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On Eagles’ Wings 

Reading from the Old Testament:  Exodus 19:3-7; 20:1-17 

We needed tools and we didn’t have any. Guests in a friend of a 

friend’s Florida vacation home, a minor household repair was required. 

Well, it wasn’t exactly a household repair, we had locked ourselves out, 

and since Presbyterian = committee meeting, after about 90 minutes of 

discussion … we had a plan … that required tools. Home Depot and 

Lowes were closed, and Ace was the place where the helpful hardware 

man had turned in for the night. So, we’re out there in search of a 

screwdriver and a hammer when my colleague’s spouse happened to call 

to check in.  

“Whatcha doing?” 

“Looking to buy a couple of tools.” 

“Hardware stores are closed.” 

“Yes, I’m aware of that.” 

“Why can’t you wait til tomorrow?” 

“We’re locked out of the house.” 

“Don’t you have any tools in the car?” 

“No, I have a Bible commentary and a Presbyterian planning calendar.” 

“My brother Jay always keeps a toolbox in his trunk. Come to think of 

it, so did my dad.” 

“Emily … that’s not helpful.” 
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You never know when a set of tools will come in handy. Of course, 

some ten years later and the inventory to my car would report a pocket 

Bible and a half-consumed tin of mints, but then, there are those in my 

life who’ll say that even if I had a set of tools, I wouldn’t know what to 

do with them. But it sure would be nice to be boy scout prepared, 

always equipped with the tools to face the day.  

So, what do you suppose I should include in my life-preparedness 

toolbox? Hammer, screwdriver, pliers, wrench, ratchet set, level, duct 

tape, measuring tape, power drill (This is where Donna would be saying, 

“Whoa, there little man! No one wants you handling any power tools.) 

So, what do I need in my life-preparedness toolbox? How about a bit of 

kindness? Maybe a book of prayers? Perhaps the perfect excuse to help 

me step away from situations fraught with potential harm to me or to 

others. Do you think these would be good to include in my toolbox?  

What about the Ten Commandments? Terry Gaines sent me a 

message this week reporting that, technically, Moses was the first 

person to download files from the cloud using a tablet. The Ten 

Commandments, would that be good for the toolbox? Unfortunately, the 

Ten Commandments have become so misunderstood in our culture, a 
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political lightning rod, a weaponized idol used to exclude and demean 

anyone outside of a narrow ideology, a collection of thou shalt nots 

revealing an angry begrudging God. I would venture that in a majority 

of cases, people tend to have stronger attitudes about the ten 

commandments than knowledge of them. 

All of this would change if we could just frame Exodus 20 within 

the scope of our text from Exodus 19. “3 Then Moses went up to God; 

the Lord called to him from the mountain, saying, "Thus you shall say 

to the house of Jacob, and tell the Israelites: 4 You have seen what I did 

to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you 

to myself. 5 Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, 

you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples.” 

A lot has taken place thus far in Exodus. Enslaved Hebrew slaves 

cry out to the Lord and the Lord hears them. A fugitive Moses 

encounters the burning bush and receives the call of the Lord complete 

with a sermon title, Let my people go!  There are plagues and a Passover 

meal, a miraculous escape, pillars of fire and clouds of protection, a 

parted sea and manna from heaven interspersed with plenty of whining 

and complaining out there in the wilderness. All of this eventually 
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brings us to the foothills of Mt. Sinai, the same mountain upon which 

Moses first encountered the voice of the Lord. The remaining half of the 

book of Exodus will take place in this location, which is an indication of 

the significance of what happens there. 

So, the Lord tells Moses to tell the people, “You have seen what I 

did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings and brought 

you to myself.” What a poignant and powerful image. Finding protection 

and shelter and growth and provision and conveyance. It describes a 

God who is present, nurturing, protective, and mobile in the way of a 

parent with a child. Wherever I send you I will go with you; I will 

shelter you; I will sustain you. It brings to mind the Irish prayer of St. 

Patrick, “Christ with me, Christ before me, Christ behind me, Christ in 

me, Christ beneath me, Christ above me…” 

“How I bore you on eagles’ wings.” It is an image that resonates 

with the Psalmist. In Ps. 17, it says, “Guard me as the apple of the eye; 

hide me in the shadow of your wings.” In Ps. 36, we read, “How precious 

is your steadfast love, O God! All people may take refuge in the shadow 

of your wings.” Similarly, in Ps. 57, the Psalmist prays, “Be merciful to 

me, O God, be merciful to me, for in you my soul takes refuge; in the 
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shadow of your wings I will take refuge, until the destroying storms 

pass by.” And consider this reflection in Deuteronomy’s Song of Moses, 

“He sustained him in a desert land, in a howling wilderness waste; he 

shielded him, cared for him, guarded him as the apple of his eye. As an 

eagle stirs up its nest, and hovers over its young; as it spreads its wings, 

takes them up, and bears them aloft on its pinions, the Lord alone 

guided him.” 

OT scholar Terrence Fretheim points to how these images speak of 

God as a parent who cares for her young during that time when they 

are especially vulnerable. In addition to finding refuge from the threats 

of life under her wings, the eagle imagery connotes a parent helping her 

young on the path toward growth and maturity, teaching them to fly for 

themselves. “She pushes them out of the nest, so they can try their 

wings, and if they flounder, she swoops down and under them and bears 

them up on her own wings.” (Terrence Fretheim, Exodus) Now, forgive me, but 

that doesn’t sound like the angry and violently vengeful Old Testament 

God that I grow weary of hearing folks complaining about. 

What if, instead of approaching the Ten Commandments as the 

unsettling, Thou-shalt-nots of a narrow-minded God, we were to see the 
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commandments in the light of a loving, hands-on God providing us with 

tools for life and for life together? 

A little over a month ago, parents across the land engaged in the 

annual rite of sending their children out into the world, those milestone 

moments including the obligatory first day of school photo starring the 

kindergartner with the uneasy smile, standing on the house’s front 

stoop; the photo of the youth mugging for the camera, displaying a 

shiny new driver’s license; the video of the overstuffed, hand-me-down 

sedan pulling out of the driveway and heading down the highway to 

college.  

Book bags and #2 lead pencils; spiral notebooks and calculators; 

maps, computers and a hug that will have to last you until 

Thanksgiving; at each stage we fret over giving them what they need, 

knowing that we cannot go with them, sheltering them under the 

shadow of our wings. Teachers, coaches, and admissions offices will 

send you checklists to help equip them, but if you could take a small box 

and fill it with the essentials words that you want your child to take 

with them wherever they go, what words would you include? Eat your 

vegetables; never be afraid to call me to come get you; remember who 
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you are and whose you are; you always have a home here. What are the 

words you would include, that your child could carry with them 

wherever they go? 

Consider the Ten Commandments, not as a weaponized idol used 

to exclude and demean anyone outside of a narrow ideology or a 

collection of thou shalt nots revealing an angry begrudging God; but 

rather, as the gift of the Giver of life, a gift that allows a space for life 

and a way for life with others.  

No other gods; no idols; no misappropriating/misrepresenting/ 

swindling of the name of God. This is not about divine narcissism. This 

is about the Creator understanding much more about you and what is 

best for you than you do. We understand this most fully in the person of 

Jesus Christ, the Son of God, of whom Karl Barth observes, “Jesus does 

not give recipes that show the way to God as other teachers of religion 

do. He is Himself the way” I saw this recently in the wedding of a child 

of this church. When the couple exchanged their vows, each professed 

that they would always put Christ before the other, knowing that the 

only way to fully love each other is in, through, and reflective of the way 

of Christ. 
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The command of the Sabbath? It is not restrictive or impractical 

or burdensome. It is essential to the design of you, so that you may live 

in the fullest understanding of who and whose you are. 

Honor your parents. This is not asking you to abide violence, 

abuse, or neglect, but it is acknowledging that familial relationships 

and responsibilities are intrinsic to the human experience. 

Do not steal, kill, lie, covet … Duh! Can there be any parameters 

more basic to the attempt to live together? 

In all of the commands, the Reformers noted the importance of 

understanding that the commands carry with them implications beyond 

the prohibition or direction. For example, in the commandment, You 

shall not kill, John Calvin proposes that “men’s common sense will see 

only that we must abstain from wronging anyone or desiring to do so. 

Besides this, it contains, I say, the requirement that we give our 

neighbor’s life all the help we can … God forbids us to hurt or harm a 

brother unjustly because he wills that the brother’s life be dear and 

precious to us. So at the same time he requires those duties of love 

which can apply to its preservation.” (Patrick Miller, The Ten Commandments) 
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Similarly, Martin Luther states that the commandment against 

false witness means not only “No one shall use the tongue to harm a 

neighbor.” It also means, “Rather we should use our tongue to speak 

only the best about all people, to cover the sins and infirmities of our 

neighbors, to justify their actions, and to cloak and veil them with our 

own honor.” (Patrick Miller, The Ten Commandments) 

Consider the Ten Commandments, not as a weaponized idol used 

to exclude and demean anyone outside of a narrow ideology or a 

collection of thou shalt nots revealing an angry begrudging God; but 

rather, as with a parent equipping and nurturing a child for life out 

there, see the commandments as the gift of the Giver of life, a gift that 

allows a space for life and a way for life with others.  

The Lord reminds his children, “You have seen … how I bore you 

on eagles' wings and brought you to myself.” 

Who would ever think there would be a connection between 

Alaska Airlines and the Jews of Yemen. On a map, Alaska, where 

apparently Sarah Palin is in her backyard keeping an eye on Russia, is 

about as far from Yemen as you can get. Think about it, you travel to 
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Alaska to walk on glaciers. In Yemen, the water of the mountain 

streams never makes it to the sea, because it evaporates in the hot sun 

of the southernmost tip of the Arabian Peninsula.  

And yet, Cynthia McClelland pointed me to a story of how Alaska 

Airlines played a critical role in a 20th Century Exodus that ushered 

persecuted Yemenite Jews to the newly formed nation of Israel. 

Indigenous to Yemen as far back as the third to tenth century BCE, the 

Yemeni Jews had been around for centuries before the emergence of 

Islam in the 6th Century CE. Throughout the next 1300 years they 

endured long periods of harsh persecution. As late as the years between 

WWI and WWII, Jews in Yemen were not permitted to walk on 

sidewalks; in court a Jew’s evidence was not accepted against a 

Muslim’s; and Jewish orphans were required to convert. 

Following WWII, the persecution increased again. So, with the 

formation of modern Israel, an effort was launched to free the Yemeni 

Jews from persecution, bringing them to Israel, a second Exodus. 

Alaska Airlines had just recently expanded, its fleet made up of surplus 

planes purchased from the Army following WWII. They quickly became 

the world’s largest charter airline, and through a series of 
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communications and an effort to raise funds for the project called 

Operation Magic Carpet, the airline agreed to provide pilots and planes, 

subsequently taking 380 flights transporting nearly 49,000 refugees 

from Yemen to Israel. (aish.com; Alaska Airlines online; Wikipedia; projetaladin.org)  

Getting a nomadic people to board a plane for the first time was 

no small feat, but it helped when the refugees were reminded of the 

message of Moses to the Israelites, “You have seen what I did to the 

Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you to 

myself.” And thus, these ten commandments mean so much more than 

Thou shalt not. The commands, the ten words, the decalogue, they 

actually create space for life and life together, and come to us from our 

redeeming, rescuing God, who bears us on eagle’s wings. Amen.    

 


