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All people fall short of the glory of God. —Romans 3:23 

 

Ancient Witness:  Deuteronomy 34:1-12 

 

There is an old African-American spiritual that some of you may know and remember.  The words go 

like this: 

 

When Israel was in Egypt’s land 

Oppressed so hard they could not stand, 

Let my people go. 

Go down Moses, way down to Egypt’s land, 

Tell ol’ Pharaoh, 

Let my people go. 

Oh, let us all from bondage flee, 

And let us all in Christ be free! 

Let my people go. 

Go down Moses, way down to Egypt’s land, 

Tell ol’ Pharaoh, 

Let my people go. 

 

This is a song about being enslaved and being held in bondage.  This is a song about hope of being 

released from their chins and delivers from their oppression. 

 

This hope also burned in the hearts of the black men, women and children of the 19th century who were 

hunted down in Africa, captured and transported across the ocean like animals.  Once these ships 

reached the shore, they would be bought and sold as property and their descendants would also be sold 

and owned.  Then they would bear the burden of the white owners, and they and their descendants 

would grow their crops and build their cities. 

 

This same hope burned in the hearts of the Israelite men, women, and children of the 13th century BCE 

who were rounded up by a powerful and wealthy Egyptian nation. 

 

Therefore they set taskmasters over them to afflict them with heavy burdens; and they built for 

Pharaoh store-cities, Pithom and Raamses.  But the more they were oppressed, the more they 

multiplied and the more they spread abroad.  And the Egyptians were in dread of the people of 

Israel.  So they made the people of Israel serve with rigor, and made their lives bitter with hard 

service. (Exodus 1:11-14) 

 

I suppose that anyone who is held captive by anyone or anything, anyone who is trapped in servitude 

can truly understand this song and sing it with feeling: 

 

Go down Moses, way down to Egypt’s land. 

Tell ol’ Pharaoh, 



 

 

Let my people go. 

 

God provided Israel with a land.  And this land meant freedom for them.  No longer at the whim of the 

tyrannical Pharaoh.  No longer at the mercy of the heartless landlord or plantation owner. 

 

In Joshua it says, 

 

Thus God gave to Israel all the land… And God gave them rest on every side just as God had 

sworn to their ancestors; not one of all their enemies had withstood them, for God had given all 

their enemies into their hands.  (Joshua 21:43-44) 

 

They were tired of fighting. They were weary and exhausted from generations of war and struggle.  This 

land meant peace for them; it was a symbol of security. 

 

You see, Israel was not a very imposing people.  In fact, they were the least impressive and least 

threatening of all the nations in the area.  So you can imagine what it meant for them to have a secure 

place to live without the threat of another nation fighting them, without worrying about dying because of 

starvation or lack of water. 

 

Listen to what kind of land were are talking about: 

 

For the Lord your God is bringing you into a good land, a land of brooks of water, of fountains 

and springs, flowing forth in valleys and hills, a land of wheat and barley, of vines and fig trees 

and pomegranates, a land in which you will eat bread without scarcity, in which you will lack 

nothing, a land whose stones are iron, and out of whose hills yo can dig copper. And you shall 

eat and be full, and you shall bless the Lord your God for the good land God has given you.  

(Deuteronomy 8:7-10) 

 

What wandering, homeless people would not jump at the chance to settle in such a land?  This dream of 

a land of theirs was really just a dream to have a fair chance to live happily, safe from the harsh desert 

and oppressive rulers.  And how many are there today who dream for this happiness and safety? 

 

There are many today struggling to make ends meet in minimum wage jobs that are actually being 

reduced in some states.  There are many who have experienced declining wages over the past 30 years.  

About half of the people do not vote and many have simply given up participating in the political 

process in which the wealthy and powerful are calling all the shots. 

 

Yes, there are still may who are in bondage and bear heavy burdens for those in power.  The age-old 

struggle of the have vs. the have-nots continues.  Many people today sing for better days, days when 

they are free, days when they can rest, days when they feel secure and safe, days when they are free to 

live their lives without terror and violence.  They cry out for deliverance; they year to be in the Promised 

Land.  They struggle, and each step is a victory toward that land. 

 

These are God’s people, too, searching for a place to call their own.  Some theologians go so far as to 

say that the future of Christianity is with these dispossessed, since there seems to be a special concern 

for the poor and oppressed in the Bible, a “preferential option for the poor.”  Not only was Israel, a band 

of outsiders and unaccepted, chosen for a special task, so was the early church.  These theologians say 

that the gospel message arises from the underside of society.  Could it be that God will use us for their 



 

 

liberation? And that God will use them for our liberation? Will God move us like the waters of the sea 

so that they may walk to safety?  Will we walk with them and share their dream for a Promised Land? 

 

It seems to me that we are all being led to that place flowing with milk and honey; that we are all, like 

Moses, following the voice of God. We are all moving out of a state of captivity to a new state of being, 

a new awareness. 

 

Who among us is not held in bondage in one way or another?  Our captivity may be personal and 

private, one that no one else knows about.  Yet the pain may be great and the burden heavy.  May we 

find that our struggle to the Promised Land might actually occur within ourselves, overcoming feeling of 

failure, of inadequacy, of self-doubt.  Such oppressive forces within ourselves may be so strong we may 

wonder if we will ever make it. Someone might say, “God, will I ever feel good about myself?” We may 

wonder if we won’t grow old and die before we enter this new state of being, this Promised Land.  We 

feel like Moses. 

 

Moses, the only one, it is written, “whom God knew face to face.” Moses, there has never been another 

prophet like him.  Yes Moses was accused of rebelling against God and failing to “sanctify” himself. He 

sees the handwriting on the wall and accepts the fact that he will fall short of the Promised Land. In fact, 

what does he do? Does he close up into a shell of despair? No, he asks God to appoint a successor for 

his people. 

 

How, then, shall we live once we see the handwriting on the wall that we fall short of that Promised 

Land, and we are reminded of our own humanity?  Our calling is to speak out, like Moses, for the people 

held in bondage and oppression, weighed down in poverty and circumstance of birth.  Keep speaking out 

and walking down that bumpy road of justice and love. Don’t stop, but keep on walking. 

 

Alan Boesak, one of the great black leaders in South Africa, was one of my personal heroes. I met him 

several times in the late 1970’s early 80’s, and I took his class, “The 10 Commandments in Black and 

White.” And he talked about the South African people’s desire for liberation from the brutal Apartheid 

regime.  He said: 

 

In the short run, it’s going to be very grim; there’s no doubt about that. Think we have to be 

very sober when we talk about this. There is an evolving white panic that is extremely 

dangerous and will destroy this country… 

 

The police and government actually get nervous when you go to jail en masse. One of the rules 

is that you may not sing. It’s a great joy for our people to go to jail and start singing. Oppressed 

people who can sing must be subversive to any oppressive power. And for our people to 

experience this in worship as well as on the streets, in the struggle, in political rallies, is a sign 

of hope that is one of the strongest things that we’ve got. 

 

One of the reasons why people keep on singing is because of tradition, but another is because 

we are more certain of our victory than they can ever be of their endurance. There is no doubt 

about it. 

 

Some people think you can only believe the victory will come if you know that you’re going to be 

part of it, that you’ll actually see it.  But your faith in the victory of goodness doesn’t have to be 

tied to your actual participation in that victory. It doesn’t matter to me whether I will see it or 

not. That does not change the truth one iota—that the victory will be there and we will have it. 



 

 

 

Like Moses, may we go to that mountain top, the symbol of spiritual awareness, and behold the glory of 

God’s grace and love for all people. This, and this alone, will keep us going. If we haven’t been to that 

mountain top, we may never have the courage to continue. As people of faith, the only way we can live 

is by having a larger perspective that the ordinary geography cannot give us. 

 

Like Moses, we all fall short of the Promised Land.  We yearn for that state, that condition of wholeness, 

of peace, within ourselves, and it eludes us. As the apostle Paul wrote, “We all fall short of God’s 

glory.” None of us has finally arrived. None of us has reached that Promised Land of true peace and 

abundance and enlightenment. We all fall short. 

 

We may not be able to get there, but we can see it.  Like Moses, we can be blessed the a holy vision; we 

all can behold the Holy One.  This is the promise of all the spiritual masters, including Jesus. We can 

open our eyes and see that there is a kingdom of justice, love and peace that is all around us. Even if we 

cannot fully enter this Promised Land, this reign of God, we can see it, and it will be enough. 

 

Look, we live in a world that is broken. There is violence and deprivation, famine and starvation, 

poverty and obscene wealth, prejudice and bigotry, ignorance and greed, fear and selfishness and 

callousness. There is brokenness—environmentally, politically, economically, and spiritually. And each 

of us is broken, too, carrying wounds, regrets, unfulfilled dreams, faults, shortcomings.  We all fall 

short. 

 

Yet, in the midst of the brokenness of the world and our own personal brokenness, there is, what 

Thomas Merton called, a “hidden wholeness.” And while we may not attain it, if we can see it, it will be 

enough. If we can truly behold the precious beauty of this world—the precious beauty of ourselves—

amidst the brokenness—it will be enough. 

 

Near the end of his short career, Martin Luther King, Jr., that great prophet for civil rights and racial 

equality, was focusing on economic justice.  He was planning a poor people’s march on Washington just 

before he was gunned down in Memphis in 1968 where he was supporting a strike by a local union. The 

night before while he was there, he gave a speech in which he said, 

 

I don’t know what will happen now… But it doesn’t matter with me now.  I’ve been to the 

mountain top.  And I’ve seen the Promised Land. And I don’t mind. 

 

This is the only way to live, it seems to me.  We may not make it there, but we can get high enough or 

go deep enough to see that Promised Land, that realm when every tear shall be wiped away and crying 

and pain will be no more.  For, as King said, “the arc of the universe bends toward justice.” 

 

And if we can only just see this Promised Land, it will be enough. 


