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Exodus Muses (part 1)
 It is no surprise that the wilderness plays some role in my everyday life consider-
ing that our Jerusalem apartment sits on the edge of the Judean Desert.  My thoughts 
are often consumed with the foreboding landscapes a few meters to the east.  The 
effects of this wilderness permeate nearly all aspects of life here in Jerusalem and 
most of the country; during heat waves and dust storms we are especially susceptible 
to its forces.  But even while living this close I don’t always appreciate what it is that I 
have at my disposal – literally out my back door.
 This local wilderness must have been in the back of the minds of many biblical 
narrators and chroniclers and in particular, religious Judeans as they recounted the 
numerous times God preserved and prepared his people in such places.  Just as the 
Sinai served as a doorway to freedom from Egyptian slavery for the Israelites, the 
local deserts were sometimes considered to be places of refuge and solitude.  A 
number of the Second Temple period religious and political movements such as vari-
ous Zealot-types and certain Jewish sectarians were drawn to the Judean Wilderness 
because of the need for a quick escape during times of persecution and upheaval.  
The Qumran sect established a base east of Jerusalem near the shores of the Dead 
Sea. A considerable portion of their writings is devoted to preparing a physical and 
spiritual “way in the wilderness” for the Messiah and the ultimate redemption of 
Israel.  The Exodus theme with its rich message of deliverance also seeps through 
some of these writings and other important scrolls from this period, but perhaps this 
subject is most evident in the Gospels.  Like Moses, Jesus had a powerful wilderness 
experience and like Moses he subsequently spent a good deal of time and energy 
freeing people from all sorts of bondage and spiritual slavery.
 Unlike the other Gospel narratives, Mark opens his account without any discus-
sion of Jesus’ birth or current political events in the country (except for a brief men-
tion of John’s arrest).  Instead he carefully introduces the beginnings of Jesus’ ministry 
at his baptism when Jesus was drawn out of the water and the spectators heard a 
“Divine Voice.” In Hebrew this is called a Bat Kol (literally translated as a daughter of 
the voice) which is understood as God’s audible voice coming down from Heaven 
(and in other Jewish literature from the Second Temple period a Bat Kol is usually 
accompanied by a dove).  Moses was also drawn out of water (this drawing out is 
the probable meaning of his Egyptian name) and his ministry beginnings involve the 
Divine Voice and forty-year wilderness extension.  Both men fasted forty days in the 
wilderness.  After Moses’ first 40 years he helped lead the people of Israel from slav-
ery to freedom.  Jesus’ time in the wilderness was followed by a powerful entry into 
the local life on some unsuspecting Galileans.  Many in their community were also 
plagued with types of spiritual bondage and Jesus set them free.  In this sense, Mark’s 
alignment of details and parallels between the Exodus story and events of Jesus’ life 
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 One thousand nine hundred and sixty-two years ago, a group of refugees fled Jerusalem for their 
lives, just before the approaching Roman onslaught of their city. They used the Judean desert as their 
exit path, just as David (2 Kings 15:23) had done before them. These refugees were Jewish believers in 
Yeshua. This was the community of James the brother of Jesus. It was a Jewish Church that kept the 
commandments of God, the Torah – like other Jewish communities. In the early 60s James told Paul, “You 
see, brother, how many myriads of Jews there are who have believed, and they are all zealous for the 
law.” (Acts 21:20). This church was large. The word myriad means 10,000. Thirty years after Jesus’ death 
James was able to tell Paul that there were tens of thousands of Jewish believers in the Jerusalem church. 
This makes sense given the initial response to Peter’s Shavuot sermon, after which 3,000 were baptized. 
We know from the scriptures that this positive response among the Jews continued, “more were added 
daily.”  Before the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans, the Jewish church was large and thriving. 
After the destruction, it seems that the Jerusalem church was never again accorded its original position 
of respect and authority. The flight of the Jerusalem church has had extensive implications for church his-
tory.  
 According to early church writers, Eusebius and Hegessipus, the Jerusalem church left in response 
to a prophecy which told them to flee to Pella - about 20 miles south-east of the Sea of Galilee. As they 
responded to this prophecy, they may have remembered Jesus’ words spoken some 40 years before, “flee 
to the mountains” (Luke 21:21).  To get to those mountains, they would have passed through the Kidron 
Valley, over the Mt of Olives, and down the road to Jericho, where they would have crossed the Jordan 
Valley. As they passed through the Judean wilderness, they probably could not have imagined that the 
Jewish church was going into exile for the next 2000 years.
 Following 70 AD, one of the most striking aspects of church history is its near total absence of the 
Jewish church. How could it be that the church which had undisputed authority in the New Testament, 
barely appears in the annals of church history afterward?  How could it be that the mother church, to 
whom Paul reported about the great things God was doing amongst the Gentiles, would completely dis-
appear?
 It is not that the church simply disappeared.  We know that it existed into the 4th and 5th centuries. 
New evidence1 opens up the possibility that they existed much longer, up to the end of the first mil-
lennium. Rather than disappearing this church was ignored. After the Romans brutally suppressed both 
Jewish Revolts, one in 70 the other in 135 AD, the Jews became a despised minority throughout the Ro-
man Empire. So not only did the revolts against Roman rule lead to the slaughtering of thousands and to 
slavery and expulsion from Judea, but it also “earned” Jews the title Judaea Capta (Captive Judah), which 
we find on Roman coins from the period. Judaism and Jews all over the Roman world became associated 
with this massive suppression and were reviled by many.
 After the Bar-Kochba revolt in 135, Hadrian’s decree that Jews could not return to Jerusalem or 
even Judea, made it impossible for the church to be reestablished there. We know that a Gentile Bishop 
was later appointed in Jerusalem. In the meantime, other centers of church developed, like Alexandria, 
where a long tradition of Hellenism, and strong anti-Jewish sentiment, became influential over the church.  
In our own day, now that a Jewish church is again emerging, it seems time we should listen to and em-
brace her.
1  See Shlomo Pines’ article “The Jewish Christians of the Early Centuries of Christianity According to a New Source.” In Proceedings of the Israel 
Academy of Sciences & Humanities.  Jerusalem, 1968.
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 Who is right 
outside my door?  
It is no longer just 
the street cats 

that go through my dumpster these days.  Jerusalem’s poverty has 
become more intense lately. There are many words that come to 
mind when you think of Jerusalem. Holy, golden, eternal, united, 
divided, glorious, ancient etc. These are the words that would pop 
into the minds of most lovers of Jerusalem. Impoverished is the 
word that comes most readily to my mind these days. To truly love 
Jerusalem, at least the one of today, you have to embrace the heart 
of this city, its people: Jew, Arab, Christian, foreigner. Poverty stalks 
them all, demeaning them, sapping away their hope and faith in 
themselves and others.
 I know what its like to be hungry and poor living from hand 
to mouth, waiting on hand outs from others and wondering how 
I would feed my children, just as many of Jerusalem’s residents are 
doing today. I know how desperation made me forget my feelings 
of shame and how I hid my pride as best I could.  I see others do 
it these days and I can tell from their body language that it hurts 
their core to ask for a handout. Those who know hunger and 
homelessness, have been destitute or emotionally crippled, do not 
forget those days of trouble.  It is especially hard to forget when 
there are others living around me in so much need.
 Recently I read a report by Nadav Shragai, that confirmed 
what I see outside my window.  In Haaretz, an Israeli newspaper, 
he wrote: “A statistical report of Jerusalem published January 17th 
shows that over half of the city’s children live below the poverty 
line….  The yearly report, published by the Jerusalem Institute for 
Israel Studies (JIIS) and the Jerusalem Municipality, indicates that 56 
percent of the capital’s children and 33 percent of the city’s families 
were living in poverty in 2007.”
 I am blessed from time to time to be able to visit some of the 
soup kitchens in Jerusalem and distribute gifts of money sent to 
me by generous and compassionate people. This past week I went 
to one of the busiest soup kitchens next to Jerusalem’s central bus 
station. I arrived at 10 am just as the kitchen staff sat for their first 
cup of coffee and before they started their day. I knocked on the 
door and let myself in.  At first they thought I was looking for a hot 
meal and they told me to come back at 12. I laughed, feeling awk-
ward, and explained that I was there to give a donation.  Moments 
later I was being plied with hot coffee and introduced around. The 
four men, two Arabs and two Jews, have been working together 
in the kitchen for years. Before they could start interrogating me 
about my life I jumped in with some questions of my own: 

How many people do you feed every day? For years it used 
to be 150 – 180, but over the past few years the numbers keep 
growing, and now we feed from 300 – 500 every day. 
What kind of people come to eat here? It used to be the 
homeless and the unemployed, now its families, single mothers, 
fathers who don’t want their families to know they are going 
through hard times, and even teenagers.
Who decides the daily menu? We count the money, wait 
for people to drop off food, and then we make up the menu. We 
always do soup, a meat dish and rice or couscous.
When do you feel the most helpless? When we see the 
food running out and there are still people standing in line.
Which types of people help you the most? The real donors 
are people like you who have tasted poverty and know that 

things have changed for them but not for many others. You are 
the kind of people who remember the poor and look for ways 
to pass on to others the kindness shown to you. You turn your 
shame into action.  We stay open because of donations just like 
yours.

 I finished my coffee, received hugs from all four workers, and 
walked out the kitchen door with hope. Funny thing is the donation 
I gave them was not that big, but they made me feel like I had just 
given them a million dollars.

draw us in for a closer look where we begin to recognize more penetrating 
textual meaning and sophistication.  
 From his Judean wilderness experience, Mark tells us that Jesus came di-
rectly to the Sea of Galilee at Capernaum, and when the Sabbath arrived he be-
gan teaching in the synagogue.  When the service was disrupted by a demonized 
man Jesus cast an unclean spirit out from him.  The witnesses were filled 
with wonder and exclaimed, “What is this?” or “What is it?” (Ti, evstin tou/to 
Mark.1:27).  This could be a rhetorical question, since their deliberated response 
continues, “A new teaching with authority!  He even gives orders to the unclean 
spirits” (Mark uses rhetorical questions elsewhere: 4:13, 41; 6:2; 16:3).  There is 
also a bit of irony here as the demon clearly knows who Jesus is and what he is 
doing (1:24), whereas the people seem unsure.  
 From a literary standpoint the placement of these three simple 
words, what is this, could serve Mark’s readers as an intentional 
throw-back to other important texts or verses of Scripture.  In this 
case, there is an intriguing match with the experience of the commu-
nity of freed Hebrew slaves as they first entered the testing grounds 
of the Sinai Wilderness. 

Jesus’ New Teaching is Like Manna
 In the Exodus narrative we learn that God promises the multi-
tudes of wandering Israelites that he would provide for their spiritual 
and nutritional needs with “bread from Heaven” (Ex. 16:4).  In the 
Greek versions of the Old Testament (Septuagint) when this bread 
first appears on the desert floor the people exclaim, “What is it?” or 
“What is this?” (ti, evstin tou/to Ex. 16:15) or “Manna” as it is rendered 
in many translations.*
 Manna, or “what is it,” is perhaps the most curious and yet most 
broadly associated miracle substance with Israel’s forty years of wilderness.  Are 
these same three Greek words for Manna an accidental placement in Mark’s 
Gospel or is he drawing our attention to the magnitude of the event in the 
Capernaum synagogue?  Some would suggest that Israel’s wilderness experience 
was a shadow of end-time events when God will display his full eschatological 
powers and defeat evil once and for all.  Is Mark signaling to his readers of this 
inaugural event?
 We might notice another parallel to the scene in Mark’s Gospel, as the peo-
ple did not quite understand exactly what had transpired, but they were able to 
determine that it involved a new teaching.  Similarly, in the Sinai Wilderness the 
people learned that the Manna was not only part of God’s provision, but it also 
came packaged with instructions from Heaven.  Those who failed to heed the 
rules for Manna found it inedible (Ex 16:20, 21).  
 Like the signs and wonders God demonstrated through Moses, Jesus’ 
miracles were also mixed with teachings. We should appreciate the miracles, 
for they are marvelous, but inspiring lessons may also be couched in the textual 
landscape.  Like the wilderness out my back door, we may be able to see the 
“bread from Heaven” from time to time and even have it within reach but fail to 
understand just what it is.

* The word Mann (מן) might be an ancient Egyptian word for a type of bread. At 
first glance the Israelites may have mistaken the white substance for Mann.  
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 Our team met again together recently.  The goal: to pray that 
the Lord would stretch our few loaves and fishes to care for 
the deeply needy at our doorstep. We sat with the requests in 
hand, calls from needy communities, like the Ethiopian Messianic 
Church in Jerusalem whose members struggle to meet their 
own financial needs let alone the bills for their meeting place. 
The poverty in Jerusalem is getting more severe and there are 
ministries that rely on JCF for their main source of income, like 
the Graduate Orphans Association who work tirelessly to help 
families in extreme poverty. This wonderful ministry of Bethle-
hemites to other Bethlehemites brings hope to the hopeless in 
a community where the hopeless are often preyed upon by ter-
rorist organizations. It survives through the herculean efforts of 
the Graduate Orphans who give from what little they each have, 
and through the support of believers abroad who touch lives in 
the land of Israel through JCF. 
 Your gifts have become washing machines for the elderly, 
school fees for the destitute, eyeglasses, dentures, vocational 
training, and food. Last month we were able to kick start a He-
brew language program for the immigrant community who are 
all former members of the South Lebanese Army. This group of 
Lebanese fled to Israel in 2000 when the Israelis pulled out and 
because they had helped Israel fight Hamas, their lives were in 
immediate danger. These families have struggled since they ar-
rived, many still don’t know Hebrew well enough to get jobs 
that can support their families. Many of the young women suffer 
from depression and don’t have a vision for the opportunities 
that can improve their situation. It is for these people and all the 
others like them that Jerusalem Cornerstone Foundation was 
set up to serve in the name of Jesus of Nazareth, a teacher from 
this very land. 
 You have given to us and we have given it all away.  Please do 
not forget Jerusalem.  (Ps 137:5ff)

“If I forget you, Jerusalem...”

Isaiah 35:1-2 “The wilderness and 
the wasteland shall be glad for 
them, And the desert shall rejoice 
and blossom as the rose; It shall 
blossom abundantly and rejoice, 
Even with joy and singing. The glory 
of Lebanon shall be given to it, The 
excellence of Carmel and Sharon. 
They shall see the glory of the 
LORD, The excellency of our God.”

 We laughed, we cried, we danced, we sang, and we stuffed 
hundreds of bags of Bibles, books, and goodies for the refugees 
at Ketziot Detention Center just four kilometers from the Egyp-
tian border.   Sixty-five children and hundreds of men and wom-
en from Sudan and eight other African countries make up the 
temporary community that found it’s way across the Sinai desert 
into Israel.  They have defied death itself to earn the privilege of 
waiting in this “halfway house” in an enemy country (as Israel is 
labeled by some of their native governments, Sudan in particu-
lar).  Guilty of high treason, many of them use an alias to protect 
family members left behind.   Hearing their recollections of the 
events that catapulted them out of their villages sound as if 
they’re vying for first prize in a horror story competition; fathers 
murdered, family members hacked to death, villages ravaged, run-
ning like fugitives, dodging Egyptian bullets while scrambling over 
Israel’s security fences, are just a few of the common threads.
 Smiles appear on the war-ravaged faces of the women, chil-
dren, and men filing into the prison courtyard.   These are smiles 
of recognition as they relate to the music played by musicians in 
our group enticing them to start clapping and dancing and sing-
ing the familiar songs in their own languages.  We join in and for 
a brief moment in time we share the joy of the profound truth 
that, in spite of the sorrows they have experienced, there is a 
God who knows and cares.   The message of God’s omniscient 
care continues in the universal language of the puppets that cap-
tures the imagination of the children and the camp reverberates 
with gales of laughter as boys and girls of all ages respond to the 
puppeteers’ antics.
 The scene is repeated many times throughout the day as 
one group after another takes it’s turn in the little courtyard 
and we continue bagging chocolates and reading materials to 
personally hand to each one.  No one is left out.  Not even little 
five year Samuel who’s mother has to hold him in her arms be-
cause he can’t walk.  We wonder how this mother made it from 
one hostile country to another, across a pernicious desert, over 
Israel’s security fence and into this camp with a child who had to 
be carried the entire harrowing journey.
 At the end of the day, we bid our farewells and return to the 
comforts of our familiar and stable surroundings.  We pray our 
finite attempts to spread a little hope among the refugees who 
remain behind barb wired walls facing ambiguous futures, will 
germinate and blossom beyond anything we can imagine. With a 
little divine intervention, they will!

Good News from the Middle East
JCF staff join Anis Barhoum (the only 
Evangelical chaplain in Israel) and House of Light 
staff in Ketziot Prison outreach
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