Ravensworth
BAPTIST CHURCH

September 20, 2026 | Ordinary Time
Exodus 14:19-31
Let Freedom Ring: Delivered
Rev. Dr. Leah Davis, preaching

Several years ago, my clergy group and | met up on the eastern shore of
Maryland for a restorative two-day retreat. We talked about nerdy things like
the lectionary texts for the upcoming year, enjoyed a sunset out on the dock
of our rented house as the water and skyline changed to a rosy hue on the
Choptank River. | remember how deeply we all breathed as we listened to the
water lapping on to the shore.

But the real purpose of our trip was to trace the steps of Harriet Tubman, our
guide for day two. We went to the Harriet Tubman museum, drove to some of
the stops on the Harriet Tubman tour. To be in the space where we knew she
worked to survive and deliver the people to freedom on her underground
railroad was sacred ground. Once there, seeing the old trees and tall grass,
the marshland that surrounded us, it wasn’'t hard to imagine what it must
have been like as she traveled to lead those who had escaped the bondage
of slavery to freedom.

She earned the nickname Moses, one to deliver her people. Often, as she was
with a group of people, working to outrun those who sought to enslave them
yet again, she would sing songs that were coded with meaning.

For example as Howard Thurman explains, “To escaping slaves, one song told
them to abandon the path and move into the water. By traveling along the
water’'s edge or across a body of water, the slaves would throw chasing dogs



and their keepers off the scent. For the people escaping, the ‘troubled waters’
meant the ups and downs, the vicissitudes of life. Within the context of the
‘troubled’ waters of life there are healing waters, because God is in the midst
of the turmoil. Do not shrink from moving confidently out into the choppy seas.
Wade in the water, because God is troubling the water.”

“By all accounts, Harriet Tubman had a lovely singing voice, according to
Maya Cunningham in her piece, The Sound World Harriet Tubman, “Tubman
was a singer. She used songs to facilitate escapes, starting with her own.
Although she nurtured a life-long aspiration for freedom, she made the
decision to run after learning she was going to be sold in 1849. She
surreptitiously let her family and friends know what she was doing by singing
the song ‘Bound for the Promised Land’ as a code song. The song was either
an African American spiritual or a modified Methodist hymn, as some
scholars argue. Based on the lyrics and melodic structure, it was probably a

spiritual.

There is much we can infer from this story. If she sang the song as an
encoded goodbye, then her family would have known the song, and it is likely
that they sang it together during Hush Arbor meetings. The Promised Land, in
African American spirituals, had a triple meaning that referred to either Israel
for the Biblical Hebrews, heaven in the afterlife, or the Free North. Her family
would have known the code, but slaveholders would have been unaware.
Harriet Tubman used code songs as signals, instead of verbal directions, to
direct the groups of freedom travelers that she led. She sang a hymn called
“Hail, Oh Hail, Ye Happy Spirits” to communicate her return to the woods

where a group hid while she went to get food.

As shown in the opening soundscape, she also sang what seems to be a
variation of the spiritual “Go Down Moses” to signal danger. Also, in an

! James Pennington, Wade in the Water, as quoting Howard Thurman, Deep River: An Interpretation of Negro
Spirituals



https://phoenixucc.org/caffeinated-ramblings/wade-in-the-water

encoded 1854 letter to Jacob Jackson in Maryland, she craftily warned him to
be ready for a freedom journey, saying that he should be on the lookout for
that “Old Ship of Zion,” the title of another African American spiritual.”?

Those waters | saw that day in Maryland knew of those songs of liberation,
they echoed with them. The waves held the songs and sounds of liberation
and freedom, a freedom crafted in the hopes and promises and dreams of a
people long oppressed and incredible strong in spirit.

The Exodus story, we know. We've heard this one before. It's the story of the
Israelite people escaping slavery in Egypt through water as the enslavers
followed closely behind them. The Red Sea is the site of our story in Exodus,
and | imagine it tells the same stories in its troubled waters as the Choptank
River in Maryland.

Dr. Michael Chan writes, “To the fight, Pharaoh brings a swarm of chariots and
soldiers. The text tells us that “He took six hundred of the best chariots, along
with all the other chariots of Egypt, with officers over all of them” (Exodus 14:7).
The Israelites are in a much more precarious position, having camped
alongside a body of water without any means of escape. Their vulnerability
would prove too tempting a target for the stiff-hearted Pharaoh (14:3), who
concludes that they were boxed in and ripe for conquest. In terms of
armaments, the Israelites have nothing more than a promise: “Do not be
afraid. Stand firm and you will see the deliverance the LORD will bring you
today. The Egyptians you see today you will never see again. The LORD will
fight for you; you need only to be still” (verses 13-14).

There are, in fact, two battles in play. The first is Pharaoh'’s conflict with the
Israelites and the second is the fight to believe God's absurd command that
“the Lord will fight for you.” And it is here that our story begins, with Israel on
the verge of military defeat, wielding mere words as weapons.”

2 Maya Cunningham, “The Sound World of Harriet Tubman.” Ms. Magazine, Feb. 17, 2022.
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And the words of God, the words of liberation sustained them. The people
crossed to freedom with the promise of God keeping their feet dry. As the
people stood on dry land, they must have wondered what had just happened
to them. How fascinating that once they gathered, they began to sing—Moses,
Miriam, all the people. Miriam began singing a song of liberation, the song to
guide the people forward, the song to proclaim God'’s love, and a song of
hope and promise. She got a tambourine as did all of the women and she led
the sining with her Song of the Sea:

Sing to God—
what a victory!

He pitched horse and rider
into the sea!

The story of Exodus is a story of freedom and belief that God is a liberating
God. And it's a story that quite exactly asks us to question whether we are
Pharoah the oppressor or the people who are being oppressed. This is
careful question we must ponder as we consider the themes of liberation and
the good-troubled water of freedom.

One more song for our consideration this morning: “Ella’s Song,” by Dr. Bernice
Johnson Raegon, founder of Sweet Honey in the Rock. “Sweet Honey in the
Rock has traveled around this country and the world for nearly 45 years
because its singers have the ability to create vibrations that reach our
innermost selves. It's founder, Dr. Reagon, — and many of the nearly 20 Black
women who have participated in Sweet Honey in the Rock — are activists and
directly engaged in placing their hands in the soil of community work. So for
Sweet Honey in the Rock, the soul is not just what lives within the individual;
soul is also an entity that lives within community. Sweet Honey in the Rock
provides us anthemic guidance as to how to live peaceably with each other.

While they provide glimpses of what the contemplative Spirituals such as
“Wade in the Water” and “Come by Hear” sounded like on American
plantations, Sweet Honey in the Rock still surveys the present moment and
responds to contemporary calls for love and justice. On their 2016 album,



#LoveinEvolution, “Second Line Blues” is a poignant tribute to victims of gun
violence, including police shootings.”

As Heather Day writes, “Ella’s Song is a freedom song. Written by Bernice
Reagon and performed a cappella by the group she founded in 1973, Sweet
Honey in the Rock, the song honors the activist Ella Baker. A hero of the civil
rights movement, Baker played critical roles in building collective power for
racial and economic justice in the southern United States. She led many
successful organizing drives working with the NAACP, Southern Christian
Leadership Conference, Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, and
many other organizations, with a special appreciation for nurturing young
peoples’ roles in movements for human rights. Bernice Reagon is a living
legend herself, whose legacy includes bringing a cappella freedom songs to

the center of movement-building.”

Which songs will we sing? Pharoah’s lament that the systems of injustice
cannot reign when people organize? Or the songs of Harriet, Miriam, and Ellg,
who proclaim that we who believe our God is one of liberation? We who
believe in freedom cannot rest until it comes..Amen.

4 Fredara Mareva Hadley, “It's Time to Recognize Sweet Honey in the Rock for their Essential
Confributions to American Music,” PBS News Hour, June 1, 2017.

® Heather Day, “Ella’s Song: We Who Believe in Freedom Cannot Rest,” Community Alliance for Global
Justice Zine.
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