29th September 2013
Exodus 14:19–31 
Our biblical text today tells of the parting of the Red Sea. It is an amazing story. There is a joke, where Moses is praying to God to release his people from bondage. The voice of God booms from the clouds, ‘Moses, I have good news and bad news!’ 
‘What’s the good news?’ asks Moses. 
God says, ‘If Pharaoh will not let my people go I will send down a rain of frogs, and a plague of locusts, a plague of flies, and I will turn the Nile to blood’. 
‘Wow’ says Moses.
 ‘And if Pharaoh’s army pursues you in flight’, continues God, ‘I shall open a path for you in the Red Sea only to close it again and drown his army.’ 
‘That’s incredible,’ says Moses. ‘But what’s the bad news?’ 
God replies ‘Before I can do all this, you must write an environmental impact statement and do a risk assessment’.

The environment has been in the news in the last couple of days. The UN panel on Global Warming are 95% cert6ina that global warming has been caused by humans and that we are still facing climatic catastrophes. The public are still sceptical and don’t believe it – or don’t want to believe it because it means changing the way we live. If only the Labour party could put a cap on global carbon emissions for a couple of years!

But I want to concentrate on the idea of risk assessment. Moses and the Israelites had to choose – whether to risk walking into the Red sea that miraculously had been divided forming a corridor through the middle flanked by two great walls of water. They had to set foot into the river bed and trust. The alternative was to stay in Egypt and continue to be slaves. Some of them wanted to do that. Verse 11 – the Israelites when they looked back and saw Pharaoh’s army closing in on them, said to Moses ‘Leave us alone; let us be slaves to the Egyptians? Better for us to serve as slaves than perish in the wilderness!’

Yet Moses their leader chides them forward ‘Have no fear; stand firm and see the deliverance that the Lord will bring you this day’

Yet there was a risk – and they had to step out in faith.

I don’t know if you caught on the news this week the remarkable story about how we were saved from nuclear war by the actions  - or rather inaction, of one man.

Thirty years ago, on 26 September 1983, in the early hours of the morning, the Soviet Union's early-warning systems detected an incoming missile strike from the United States. Computer readouts suggested several missiles had been launched. The protocol for the Soviet military would have been to retaliate with a nuclear attack of its own. 

But duty officer Stanislav Petrov - whose job it was to register apparent enemy missile launches - decided not to report them to his superiors, and instead dismissed them as a false alarm. 

This was a breach of his instructions, a dereliction of duty. The safe thing to do would have been to pass the responsibility on, to refer up.

But his decision may have saved the world. 

Stanislav Petrov said ;

"The siren howled, but I just sat there for a few seconds, staring at the big, back-lit, red screen with the word 'launch' on it," he says. 

The system was telling him that the level of reliability of that alert was "highest". There could be no doubt. America had launched a missile.

"A minute later the siren went off again. The second missile was launched. Then the third, and the fourth, and the fifth. Computers changed their alerts from 'launch' to 'missile strike'," he says. 

"All I had to do was to reach for the phone; to raise the direct line to our top commanders - but I couldn't move. I felt like I was sitting on a hot frying pan," he told us.

Alongside IT specialists, like him, Soviet Union had other experts, also watching America's missile forces. A group of satellite radar operators told him they had registered no missiles.

But those people were only a support service. The protocol said, very clearly, that the decision had to be based on computer readouts. And that decision rested with him, the duty officer.

Mr Petrov called the duty officer in the Soviet army's headquarters and reported a system malfunction.

If he was wrong, the first nuclear explosions would have happened minutes later.

"Twenty-three minutes later I realised that nothing had happened. If there had been a real strike, then I would already know about it. It was such a relief," he said with a smile.

Now, 30 years on, Mr Petrov thinks the odds were 50-50. He admits he was never absolutely sure that the alert was a false one.

He says he was the only officer in his team who had received a civilian education. "My colleagues were all professional soldiers, they were taught to give and obey orders," he told us.

So, he believes, if somebody else had been on shift, the alarm would have been raised.

"That was my job", he says. "But they were lucky it was me on shift that night."

I’m not so sure about luck. A book has recently been published detailing a number of other near misses when nuclear bombs could have detonated but haven’t.  And some people still believe there isn’t a God?
Stanislav Petrov literally saved the world by his inaction. He risked not alerting his superiors. 

In the Bible story Moses risked stepping out in faith to lead the Israelites across the parted Red Sea.

This morning I want to ask you what is your red sea. What is your risk of faith that you are not sure about taking? How does this story of the Red sea apply to your life?

OK first of all let’s deal with the historical question.
The Parting of the Red Sea is one of those biblical stories that for most folk is hard to believe. Ask most people the suggestion that the Red Sea was parted to allow the Israelites to cross before closing in on the Egyptian army and they will probably raise an eyebrow. ‘Is this story true?’ is a common question. 
I remember a programme on TV not so long back which had Jeremy Bowen investigating the story of Moses and speculating that the crossing of the Red Sea was in fact the crossing of the Reed Sea, a shallow marshy area at the top of the Nile Delta. There was a volcanic theory. In the 16th century BCE, the Greek island of Santorini blew up causing an ash cloud and a tidal wave. Was this what the ancients saw as a sign from God. The TV programme was trying to make the biblical story more feasible. 

Modern scientific investigations and rigorous historical studies have contributed to life in many ways. But these patterns of thought can also trap people into believing that a story must be narrowly assessed as either true or false. 
Children from an early age start asking the question ‘is this story true?’ Many leave church and depart from the Christian faith because they believe that faith involves taking your brain out. How you respond to that question ‘is this story true?’ is important.  

I’ll be honest and say I have difficulty believing that the Red Sea literally parted. I don’t know if it happened or not? I wasn’t there. I also have great difficulty in believing in the God represented here in this story – a God who would deliberately kill the Egyptian first born children and wipe out the army. The Song of the Sea in chapter 15 gives expression to the joy at the overthrow of Israel’s enemies. Such sentiments fall below the religion of the Old Testament at its best and foster a kind a nationalistic and vindictive sentiment that has been turned against the Jews themselves over the centuries, culminating in the atrocities of the twentieth century.
Jewish scholars were embarrassed about this story and how it reflects God’s character. In the tradition of Midrash where the Jewish rabbis reinterpret the scriptures through the ages, stories grew up around the Red Sea exodus. A Jewish legend tells of God’s words to an archangel, who was celebrating the defeat of the Egyptian army in the sea. The Holy One had sat in judgment of the Egyptians. The sea consumed them as they were buried alive in its waters. In response to the judgment the ministering angels wished to utter a song of praise and joy in front of the Holy One. Before they could begin, the Holy One rebuked them, “My children, the works of my hands are drowning in the sea, and you would utter a song in my presence?!”

For modern readers, Exodus 14 often raises questions about God’s character. Couldn’t God have saved the Egyptians, too?  
Remember that the storyteller who recorded the stories in Exodus was a person of that time and worldview. Christ would bring us a fuller revelation of God: a God who didn’t resort to violence to get his way but absorbed the violence through the cross. Pastor Martin Niemoeller, imprisoned in concentration camps during World War II, said, “It took me a long time to learn that God is not the enemy of my enemies. [God] is not even the enemy of [God’s] enemies.” 
Perhaps we need to open up the question of truth in rich and deeper ways.
Even when we are confident that a particular story in the Bible is factual, that does not guarantee that the story is meaningful today. People who have faith in Jesus today provide the best proof that Jesus is alive. That is if they are prepared to stand up and be counted for him.

The fishing Course we have been putting on – second part on Thursday – and the house fellowships are all designed to help us be more confident in our witness to Christ. 
Last week 85 Christians were blown up in a church in Pakistan. It hardly made the news because of the Kenyan terrorist attack. It was the worst atrocity to affect Pakistan’s 5% minority Christian population. It wasn’t the first. Extreme Islamists had killed other Christians. To confess Christ in places like that may jeopardise your life. Thank God we don’t face that persecution. But I am humbled by the courage of my brothers and sisters in Christ in countries like Pakistan compared to my own embarrassment sometimes in not being open and confident in sharing my own faith in this country. 
Why am I afraid to tell some people that I am a Christian? Why should I get embarrassed at saying I belong to a church and spelling out what is good about that, in the same way I’ll wax lyrical to my mates about going to see a football match. I’m not suggesting we ram our faith down anyone’s throat. I just want us all to be more confident, relaxed and natural about who we are and what we value and not to be so concerned about what we think other people may say or think. I am fed up with people keep telling me how the church is declining in this country. And that is partly because of our making because we collude with received opinion that there is no life and point in the Christian faith. We owe it not least to 85 martyrs in Pakistan to overcome our fear and take a risk of faith and stand firm.
I can stand here and say that I know the story of the parting of the Red Sea is true. It is gloriously and at times painfully true. It rings true in human experience. The slaves knew this story as they endured hardship and oppression. They longed for redemption, the chance for freedom and the Promised Land. Their spirituals connected with the story of Moses. 
The Civil Rights movement of the sixties had Martin Luther King invoking the story of Moses and the road to freedom – the journey to the Promised Land.
The forces of the Egyptians represent metaphorically, the forces of evil and their punishment by God. In God lies the hope for a better world. Justice comes to those wait. The work of God is always on the side of the oppressed. The movement of the Spirit of God is always the unstoppable move towards freedom.

Desmond Tutu who struggled against the injustice of apartheid saw in the story of the exodus God’s bias towards the oppressed. He said “If you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of the oppressor. If an elephant has its foot on the tail of a mouse and you say that you are neutral, the mouse will not appreciate your neutrality.” He also said 
‘I never doubted that ultimately we were going to be free, because ultimately, I knew there was no way in which a lie could prevail over the truth, darkness over light and death over life.’

I’ve known this story of the Red Sea to be true of people caught in depression or in addiction. They stand in the land of slavery and oppression – they long for release and freedom – yet it’s a scary thing to walk into the Red Sea to cross over to the other side. Is it better to stay with the old habits and way of life that you know, than risk the chaos of a new lifestyle.
I’ve known people in counselling who come into counselling because they know they have a problem that isn’t going to go away. The counselling helps they see where the pain is coming from and often that process of discovering the source of the pain is so painful that they shirk back and run away. They want to get out of Egypt but when they are shown a Red Sea to cross they lose their nerve – they don’t want to confront the issues – they’d rather stay in the pain because at least they know where they are – the alternative of dealing with that pain is just too painful. The Promised Land is there before them but the journey towards it is just too scary to contemplate.

But there are people who make it to the other side. There are people who step out into the Red Sea in faith and find the waters part and the path opening up to the other side. In these ways I can say that the Parting of the Red Sea is true. God works wonders in people’s lives, faith is the bridge that opens the Red Sea and leads them to the Promised Land. There is no telling them that this story isn’t true!
Where is your Red sea? Where lies the path to freedom, the Promised Land, new life? What risk do you have to take to get there? What step do you have to take to get there?
Listen for the word of the Lord:
‘Have no fear, stand firm and see the deliverance that the Lord will bring you this day’

