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Exodus 15:19-27 

 

 “When the horses of Pharaoh with his chariots and his chariot drivers went into 

the sea, the Lord brought back the waters of the sea upon them; but the Israelites walked 

through the sea on dry ground.” (Exodus 15:19) Suddenly in that instant, all the trials and 

tribulations the Israelites had experienced at the hands of the Egyptians.  All the 

hardships and the struggles.  All the slavery and the oppression.  All the abuse and the 

persecution…   

 

When the Israelites made it to the far side of the Red Sea, they glanced back over 

their shoulders and watched the Egyptian army and the horses and the chariots and 

shields and flags and swords engulfed by the water.  Then almost as quickly as it started, 

the splashing and the flailing stopped and it was quiet.  And the Red Sea left no trace of 

any chaos above the still surface.   

 

For a moment, even if it was a brief moment, the Israelites literally left their 

troubles behind them.  No one in that band of Israelites knew what was going to happen 

next.  But they knew what they had just witnessed…all their cares washed away.  For the 

first time in a long time, the Israelites caught their breath.    

 

Moses, however, was still preoccupied.  As God’s appointed leader of the Israelite 

community, he had every right to feel triumphant.  Pharaoh and his army were consumed 

at the bottom of a watery grave while every single Israelite survived the Red Sea crossing 

unharmed.  Most importantly, God had fulfilled God’s promise to help Moses lead the 

people out of bondage in Egypt on their way to a new chapter of freedom and prosperity. 

 

But Moses didn’t have time to reflect.  He couldn’t afford to stop and celebrate.  

On the other side of the Red Sea lay a vast wilderness and there was still a great journey 

remaining.  Three days into that great journey, the Israelites arrived in a place called 

“Marah”, where there was another body of water.   

 

The people were tired, thirsty, perhaps still a little rattled and they wanted 

something to drink.  But the water in Marah was not up to par.  At first glance, the quality 

of the water seemed like a minor complaint compared to the years of enslavement and 

oppression the Israelites withstood back in Egypt.  Then again, who could blame the 

Israelites?  After all they had been through, couldn’t they simply have found some water 

to drink that didn’t taste off putting? 

 

At God’s urging, Moses picked up a log and tossed it into the water.  

Immediately, the water turned from bitter to sweet.  And for a moment, even if it was a 

brief moment, the Israelites were content…   

 



God parted the Red Sea and the Israelites walked across on dry ground. God 

turned the waters in Marah from bitter to sweet and the Israelites drank their fill.  Every 

step along the Exodus way the Israelites experienced trials and benefitted from God given 

victories, both huge and small.  Until eventually, this morning’s Scripture lesson tells us 

that the Israelites arrived at “Elim” where there were twelve springs of fresh, delicious 

water and seventy palm trees. By all appearances it was a temporary oasis, and the people 

decided they would camp there… 

 

For the purposes of this sermon, though, I want to set aside the trials and the 

victories.  Instead, I want to take a look at the brief vignette in the middle of today’s 

Scripture lesson.  The point in the story when Miriam took a tambourine in her hand and 

began to dance.    

 

Miriam’s seemingly innocuous gesture easily gets lost in the rest of this 

morning’s text.  It’s not as bold as God forging a dry walkway for the Israelites down the 

middle of the Red Sea waters.  It’s not as climactic as Pharaoh and his army drowning in 

the Red Sea while they were giving chase.  It’s not as audacious as God commanding 

Moses to perform a miracle with the log that turns the Marah waters tasty. 

 

Nevertheless, Miriam picking up her tambourine does not deserve to be glossed 

over.  It may, in fact, be the most compelling thing that happens in the entire story… 

 

You see back in ancient times, whenever someone picked up a tambourine, 

everyone nearby knew it was time for worship to start.  The sound of the tambourine was 

a signal to make music and sing and praise God!  In this morning’s narrative, the second 

Miriam took her tambourine in hand, shaking it in rhythm, the text tells us that, “all the 

women went out after her with tambourines and with dancing.”  

 

Well, Miriam had good reason to dance, you might be thinking.  She and her 

people had just come through the Red Sea and her enemies no longer posed a threat.  No 

wonder Miriam and all the women in the Israelite camp picked up their tambourines.   

 

But here’s the thing.  Yes, Miriam had good reason to celebrate her people’s 

escape from slavery and Pharaoh’s pursuit.  At the same time, Miriam knew the Israelites 

were hardly out of the woods, even on the far side of the Red Sea. They had massive 

challenges still ahead of them.   

 

The Israelites were about to wander in the wilderness for years with no guarantee 

they were going to survive until they reached the Promised Land.  To be sure, the 

Israelites left great hardship and struggle behind in Egypt.  Yet the struggle that awaited 

them in the wilderness was equally daunting, filled with adversity they could not foresee. 

 

None of that stopped Miriam, however.  As I mentioned earlier, Moses was 

preoccupied trying to figure out what lay ahead for his brothers and sisters.  Miriam, on 

the other hand, was not preoccupied.  Yes, Miriam remembered dark days behind and she 

anticipated dark days ahead.  But right there, in that in between place where the trials of 



slavery had passed and the trials of the wilderness awaited, Miriam knew it was time to 

praise God. 

 

It was time for Miriam and all the women to praise God for bringing them safely 

that far.  It was time for Miriam and all the women to praise God as a sign of their trust 

that God would lead them and guide them safely into the future.  Sometimes in that in 

between place with darkness behind and darkness ahead, we find ourselves feeling 

hesitant or anxious or stuck in our own heads.  But Miriam chose to fill that in between 

space with the sound of tambourines and the sheer abandon of all her Israelite sisters 

dancing along with her… 

 

I don’t know how all of you felt, but when I heard the news earlier this week that 

Pfizer had developed a potential vaccine for COVID-19, I was ready to reach for the 

nearest tambourine.  Not because the very real threat of this pandemic is behind us.  Not 

because there’s any guarantee the Pfizer vaccine or any other vaccine will prove to be as 

effective as it’s been billed in its initial stages.  And not because getting a vaccine to the 

billions of people on our planet won’t be a massive and formidable undertaking   

 

Instead, news about a possible vaccine was a sure sign of hope.  Human beings 

have endured a lot of hardship and struggle in our world since the pandemic started and 

we will undoubtedly endure more hardship and struggle as we move through the months 

ahead.   

 

Yet when we are in the in between place, the way you and I and billions of people 

in our world are today, we would do well to follow the example of Miriam.  Rather than 

fretting and getting lost in our own head space, it would feel much more reassuring to 

simply grab the nearest tambourine.  So we can thank God for bringing us safely this far 

in the midst of the pandemic.  So we can signal our trust that God will lead us through the 

pandemic, even if we don’t know exactly when or how.  So we can praise God with all 

the music and dancing we can muster.   

 

Two weeks ago, in my Sunday sermon, I preached about the need for us to pause 

and weep and mourn the devastating losses we have endured over these months.  Last 

week, I preached about the need for us to hold onto laughter during this pandemic in the 

name of Lazarus, who walked out of the tomb alive at Jesus’ command and never stopped 

chuckling at God’s goodness.     

 

This morning, it’s all about Miriam. A woman who refused to forget how 

important it is to praise God for the past and the future and the poignant time in between.  

A prophet who picked up her tambourine and led the Israelite women in a dancing conga 

line to the amazing glory of our God.  Amen.  

 
NOTE:  Rev. Dr. Yvette Flunder, Pastor of the City of Refuge UCC Church in San 

Francisco, inspired my thinking about Miriam when she preached a sermon entitled, “Does 

Anybody Want to Dance With Me?”, at the 2018 Festival of Homiletics in Washington, DC.      

 

 


