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 God plays the waiting game better than anyone I know.  The 

Exodus was all about waiting.  If you a take a look at a map and find 

where Egypt is, and then look at where the Jewish people finally ended 

up, the first thing you notice is how close they are to each other.  It is a 

straight shot right up the coast.  Even when we take into consideration 

that the ancient Israelites didn’t have airplanes, railroads, or cars you 

would probably still expect that short of a distance to get covered sooner 

than it did. 

 Tomorrow is the first day of Passover—the Jewish holiday that 

remembers the days of slavery in Egypt, the freedom that was won by 

Moses, and the beginning of that long trek through the dessert.  It was 

freedom hard won, according to the story and the ritual of Passover, but 

hardly sweet in the short-term.  There were a lot of problems in those 

early days leaving Egypt.  After a couple of days the Pharaoh began to 

have second thoughts on granting the Jews their freedom and so he sent 

his army out to bring them back.  The fourteenth chapter of the book of 
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Exodus captures the reaction from those who thought that freedom had 

been won: “As Pharaoh drew near, the Israelites looked back, and there 

were the Egyptians advancing on them.  In great fear the Israelites cried 

out to the Lord.  They said to Moses, ‘Was it because there were no 

graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness? 

What have you done to us, bringing us out of Egypt?  Is this not the very 

thing we told you in Egypt, “Let us alone and let us serve the 

Egyptians”?  For it would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians 

than to die in the wilderness.’”   

 I wonder if there was a pool going; a bet to see how long it would 

take before the Israelites had had enough of following Moses into the 

wilderness and decide to turn back.  Better the devil you know than the 

one that you don’t I suppose.  The Torah commentary for this passage 

happens to be part of the Yom Kippur ritual.  It is rather harsh in judging 

the generation of Israelites who fled from Pharaoh.  It says that it is at 

this moment that God decides that the generation that left Egypt will not 

be the generation that enters the Promised Land. There are only two 

exceptions; Caleb and Joshua.  Even Moses sees the Promised Land but 

dies before entering it.  That, says the Torah, is why the trek through the 

wilderness was necessary.  God plays the waiting game, and he was 

waiting out that generation that still understood themselves to be slaves.  

They were stuck with a slave mentality. 
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 I guess God figured that you can take the Israelites out of Egypt, 

but you can’t take the Egypt out of the Israelites.  As slaves they were 

used to being co-dependent; they could not rely upon or trust themselves 

to survive on their own.  Even at Sinai they are dependent on Moses and 

Aaron.  They were mentally still in bondage even if their bodies were 

free.  And if the Jews were going to take that Promised Land away from 

the Canaanites, it was going to mean a war.  For that, you need tough 

people who have some confidence in themselves and are not going to 

run away at the first sight of the opposition’s army.  As soon as this 

generation of Israelites sees Pharaoh’s army, they want to turn back. 

 That moment in the life of the Jewish people has become 

emblematic of an idea that is very much mainstream in Jewish theology, 

and it is this: Egypt ain’t just a country on a map.  Egypt is a symbol, a 

state of mind, a spiritual state of being in which one is in bondage.  

Egypt is being co-dependent on a system or on a relationship that is 

dysfunctional or unhealthy.  Any time you are stuck in a relationship like 

that, then you are in Egypt, and more than likely it will take more than 

some locust and frogs on your behalf to get you out.  To live in the 

spiritual bondage that is Egypt is to be overly attached to a narrow way 

of thinking and viewing the world.  It is to long for freedom and 

deliverance.  And so with this interpretation in mind, we can reflect on 

Moses’ words that he said in response to the Israelites rebuke that I read 

earlier.  “But Moses said to the people, ‘Do not be afraid, stand firm, and 
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see the deliverance that the Lord will accomplish for you today; for the 

Egyptians whom you see today you shall never see again.  The Lord will 

fight for you, and you have only to keep still.’” 

 The singer Bob Marley wrote, “Emancipate yourselves from 

mental slavery; none but ourselves can free our minds.”  Pretty good 

quotes there from both Moses and Bob Marley, but the real question is 

how?  How do we free ourselves from the bondage of Egypt and find the 

spiritual freedom we yearn for? 

 I once asked my friend John a question very close to that.  John 

was, and continues to be, a community organizer in Omaha Nebraska.  

He and I worked closely together on the interfaith community 

organizing work that he lead and I was a part of.  John is probably the 

most passionate guy I know when it comes to fighting for the little guy, 

and making sure that people who don’t normally have a voice in the 

system get heard.  To put it simply, the man was driven by his work for 

social justice and the common good of all.  One day over coffee I started 

peppering him with questions in hopes of trying to crack the code of 

how we could get a hundred people as passionate as John is about social 

justice.  And so he shared with me a little about his story. 

 When he was in high school, John was a patriot.  He truly believed 

in freedom, justice, truth, equality, and all of those high ideals we learn 

about in civics class.  He cared about them so much that he considered 
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joining the military.  But not just signing up, no John wanted to go for 

the gusto—he had his sights set on a commission at West Point.  He 

figured it would be best to do college and become an officer all at the 

same time.   

 One Saturday he attended a seminar about West Point.  There were 

three cadets in this big lecture hall full of people.  As the day went along 

and he heard more and more about what it was like to be a cadet, John 

got stoked.  He was ready to sign up there and then.  He wanted to live 

the life of discipline of both body and mind that officer training required.  

John felt called to go to West Point.  There was nothing else he could 

imagine doing with his life. 

 John took the materials he had acquired at this seminar home, and 

began reading through them voraciously.  One afternoon he stumbled 

across a section of the literature that listed medical conditions that would 

keep you out of the army.  One of them was asthma—a condition that 

John had been struggling with since adolescence.  And there it went; his 

dream of becoming a West Point cadet crumbled in his hands like the 

sand from a sandcastle that has been kicked over at the beach.  One 

minute he was high on his future, and the next John was devastated by 

its loss.  He held his dream so tightly, and now it was gone.  Of course 

there was a good deal of grief that John had to deal with.  But he was 17 

at the time; most of his life still lay ahead of him.  He went to the local 

state school and got a very good education.   
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 It was during his time in college that John discovered religion and 

politics.  He realized that serving in the military was one way of living 

out those cherished values of freedom, equality, and justice, but it was 

not the only way.  And so he began the trajectory that would eventually 

lead him to become a community organizer. 

 John realized that he had been in bondage before.  That is not to 

say that he is anti-military; he isn’t.  But he came to see that that vision 

for his life was one that he had become so attached to, so bonded to, that 

he almost missed out on a lot of other possibilities.  He might never have 

seen that there was a whole host of choices available to him.  It was the 

values that were important to John, and the real freedom came in how he 

was going to live them out in his life.  Today, looking back, he could not 

imagine doing it any other way. 

 John had been living in Egypt.  But make no mistake, it is not easy 

for any of us to acknowledge how hooked we are by our dreams, hopes, 

and visions for our lives.  They can be powerful and seductive.  Giving 

up those dreams when they become unhealthy, or as in John’s case when 

life takes them away from us, is no easy matter.  But if we cling to them 

too long, long after they have served their purpose, then we might close 

off some possibilities that might be just as wonderful as the dreams of 

old.  It is so easy to be like those ancient Israelites—clinging to the 

unhealthy idea of the past because the future is uncertain and potentially 
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painful.  That is the slave mentality that loves bondage and ignores the 

real possibilities that freedom presents.   

Spiritual freedom means letting go; letting go of patterns and 

habits that are lifeless and deadening.  Zen Master Hakuin embodies 

spiritual freedom.  In our story this morning he is accused of fathering a 

child.  For an accomplished Zen master such an accusation obliterates 

your reputation.  People start to question your practice and your teaching 

when they hear about such immoral missteps.  Furthermore, Hakuin 

knows it isn’t true.  But instead of putting up a big argument with these 

outraged parents, he simply and patiently responds with “Is that so?”  

And he accepts the child as his own.  He does not get defensive or 

reactionary, meeting their anxiety with his own.  He doesn’t point out to 

them that they are wrong and he is right in a self-righteous way.  He 

simply accepts them, “Is that so?”  Really?  Is that what the present 

moment is giving me right now?  A kid that I know isn’t mine, a 

reputation that is destroyed, and a lifestyle I did not choose?  Huh.  Is 

that so? 

In this story, Hakuin is able to leave all of those things behind that 

most of us so deeply treasure.  And he does it on a dime too, that is what 

is most impressive.  No wailing or gnashing of teeth—just acceptance 

with a Spock-like query, “Is that so?”  Hakuin is completely and utterly 

free and therefore totally open to whatever life hands him at any given 

moment.  You can keep your miracles of turning water into wine or 
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lamps burning for eight days, if you can get your mind in a place where 

you are as open to anything as Hakuin is—that is an honest to goodness 

miracle in my book.  And for my money far more impressive. 

After a year the family comes back, sullen, and ashamed, to ask for 

the child to come home with them.  The girl confesses to telling the story 

and destroying Hakuin’s reputation.  After a year of living with this 

child Hakuin, once again responds with “Is that so?” and hands the child 

back.  This too is impressive.  I don’t think that this is a stoic response 

on the part of the famed Zen Master.  I think he really loved and cared 

for the child during that time.  The story doesn’t say what happened in 

the year between these two visits.  But as a parent of small children, who 

were infants not all that long ago, I can tell you that the best teacher you 

can find to help you live in the present moment and be open to anything 

that may happen in the next moment—is a little kid.  I am sure Hakuin 

had lots of opportunities to practice his “Is that so?” mind while caring 

for that child.   

So how do we do this?  How do we let go of the things that attach 

us, the unhealthy yet familiar habits that keep us in the spiritual bondage 

of Egypt?  How do we embrace a mind that always asks, “Is that so?” of 

every moment, every crisis, every attachment that seeks to pulls us back 

into bondage? 
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Well the first thing to do is to become aware of our attachments.  

My friend John didn’t know that he had blinders on when it came to his 

future until they were ripped away from him.  Sometimes this happens to 

us, all too painfully.  But there are more subtle ways of identifying our 

attachments.  Hakuin would probably encourage us to do meditation.  

That is certainly a sound suggestion, and dare I say even one that is 

echoed in the Exodus narrative.  Perhaps I am reading into the text, but 

Moses does assure the Israelites by telling them that “The Lord will fight 

for you, and you have only to keep still.”  Sounds like he is encouraging 

them to practice meditation! 

We can, however, be a bit more specific than just meditating.  I 

find that attachment, spiritual bondage, what have you, is revealed in 

strange places.  Any time you find yourself feeling anxious, angry, 

defensive, reactive, overly touchy about a particular situation or topic, 

ask yourself “What am I defending?”  What am I afraid of losing?  To 

what am I attached at this moment?  At the bottom of anxiety, you will 

find attachment, something that hooks you.  And at the bottom of every 

attachment, that thing that makes you angry and anxious, there is the 

opportunity to grow. 

Notice that my little meditation here doesn’t solve any of your 

problems—not in the strictest sense.  But then again John didn’t have his 

problem solved for him.  At the end of the story he was not magically 

cured of asthma and admitted to West Point.  Nor did West Point change 
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its mind and start admitting asthmatics.  The only thing that changed was 

John’s perspective.  He let go of a belief that was keeping him in 

bondage, and over time, not right away, he came to understand all the 

other possibilities that were open to him now that he had been willing to 

let go of the old one.  He moved from a state of spiritual bondage into 

the promised land of spiritual freedom.  And like the Exodus of the 

Bible it did not take a direct route.  God is willing to play the waiting 

game until you and I are willing and able to give up that slave mentality 

that this way we know is the only way there is.  So the journey has to 

take some twists and turns before we are ready. 

Sometimes our heart has to break before we are ready to see those 

new possibilities—the new possibilities that may have been there all 

along.  The unknown future is scary.  Freedom can be scary.  But 

freedom holds out the possibility, not the guarantee of course but the 

possibility that tomorrow might just be a better day.  The Promised Land 

might just be around the next bend for you.  Is that so? 

Amen Blessed Be. 


