelites groaned under their slavery, and cried out.  Out of the slavery their cry for help rose up to God.  God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them.

Then the Lord said, “I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters.  Indeed, I know their sufferings, and I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians.”

Not only did Israel question the dominant ideology and refuse to accept their miserable reality as final.  The people gave voice to their suffering communally and publicly.  This was revolutionary and empowering!

Brueggemann calls this “an irreversible act of civil disobedience.”

The outcry is an announcement for all to notice that the peasants would no longer conform to the system, silently meet production quotas, and go home at night exhausted.  The outcry is an announcement that Israel would no longer bow before the imperial ideology, because the slaves had noticed that the ideology did not square with the reality of pain in their own lives which no amount of ideology could lead them to deny.  (Ibid. 17)

It was precisely in the context of this outcry, this public processing of pain, that Israel came to know Yahweh, the Lord, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, by name.  At the burning bush, as he received God’s mandate to go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt, Moses asked by what name he was to follow these instructions.  And God answered, “I AM WHO I AM.”  “This is my name forever, and this my title for all generations.”  (Exodus 3:14-15)


Israel’s faith was formed in the crucible of slavery in Egypt, in the experience of crying out to God, in learning that God’s name is Yahweh and that this God hears the cry of the people and comes down to deliver them.  This public processing of pain, together with the critique of the dominant ideology, became an essential element in the faith of Israel as each generation discovered its identity.  It was the foundation for survival and resistance under every subsequent experience of oppression, whether domestic or foreign in origin.  “The cry of pain begins the formation of a counter-community around an alternative perception of reality.”  (Ibid. 17-18)


The third dimension of Israel’s experience of the Exodus is the release of new social imagination.  Having critiqued the dominant ideology and having cried out publicly in their pain, Israel went on to dream of a new possibility, a Promised Land where all would prosper under the blessing of Yahweh.

I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey.  

Exodus 3:8


Brueggemann underlines three aspects of this new social imagination.  The first is liturgical and appears especially in the Song of Moses and the Song of Miriam in Exodus 15.  The liberated slaves danced, sang, and celebrated their freedom and Yahweh’s victory over Pharaoh.  And if their God was more powerful than Pharaoh, they could hope for a future social existence that would defend and articulate that freedom.  The second aspect of this social imagination is political.  At Sinai they committed themselves to Yahweh as their King, to the construction of a new social reality utterly different from the slavery they had experienced in Egypt, to a social reality consistent with God’s liberating act.  The third aspect of this social imagination is legislative.  Israel undertook the weighty task of elaborating in the Torah a way to live as people of Yahweh in contrast to the peoples around them.  (Ibid. 21-23) 


It was precisely in the context of the experience of the Exodus that the logic or the spirituality of liberation emerged--at Sinai and at every subsequent stage of Israel’s history.  The Exodus was not simply an experience of liberation and the ongoing memory of that liberation.  Israel was to incarnate that critique of dominant ideologies, that public processing of pain, and that release of new social imagination in its ongoing life as the people of Yahweh.  Liberation from slavery, from Egypt, must lead to responsible living in social relationships that are liberating and just.  Yahweh would reign not only in Israel’s liturgies but also in Israel’s daily life, not only in the Tabernacle or Temple but also in their homes, fields, communities, tribes, and nation.  This spirituality of liberation is what gave birth to the vision of Jubilee.
1.  Explore ways in which our churches today challenge or might challenge us to “critique the dominant ideology” of our communities, cities, and nation.

2.  Explore ways in which our churches today enable or might enable “the public processing of pain” in the face of local, national, and global oppression, exploitation, and injustice.

3.  Explore ways in which our churches are or should be “releasing a new social imagination” for a more just, peace-full, and loving world.
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