
“Out of Egypt” 
a sermon delivered by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno on March 17, 2019 
based on Exodus 12:37-42 & Exodus 20:1-3 
 
The part of this text that hooks me is the part where God is vigilant and that period of 

vigilance is called,  “a night of watching.”  Then we read, “Because the Lord kept vigil that 
night to bring them out of Egypt, on this night all the Israelites are to keep vigil to honor 
the Lord for the generations to come.” 
 
This night was, in fact, the night of Israel’s birth.  It’s like Christmas eve; it’s a beginning 
that comes at night.  Yahweh, the God of Israel was the midwife for their birth as a 
people.  He stood by to protect them, to see them through the difficult birthing process.  
As a result, the descendants of those people are commissioned to guard the memory of 
that night, that birth, that beginning.  It’s a beautiful thing.  It led, of course, to the 
Passover remembrance.   
 
Looking backward is, you know, a very Biblical thing to do.  Thirteen years ago in 
September of 2005 while reflecting back on 9/11, I said the following in a sermon that 
focused on the same scripture we’re looking at this morning – and the importance of 
remembering.  I quoted the writer, Mary Karr …   
 
On Sept. 12, [2001] I finally peeled myself away from the TV that had rendered me 
google-eyed and headed to the store. It was my first venture off the sofa, away from the 
phone's redial button and my son and into the transformed world. My attention was keen, 
and I hadn't slept. 
 
Right away, a shift in my attitude manifested itself. I drove slower than usual, 
and at the first four-way stop signs, I waved two cars ahead. Overnight, other 
drivers had ceased to be mere traffic. The same held true in the store. In 
normal maneuvers, I might have battered my cart against others like a bumper 
car. But faces that would normally have blurred past had become distinct, 
particular. It's how you study people at a funeral to find out who's kin to the 
deceased.  
 
 Later, a claims adjuster called from my insurance company. Another day the 
conversation might have degenerated into a wrangle, but after a few minutes I asked if 
she was O.K. I am, she said. She'd been wanting to ask me the same thing.  Mine is not 
a benevolent nature. Like most writers, I have a hermit's streak, and the notion of 
membership in anything sounds like a trick. But watching so many Americans 
disintegrate in one blink had torn something up from deep roots in me. I'd become a 
citizen of the polis. There was and still is tenderness.” 
 
It was pointed out that the terrorism of Sept. 11 represented a massive act 
of destruction.  It required massive coordination, massive fund raising, massive 
recruiting, perfectly executed orchestration.  
 



But then when it happened all that was met by thousands of acts of extraordinary 
kindness.  Spontaneous love and reaching out .  People turning to each other.  It took 
no planning  Everybody remarked on it.  Let us not forget it.  An ocean of spontaneous 
goodness, facing an abyss.  Where did it come from? 
 
Here’s what I added to Mary Karr’s words …. 
 
I sense a certain dis-ease in the air today. Dis-ease that we are too quickly going back 
to being the same materialist nation we were before Sept. 11; that we will stop being as 
warm as we were then. 
 
The New York Times put it this way in its reflection on 9/11 around the same time  …. 
 
At first, there was only shock, grief and fear. But by the next evening there was 
something surprising in the air. Do you remember? It was an enormous, heartfelt desire 
to be changed. People wanted to be enlarged, to be called on to do more for country 
and community than ordinary life usually requires, to make this senseless horror count 
for something. It was also a public desire, a wish to be absorbed in some greater good, 
a reimagining of the possibilities in our national life. There was courage and unity on the 
streets of the city and all across the country, for we were all witnesses of that turning 
point. 

But America has not been enlarged in the years that have passed. Based on false 
pretexts, we were drawn into a misdirected war that has exacted enormous costs in 
lives and money. Our civic life is tainted by a rise in xenophobia that betrays our best 
ideals. As we prepared for a war on terrorism, we gave in to a weakening of the civil 
liberties that have been the foundation of our culture.  

It seemed, in the days after 9/11, as though we stood at the juncture of many possible 
futures. There was as much hope as grief, as much love as anger, and a powerful 
sense of resilience.  

So, the thing I’ve learned since 9/11 is how easily one can squander wonderful God 
given opportunities, and hard won international good-will.   

And also, how quickly. 
 
With that lesson in our memory, let’s step back and look more closely at the Exodus 
story.  Maybe it will put us in touch with why it is such a foundational piece of our Judeo-
Christian faith.   
 
Pharaoh is a very unique leader by any standard. He is a morally-handicapped king who 
believes that the Israelites are sub-human; that they exist only to make bricks to build 
him storehouses so he can house vast amounts of grain, so that during times of famine 
everyone who has no surplus will come and give themselves to him in exchange for 
grain. It’s a deeply ugly scheme.   



But the good news is that there is more to the story than that.  Because the exodus 
story is, at bottom, the story of God who says to the supremely rich, to Pharaoh and his 
circle, “The party is over,  you won’t have my people to boss around anymore.  They 
just won’t have to take it much longer.” So God raises up a Moses to lead all of 
Pharaoh’s free slave labor out of Egypt.   
 
The previously invisible people became visible overnight.  And their visibility is key to 
this whole story of God’s work among them.   
 
Now, a bright and wonderful side of Passover has to do with the tradition of inviting a 
stranger to the Passover table.  And it’s not just any random person.  No, it’s supposed 
to be someone who has been invisible in the family before the celebration. Then, in his 
or her presence, the child asks the father, “Daddy, why is this day different from all the 
rest?”  It is a good question for us all to ask ourselves at such a time.   
 

Here’s a story about an everyday kind of meal that becomes profound because of its 
relationship to God and memory.  It’s told in first person by a middle aged husband … 
 
When we visit my wife’s father, Hank, it’s my job to prepare the scrambled eggs.  On the 
particular morning I’m remembering, the day after Thanksgiving, I crack the eggs while 
my daughter Sarah cuts fruit into bowls – no grapefruit for her mother, lots of melon for 
her brother, and extra banana for her grandfather. I try hard to make sure the eggs are 
not runny, but not dry either.   
 
Soon everyone is seated at the family table made by Hank himself.  There’s a chair for 
everyone and one chair set aside for Hank’s late wife, Edith, my children’s most beloved 
grandmother.  The cushion is covered with fabric from one of her cheery summer 
dresses.   
 
“Who’s the boy,” Hank asks, looking directly at our son.  ”That’s your grandson, 
Stephen,” my wife, Catherine says.  But Hank doesn’t recognize any of us anymore, 
except, Catherine.  Hank has had a series of strokes.  The last one took most of his 
memory, and has left his right side shriveled.  The one thing his memory is clear on is 
Edith. She was the one thing in his life that really “worked.”  “Best decision I ever made,” 
he used to say, and now he can’t even remember what he did all his life, what a 
difference he made in the lives of so many young people at Syracuse University.   
 
The family tradition was that Hank say grace at meals, which I used to find funny, 
because until he was nearly sixty, he was a self-described agnostic.  It was the 
realization, coming on the eve of old age, that he and Edith would not always be 
together (on this side of the grave) that made him begin to entertain the idea of heaven.   
 
Maybe it was because she was such a beacon of goodness that he began to think the 
existence of such a place was even possible.  Oh, there was nothing all that saintly 
about her. No, she had a wicked sense of humor, everyone knew that.  But she was just 
so, so solid.  Her integrity was absolute.   



She was the one person I’ve met in my life who really loved everybody.  Some try, but 
Edith pulled it off, and there was no doubting it.  I remember how suspect I was, 
meeting this amazing family that day that Catherine first brought me into her home.  To 
Hank I was Charles Manson until proven otherwise.  But not for Edith. She read in the 
looks Catherine gave me at our first dinner around this same table that I was someone 
special, even if I didn’t feel it myself, and until the day of her death she made me feel 
that I had given her the greatest two gifts in her life, her two grandchildren.  
 
It was the day she died when something broke, for the first time, in Hank’s steely 
composure.  We all stood, or sat, around grandma’s bed and we were holding her 
hands, chatting quietly, and she just slipped away, as they say.  No great labored 
breaths, no rattles, just a quiet letting go.  And we found ourselves transfixed by the 
smile that came to her mouth and eyes in that last moment.  It wasn’t lost on Hank.  
Whatever she was seeing, HE wanted to see. More than that, he wanted to go where 
she had told him she believed she was headed -- the place she was sure she would see 
her own mother again, and the place she believed she would see the one who taught 
her it was possible to love people as if they were all children of God.   
 
For Hank, heaven became a matter of trust; of trusting his wife.  And in those few 
moments beside her bed his heart grew strangely warm.  Where she was going, he 
wanted to go, and his sarcasm about spiritual matters evaporated right then and there.   
 
Once the eggs and bowls of  fruit were placed in front of everyone we bowed our heads, 
grabbed hands and waited.  Hank didn’t speak.  After a few moments of silence 
Catherine began, “God is . . . “  Hank chimed in –  “God is . . .”  That was followed by 
another long pause, at which point Stephen and Sarah started in slowly and deliberately.  
“God is good, God is great.  Let us thank Him for our food.”  Everyone added an “Amen, 
“ except Hank.  He still had his head bowed.  He seemed to be mumbling something.  
Catherine leaned over kissing his shoulder and rubbing his back very gently.  Then she 
raised herself and settled her head on his shoulder looking about 18 again.  It nearly did 
me in.   
 
After breakfast Catherine and I gathered up the dishes.  I noticed tears in her eyes.  
“Are you alright?” I asked.   
 
She hesitated and then said, “Dad was praying the same thing over and over.  He just 
kept saying, “God take care of Edith,” and “God . . . please don’t forget me.  Please 
don’t forget me . . . ” 
 
We can endure a lot, we human beings, but one thing most of us don’t want to endure is 
being forgotten; becoming invisible. But remember, that’s what the Israelites were to 
Pharaoh – a whole invisible segment of the nation’s population.    
 
 
 
  



Here is something from the Salt Lake Tribune from just a month ago … 

WASHINGTON – The Department of Commerce federal credit union is charging 
furloughed employees almost 9 percent interest on emergency loans to cover their 
missing paychecks, despite Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross saying Thursday that 
financial institutions were offering “very, very low interest rate loans to bridge people 
over the gap.” 

The credit union website says, "During the Government Shutdown we're here to help 
our members and non-member employees of the Department of Commerce & NOAA 
and its affiliates, the Executive Office of the President and the White House 
Management and Administration Offices.” 

“Emergency loans of up to $5,000 are available for furloughed employees with 
repayment terms of up to two years,” the site says. Two loan officers reached at the 
credit union telephone number confirmed the terms, which include interest rates "as 
low as 8.99 percent." 

In an interview with CNBC, Ross made waves by saying he doesn't understand why 
federal workers are visiting food banks during the partial government shutdown, 
urging them to seek loans from banks. 

"I know they are, and I don't really quite understand why," Ross said when asked 
about federal workers going to food banks. Ross is a billionaire”. 

Those federal workers, they were just invisible to Harold Ross, not worth paying his 
expensive attention to.   

Vladimir Putin, interviewed on NPR a year after 9/11, spoke of Osama bin Laden as 
very like Pharaoh. He was asked, “What did you think when Reagan spoke of the USSR 
as an evil empire.”  His answer::  It was a just manner of speaking -- just cold war 
rhetoric.  We didn’t take it too seriously.” “What about when Pres. Bush spoke of Osama 
Bin Laden as evil?  Pres. Putin answered, ‘ it was an understatement.  I cannot use 
words to describe him on the air.” Then he said something to make one’s blood run cold. 
“We are as dust to them."   
 
Just like the Israelites were to Pharaoh.  Just like the Muslims were to the white 
supremacist shooter in New Zealand on Friday. It makes me so sad.   
 
That is what evil is about.  When you believe in something so utterly that human 
beings become no longer human.  It’s an estrangement from humanity; an 
estrangement even from yourself.  Religion, at its core, says, we are all human 
beings on this tiny planet.  We are one people.  Anything less is a religious counterfeit. 



Ann Ulanov, professor of theology and depth psychology at Union Seminary in New 
York speaks of this kind of evil as very like an undertow in the ocean.   
 
What they did was not about vengeance.  It was not about what you did to me or what I 
did to you.  The hijackers got caught in something huge, and they submitted to it as if it 
were God.” 
 
And the white supremacists in New Zealand were no different.  They were every bit as 
blind and morally handicapped as Bin Laden and his sick crew.  
 
So, if evil is partially about being unable to see people, maybe the opposite of it is 
bringing previously invisible living beings into view.  I mean, you can go two ways with 
this – you can see with the blind eyes of vengeance, or you can open your eyes and 
see as God sees.   
 
Eighteen years ago two women Susan Retik and Patti Quigley, lost their husbands that 
terrible day we discussed earlier – 9/11. Both were pregnant with babies their fathers 
would never see.  
 
They had never expected to be pregnant widows, yet it was that terrible reality that 
connected them with widows in the nation we had named our enemy, Afghanistan. 
 

These two American women started an organization called “Beyond the 11th” dedicated 
to helping Afghan women who were widows like themselves. In the intervening years, 
they have helped Afghan widows start businesses to support their families. They are 
living proof that pencils and ledgers – not airstrikes and missiles – are the most 
powerful agents for change. 
  
Yes, and all the work done by this organization over the first nine years cost less than 
keeping one U.S. soldier in Afghanistan for eight months. These two women would not 
let the invisible stay invisible. Who knows what would have happened had we spawned 
thousands of acts like that one, in place of wars that we still can’t seem to get out of.   
 
So, remembering is not about just keeping something in a file somewhere in your brain 
– it’s about being vigilant.  Being true to a broken thing until it’s fixed, as true as God 
was to the slaves of Egypt. It’s about being like God that way.  What could be better?     
 
Amen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Response … 
 
Guided Meditation .. 
 
Imagine something like a Passover table.  Maybe you will want to imagine a Thanksgiving table -- 
imagine your family around it -- gather your current family and add your parents and your grandparents, 
siblings, cousins, any people you want. Make sure you add dead family as well as the living.   
 
Then consider what invisible person you'd want to be your special guest.  It has to be someone you or 
members of your family would consider invisible.   
 
Maybe its an ex-spouse.  A dead uncle.  Some one who is or was in prison.  Someone who deserted the 
family.   
 
Think of the people at the table and how each would react to having that person there.   
 
Then imagine how the person would react. 


