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Greetings, Adult Class and anyone who wishes to join in on the “discussion.”  I hope that we 
are all doing well.  Below are notes that I prepared for the May 17 class.  As members know, in 
class I would convert a number of the statements in the notes into questions for class discussion.  
I guess these notes should best be understood as points that I would hope to raise in discussion.  
I would welcome any response, or as I asked at the beginning of each class during my teaching 
days at Centre, “Questions, comments, arguments?”   

 
The Scripture selection is Exodus 16: 2-15.  The background text is Exodus 16: 2-30. A couple 
of months into their wandering the wilderness after fleeing from Egypt, the Israelites murmur 
bitterly about the lack of food.  God hears and provides manna and fowl each day except for the 
Sabbath. The purpose statement is,”To contrast our human nature with God’s grace.”    
 
From his personal experience, the lesson writer illustrates God’s grace as patience, forgiveness,  
kindness, and love, and states that God’s grace was undeserved by the Israelites and, by 
implication, by us today.  It seems to me that this scripture selection also points to so much to be 
learned from this amazing narrative that comprises four of the books of the Pentateuch.  There 
are at least two other stories just in today’s scripture selection -- leadership quality vs. human 
weaknesses and faith vs. fear.   
 
The exodus is the central part of the earliest Jewish tradition.  It consists of events that I believe 
actually occurred in the 1400s BC and a number of stories that were added or expanded over the 
centuries particularly in the 700s and the 500s BC.  The later-added narrative appears to 
elaborate and explain the meaning of the base event.  In The History of Ancient Israel (1984), 
Michael Grant (among other scholars)  argues, from his study of the Hebrew Bible and from 
biblical scholarship and archaeology that there was a man who was called Moses, that this 
Moses led at least some of the enslaved Israelites out of Egypt.  Some scholars such as Karen 
Armstrong in The Bible: A Biography, argue that sizable bands of Israelites may have exited 
Egypt for various reasons over perhaps hundreds of years.  Grant believes that Moses 
experienced God, first in a call to free the Israelites and subsequently, at Sinai, in receiving from 
God a body of divine law to impart to the Israelites.  
  
The Exodus story is the foundational story of Judaism and, consequently, a foundational story of 
Christianity.  It describes the beginning of the covenant between God and the nation, 
establishing the law of community and justice.  But, did it happen as narrated in Exodus, 
Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy?  Did God visit Egypt with ten plagues?  Did the sea 
part?  Did God provide manna and flocks of fowl each day (except the Sabbath)?  Actually, I 
think that it does not matter.  I believe that the stories thought to have been added later are true 
in that they reflect what inspired writers learned from the history and experience of their nation.  
I believe, following Borg, that if we focus on the historicity of the events, we risk missing these 
vital truths. In Reading the Bible Again for the First Time, Borg argues that some stories in the 
Bible may be simply history, facts that are important in our understanding the context of the 
writings.  Some stories are intended to be purely metaphorical, stories told to illustrate important 
truths.  Matthew and Luke, for example, tell certain stories about Jesus’ birth and early life to 
show that he was foretold by the prophets, to establish that God was indeed in him, to show that 
his mission was to turn the established order on its head.  Finally, Borg says that some stories 



are history metaphorized, that is events that actually happened for which narratives are 
developed that explain the meaning of the event.   
 
The Exodus is, I believe, history metaphorized.  The ancient Jews who settled in Canaan knew 
their family tree branching from Abraham to the progenitors of the twelve tribes.  They knew 
that they had been enslaved in Egypt.  They knew that Moses led them out of Egypt, gave them 
the law that God had given him, and led them to the border of the Promised Land.  After settling 
in Canaan, they lived for some time, perhaps up to the beginning of monarchy in 900 BC, in a 
communal society that essentially, if imperfectly in practice, reflected the law given at Sinai.  I 
believe that, over time, additional narrative as well as elaborations and interpretations were 
added as writers explained further what had been learned about the nature of God, the power and 
sovereignty of God, God’s intentions for his Creation, human nature vs. God’s grace, God’s 
working through plain people to achieve his ends, the qualities of leadership.  Borg sums this up 
saying, “For the ancient Israelites, and for Jews ever since, this was the most important story 
they knew.  It was the primary story shaping their understanding of the divine-human 
relationship, their identity, their life together as a community, and their vision of the character of 
God.” 
 
Borg argues that the Exodus story, beginning with the base story and continuing with the 
redacted narrative, is metaphor, or history metaphorized, that teaches God’s requirement of 
religious passion and social justice always combined.  The story teaches that God acted through 
Moses for the exploited (the captive Israelites) to prevail over the domination system (Egypt), 
and that this is his plan in every generation and society.   It says that God‘s intention for man to 
live in community and to care for others was made known from the very beginning in the law 
that he inspired Moses to impart to the people immediately after they left Egypt and as he 
formed the people into a nation covenanted to live that law.  The law originally given by God 
demanded social justice, law unique for any civilization of the time.  
  
I believe that  Moses lived, that he led Israelites out of captivity in Egypt, that he imparted 
foundational divine law to the Israelites and formed them into a nation.  This, I believe, is 
history.  Perhaps much of the narrative of the Exodus - the mighty acts of the plagues and the 
parting of the sea; the providing of manna, fowl, and water; the pillar of fire by night and of 
cloud by day; Moses’ second giving of the law in his farewell address to the people at the edge 
of Canaan, is to be understood as metaphor demonstrating the further truths that were learned 
over the years about the nature of God and his relationship with man.  And perhaps lessons for 
us today -- the need for faithfulness and faith, the need to be concerned for justice for those 
suffering disproportionately, the need for leadership, the necessity of living in community.   
 
The prayer for the lesson is, “God of Abundance, give me this day my daily bread, and give me 
faith to wait upon you for tomorrow’s blessing; in Jesus‘ name.  Amen.     


