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[The events which we are talking about today took place about 3500 years ago, around about the year 1500BC. But they may have occurred anywhere between 1700BC and 1200BC.

You may have an impression that the Israelites were used as slaves to build the great pyramids. This is not so. The great pyramids were already 1000 years old when today’s events took place.

Egyptian personages who lived about this time, and whose names may be familiar to you, include, in chronological order: Queen Hatshepshut, whose great temple on the banks of the Nile you may have visited; Queen Nefertiri, whose head-bust has made her beauty legendary; Tutankhamun, the boy king; and Ramesses II, whose great monuments include the temple of Abu Simbel] 

Many years ago I read the story of the Exodus, then looked at a picture of Mt Sinai. I noted a great inconsistency: the Exodus account was plainly describing a volcano, and Mt Sinai, was emphatically not a volcano. 

In more recent years I have learned more about the tectonic structure of the Middle East and become aware that it is seismically a very active place. The Bible makes frequent references to earthquakes. Events occur which are seismic in origin.

In our psalm this morning we have the vivid phrase: "You touch the earth and it trembles; you touch the mountain and it smokes." 

But there are no volcanoes that we know of in Israel itself, unless there be one at the south end of the Dead Sea . 

However, there is a huge volcano in the Mediterranean . The Greek island of Thera , or Santorini, is actually the rim of a caldera. Thera exploded with enormous force in 1365 BC. It has been suggested that this was the event which triggered the series of plagues in Egypt , and the plume of smoke and fire which guided Moses and his people to the promised land. 

There are other volcanoes. In the north west of Saudi Arabia there are volcanic areas which match very closely the conditions described in the Bible. As a target for Moses and his followers these areas are attractive. It is an area which he would have known well, because he spent 40 years in exile there looking after sheep. He would have come to know every nook and cranny. It is possible that the erupting volcano of El Bedr was the fiery pillar which led them through the barren land. 

Why was the Exodus necessary? 

A few years ago I was assigned to read, for the morning service, the story of Joseph's abduction by his brothers, and his subsequent sale to traders who then onsold him in Egypt . The notes I was given as background to the reading implied that this story was a fiction, dreamt up to explain the presence of the Israelites in Egypt . I found this suggestion extraordinary; it failed totally to understand the role of Joseph. For me Joseph is the prototype of the Jew who through nearly 4000 years of history, has risen from obscurity to occupy, not the highest office in the land, but the most powerful and influential. Biblical and European history is replete with examples of such people, and modern Anglo/American/Australian/NZ history is incomprehensible without them. They dominate the scientific, political, academic, and cultural spheres in which they move. But at the same time their abilities and achievements have aroused envy and jealousy, leading to appalling victimisation, oppression, and attempted outright genocide. It is a consistent pattern. 

It is also a pattern that Jews have married into the powerful native families of their host countries. 

I suggest that it was exactly the same in Egypt at the time of the Israelites' Sojourn. 

The Bible tells us that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob were all very wealthy men. 

Joseph did very well for himself too. From being sold into slavery at age 18, at age 30 he was appointed prime minister of Egypt . Joseph's efforts in this role were prodigious. He brought about the political re-uniting of country which was being torn apart by feuding warlords. He recognised the unreliability of the weather patterns, with alternating periods of flood and famine. He established huge storage facilities to hold the crops produced in good times for use in subsequent years of famine. He organised a massive hydraulic system to control the floodwaters of the Nile , a canal which continues to this day to bear his name, the Bahr Yussef. His grateful sovereign married him off to Asenuth, the daughter of the high priest of On, one of the most powerful men in the country. 

The next thing we know is that a couple of centuries later, the Israelites have been enslaved and are making bricks, and that a cunning Israelite mother has managed to con an Egyptian princess into bringing up her son as her own. That baby grew up in the Egyptian court, with a good Egyptian name. Then, at about age 30, in a fit of rage, he killed one of the local Gestapo, and was forced to flee the country. He returned 30 years later to lead his people out of the land of bondage 

What had happened in the two or three hundred years between the stunning achievements of Joseph and the oppression of the time of Moses? 

Working simply from analogy with events which have been repeated many times over the past 3500 years, I would suggest: 

· The Israelites were prolific, with high birthrates, low infant mortality, and long lifespans. 

· Their sheep flocks and cattle herds were bigger, fatter and fitter than anyone else's; 

· Their merchants controlled the international trade from their lands in Goshen , which sat astride the traditional trade routes to the north, east and west; 

· They had married into Egypt 's most powerful families; 

· They played dominant roles in administration, architecture, and medicine; 

· They were skilled craftsmen; 

· For all the above reasons, they were wealthy, were stable and closeknit. 

· In addition: 

· They were having a major impact on Egyptian religious life. 

· They were different. 

Pharaoh's complaint was that were "taking us over". His solution was to kill off all the male children and to put as many of the rest of the others as he could into hard labour. Now since this policy continued for at least sixty years, it would seem that it was only enforced spasmodically, when it was necessary, shall we say, to "teach the Israelites a lesson". No matter how much he might have liked to achieve a final solution, Pharaoh could not get past the fact that his own family was now part Israelite, and that the Israelites were fundamental to the efficient running of his country, and the building of his new cities. 

We noted earlier that Joseph had married into the family of the priest of On. The Greek name for On is Heliopolis , or City of the Sun. Heliopolis was centre for the worship of Re, the sun-god, a more primitive religious tradition than that pursued in the temples at Luxor . 

You will be familiar with the boy king Tutankhamun. You will be less familiar with his father Akhenaten. Akhenaten became converted to a new religion, a development of the sun-god religion. The object of his worship was the Aten, the Sun Disc, which supplied warmth and light. This is the first record in history of a monotheistic religion, one which acknowledged a single God and one without tangible form. 

Akhenaten went overboard with his new faith. Worship of the old Egyptian gods was banned, so all those powerful priests with their vested interests were thrown out of work. Akhenaten abandoned the old capital of Thebes and built himself a new capital at a desolate place on the banks of the Nile called Amarna. Things didn't go well for Akhenaten. His kingdom suffered from a succession of natural disasters and was gradually weakened. Eventually the out-of-work priests engineered a coup, Akenaten was disempowered, Amarna was permanently abandoned, and the status of the former gods was restored. 

Interestingly however, on the opposite bank of the Nile to Amarna, there exists to this day a village called Al-Lawis, or the village of the Levites. 

Moses and Aaron were of the tribe of Levi. In the new post-Exodus Israel , unlike the other tribes, the Levites were not allocated land. They became the priestly caste. 

Now, whether the Aten episode occurred before or after the Exodus no-one knows for certain. 

A good sense of the Aten worship is obtained from this morning's psalm, 104, which shows an extraordinary sensitivity to the natural world. This was originally a hymn to Aten. 

In his Midianite exile Moses would have been made aware of the increasing pressure on his people, for it seems that he had kept close contact with his priestly brother Aaron. Finally God persuaded him that he had to do something about his chosen people. He returned to Egypt , and used his political and family connections to get his audience with Pharaoh. I have always found it strange that Pharaoh never seems to question the rank or authority of this 60-year-old returned-from-exile shepherd-prince. Maybe this was because as a Levite he also came as priest. 

Ten times Pharoah resisted Moses' demand to let "Yahweh's people go" and each time was rewarded with a plague, each one more devastating than the previous one. There was nothing new in Egypt about death and plagues; they, and other natural disasters had been part and parcel of their life for 1500 years. 

The tenth one was different. It took the first born of every family, including the family of Pharaoh. But the Israelites were spared. At this the first Passover, the angel of pestilence passed them by. What was this ghastly last plague? It has been suggested that it was the priests of the old gods, passing through the villages and cities of the land, and offering the first-born of all families and animals as sacrifice to appease the anger of the gods which had manifested itself in this series of disasters. 

Only then did Pharaoh relent and agree to let the children of Israel go to offer a sacrifice to their God. But the sacrifice was just a ruse to get out of the country. When he realised that he had been tricked Pharaoh set out in pursuit. He could not afford to lose all those skills and forced labour. 

Aided by seismic phenomena Moses led his people through the Red Sea and on to the pastures of Midian. Pharaoh's army perished in the sands of the Red Sea . 

Forty years Moses kept his people in Midian. He seems to have been a combination of the Taliban and the Khmere Rouge, simultaneously turning his sophisticated Egyptian city-dwellers into pastoralists, and inflicting on them a strict theocratic rule. Many objected, but like other revolutionary leaders, Moses was ruthless in ensuring that his ideology prevailed. He was very successful. Centuries would pass before the next blossoming of Israelite culture would emerge under David and Solomon. 

This epic saga of Moses leading his people out of slavery reaches profoundly into the human soul. The Jews have faithfully remembered the injunction to celebrate the Passover feast in remembrance of their release from bondage. It is a story which plumbs the depths of human hope and despair; it is a clarion call of redemption, freedom and justification. It is a story to which oppressed peoples from all ages and traditions have been able to relate, and in which they have found inspiration and renewed confidence. The confidence arises not simply from Moses faithfully leading his people, but from Moses being the servant of God, who was leading "Yahweh's chosen people" to their promised land.
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Needless to say there have been vast amounts of information written about the Exodus events, and attempting to reconcile the Biblical accounts with Egyptian records. Academic battles rage, not least over the chronologies. Just when did events occur in ancient Egypt , and when did they occur in ancient Israel ? 

Under one scenario, the Exodus occurred under the Pharaoh Ramesses II (builder of Abu Simbel and other great monuments) and after the Aten affair. Under another it occurred under Dudymose, an obscure pharaoh, and well before Akhenaten and Ramesses. Under another it coincided with the demise of Akhenaten. 

Seismic events and plagues can occur at any time. The Thera/Santorini eruption is well documented and is believed to have occurred in about 1365BC. 

There is apparently no documentation for an eruption of Mt Bedr, although there are records of eruptions of nearly volcanoes. Since Mt Bedr is off limits in Saudi Arabia , nothing can be proved one way or another until it is possible for on-site geological and archaeological examinations. 

However, with very little justification whatsoever, I offer the following thoughts, based on my readings: 

• The Exodus is more likely to have occurred in a time of weak control in Egypt . This would favour Dudymose or Akenaten as opposed to the much more powerful Ramesses II. 

• A Bedr eruption sounds more reasonable than a Thera eruption. The Thera eruption was cataclysmic, and would have caused an enormous cloud of steam and debris, and is unlikely to have produced a continuing pillar of smoke by day and of fire by night. It is relatively speaking a long way from Egypt , and is in the west. An eruption of Mt Bedr on the other hand would have been milder and have produced an eruption of smoke by day and fire by night. Besides which of course, it is where Moses was heading. 

However, it could be that these and other seismic events occurred at about the same time, during a period of major adjustment of the jostling tectonic plates. 

• An exodus some time after the fall of Akhenaten (i.e. during, or more likely, after Tutankhanum) would make sense, since the restored regime of the old priests would be anxious to remove heretical Levites and all vestiges of Israelite influence. I can imagine them being extremely proactive in the humiliation and enslavement of the Israelites. 

It's all fascinating stuff. 

The following are a series of references which are available in our local libraries: 

Blum, Howard: The Gold of Exodus - the discovery of the most sacred place on earth, Hodder and Stoughton, London , 1998. This is a book written for television, and proposes Jabal al Lawz, a mountain in Saudi Arabia, not far from the Israeli border, as the real Mt Sinai. This is a good yarn, has some interesting observations, but Jabal al Lawz is not a volcano. 

Humphries, Colin: The Miracles of Exodus, HarperCollins, New York, First edition, 2003. "A scientist's discovery of the extraordinary natural causes of the Biblical stories". This is the book that proposes Mt Bedr as Mt Sinai. This is a fascinating and extremely well written and accessible book. 

Kirsch, Jonathan: A Life of Moses Baleentyne Books, NY,1998. An interesting reconstruction of the life of Moses, based on Biblical and other sources. 

Phillips, Graham: Act of God - Moses, Tutankhamun and the Myth of Atlantis, Pan Books, London, 1998. This book co-ordinates the Thera eruption, the Exodus, and the fall of the Aten cult. Another fascinating story. 
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Rohl, David: The Lost Testament - "From Eden to Exile- the five thousand-year history of the people of the Bible." Century, London , 2002. In this book Rohl spreads his vision broader, and less convincingly. He freely admits that he leaves out items which don't fit his thesis. For example, he gives firm dates for certain births and deaths of some the patriarchs, but not others. In trying to interpolate the missing dates you arrive at a pattern which is not credible. (None of this is helped of course by the Bible's insistence that the patriarchs all lived well over 100 years). 

Salibi, Kamal; The Bible came from Arabia . Jonathan Cape , London 1985. (I bought this book when it was removed from the local library). Working from geographical data, Salibi contends that the 400 years of post-exodus events of the Bible actually occurred in Arabia, in the region of Asir, on the Red Sea coast just north of Yemen . 

On the web: 

http://www.geotimes.org/apr05/feature_NileFloods.html 

This talks about climate change in ancient Egypt , making special reference to the Bahr Yussef. 

Look up "The Gospel according to Egypt ", for some rather startling theories. 

