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Sermon Notes – September 21, 2017 
“Stories of Liberation” 

Brian Walton 
 

 My Mom had trouble returning things.  If she bought some clothing 

and, after taking it home didn’t like it, she fretted about returning it.  She 

just hated approaching the return counter. (department store slide)  In her 

mind she believed the clerk thought that she was hiding something or had 

stained the clothing or simply should have been smart enough not to buy it 

in the first place.  My Mom had a story of that she was inadequate and 

believed that the whole world could see this.  This dominant story hindered 

her enjoyment of life.  It got in the way of her ability to believe that God had 

created her as a good and competent woman.  Do you ever entertain such 

thoughts of yourself?  Do you ever feel enslaved by self-doubt? 

 I recall a student (slide of generic student) from many years ago – I 

will call her Jane.  Jane shared with me that she carried a negative story 

about herself.  She named it the ‘anti-matter’ story.  Before she turned 13 

Jane’s parents divorced and she made up a story that Dad’s leaving 

indicated she wasn’t worth his love.  Her mother’s new boyfriend treated 

her poorly and by mid-adolescence Jane was using alcohol to quiet the 

noisy negative voices of her mind.  As an adult, her own failed marriage 

and the birth of a physically disabled child made the voices grow louder.  

Have you ever carried negative stories?  Have you ever been enslaved by 

self-doubt? (slide of captions) 

 I was reminded of my mother and of Jane when I read this morning’s 

scripture lesson.  This fall the appointed lessons from the Hebrew Bible re-

tell the foundational story of the Exodus.  Most of you know this story – the 
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descendants of Abraham and Sarah end up as slaves in Egypt and Moses 

is called by God to set them free.  Of course, the Pharaoh doesn’t want to 

lose his cheap labour so he resisted, even when God smites the Egyptians 

with plague after plague.  Finally, the most devastating plague - the death 

of first born children – convinces the Pharaoh that he should relent and let 

the Israelites go.   

In this morning’s reading we meet the Israelites three days into their 

flight for freedom. (slide – crossing the Red Sea) They are travelling along 

the shore of the Red Sea when they hear the thunder of horses.  They turn 

and catch sight of Pharaoh’s army chasing them.  In their panic they 

confront Moses.  “Was it because there were no graves in Egypt that you 

have taken us away to die in the wilderness? It would have been better to 

remain slaves in Egypt than to die in the wilderness.”  And there it is, the 

negative story.  The Israelites tell themselves ‘We have been slaves for 

generations.  We don’t deserve freedom.  (slide of captions)  We should 

have stayed in Egypt.”  After decades of cutting straw for Egyptian bricks 

and hewing out canals for Egyptian water the story of enslavement readily 

comes to mind. 

 When I heard their negative story – we are better off as slaves – I 

was reminded of a course I took on Narrative Therapy.  Narrative therapists 

suggest that life is made up of stories – fearful, self-defeating stories and 

empowering, self-affirming stories.  Further, Narrative therapists suggest, 

that humans seem to have penchant for focusing on the negative stories.  

So it was with the people of Israel, so it was with my student Jane, so it 

was with my mother, and too often, so it is with me.  When anxiety arises or 

a situation appears challenging the negative story comes rushing in.  It is 
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not surprising that the Israelites, so new to their experience of freedom and 

confronted by their oppressors, readily resort so their old story “We are 

nothing but slaves and slaves we should have remained.”  (slide of Israelite 

slaves) When the return clerk asked my mother why she was returning her 

purchase my mother immediately concluded they didn’t trust her.  When 

Jane’s marriage failed, the anti-matter story came rushing in, “Why did I 

think anyone could love me?” 

 One scholar writing about this morning’s scripture suggests that the 

negative story is fueled by chaos and tyranny.  The chaos of being at the 

water’s edge and the tyranny of the advancing oppressor.  Negative stories 

often grow loud when we are faced with chaos and tyranny.  For Jane, the 

chaos of a troubled marriage and a disabled child brought about the 

tyranny of old voices – her mother’s boyfriend who said she was good for 

nothing and an abusive husband who insisted on his way. 

 What can we do when the negative voices grow loud?  Was there an 

alternative story for the Israelites? If you’ve ever seen the classic movie the 

Ten Commandments you’ll know that Moses raises up his staff and the 

waters of the Red Sea part.  (slide of parting of Red Sea) The Israelites 

rush over on dry land and, when the forces of the Pharaoh start to follow, 

Moses lowers his hands and the waters rush back to swamp the Egyptians.     

 What the Israelites didn’t know at the Red Sea was that liberation 

didn’t simply mean getting away from the Pharaoh, it also meant claiming a 

new story.  It meant changing their identity from slave to chosen one, from 

Egyptian servants to the ‘people of God.’  This didn’t happen overnight.  

Subsequent chapters from Exodus reveal the Israelites continuing to replay 

the old story “we are nothing but slaves”.  Eventually they trust that God is 
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with them, they enter a new land and with it comes a new story.  They are 

no longer servants, but chosen ones of God.    

 Last week I suggested that God is love and that God’s love is often 

made known in the gritty places of life where negative stories lurk.  Indeed, 

when we sense God loving us in spite of our negative stories there is the 

potential for more vibrant lives.   

 My father died when I was eleven years old and it forced my mother 

to confront the ominous story of her inadequacy.  She was challenged to 

find her place in the work world, a place that she had not entered since her 

marriage twenty-five years earlier.  (slide of female office worker) Gritty 

love required that she shoulder the responsibility of providing for her little 

family.  She grew her confidence as a valuable employee, nurtured her son 

into adulthood, and testified that the Spirit of God had helped her through 

grief and parenting as a single woman.  A new story – that of caring 

mother, valuable employee, survivor – gradually replaced the old negative 

one. 

 At first Jane’s handicapped child seemed like confirmation of her 

negative story but gritty love consumed Jane.  It caused her to petition 

schools and doctors to ensure her child had every available opportunity.  

Her daughter’s life expanded as Jane provided her with the love that had 

been absent in her life. (slide of loving mother)  A new story of – caring 

mother, tenacious advocate, and wise parent – gradually replaced the old 

negative story.   Nothing in life is simple – the Israelites relapsed, and so 

did my mother, and so did Jane and so do I.  The story of the Exodus is a 

foundational for the Jewish people precisely because it assures them that 

they are God’s chosen ones.  The Christian story takes that message one 
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step further and declares that all of us, the entire world, are God’s chosen 

ones, created for life, worthy of love.  As a young minister there was poster 

circulating of an impoverished boy standing beside a dilapidated house – 

the caption on the poster read, “God made me and God doesn’t make 

junk”.  (slide – God doesn’t make junk) How can we hear and claim this 

important message that – without exception we are valued by God, formed 

and shaped by love. 

 Narrative therapists tell us that there are two ways to defeat negative 

stories.  The first strategy is to notice who benefits from our negative 

stories.  The Egyptians relied on the Israelites seeing themselves only as 

slaves - sources of cheap labour and expendable human beings.  For Jane, 

her mother’s boyfriend benefitted when Jane excluded herself from family 

and he became the center of attention.  Negative stories almost always 

benefit those who want to have power over others.  (slide – standing up to 

power) 

The other strategy that narrative therapists promote is looking for 

exceptions to the negative story.  As the Israelites fled Egypt they were 

making a stand against enslavement.  Each time they had success in their 

desert journey they were building their identity as a new people.  For my 

mother it meant recognizing the tremendous accomplishment of 

transforming herself from a timid housewife into the family breadwinner at 

the age of 50. 

Our lives are filled with occasions when the power of God has helped 

us to succeed, to survive, to contribute and to create.  When you rise in the 

morning (slide of sunrise) recall the wonderful ways through which you act 

as God’s chosen ones and hold fast to the knowledge that the power of 
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Love, the power of God is always at work in you.  Thanks be the Source of 

Life and Love!  Amen. 

 


