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The word “exodus” has had a lot of use recently. It’s a word Jewish people are 

very familiar with, since the Exodus from Egypt is central to the biblical 

narrative: famine forced Jacob and his family to leave their homes near 

Beersheba, but they became slaves, and it was hundreds of years before they were 

led to freedom by Moses. 

The festival of Passover recalls the Exodus itself, when the tribe of Israel became 

the Jewish nation, and Sukkot, which we are observing this week, commemorates 

the 40-year journey home, wandering in the wilderness, relying on miraculous 

supplies of food and water, with a pillar of cloud as their satnav, and living in 

makeshift shelters. 

That’s why many Jewish people at this time of year build a ramshackle hut in 

their gardens, or even precariously balanced out of their tenement windows, 

where they eat, and some even sleep if the weather allows. If your neighbours do 

this, please don’t demand planning permission – it’ll be gone in a week! 

The point is to forego the comforts of home to remember the precariousness of 

being a refugee, taking that risk because the uncertainty of surviving the exodus 

was preferable to the certainty of extinction if they stayed behind. For me that was 

echoed in one of the many tragic stories from the current crisis, of the Syrian 

surgeon whose wife and daughter had drowned, but who still said that it had been 

rational to take that risk. 

We went as migrants to Egypt; we escaped as refugees from Egypt; we were 

exiled again by the Romans. My mother’s family came to Glasgow to escape 

pogroms in Russia, my father to escape the Holocaust. And nearly every family in 

Scotland has a story of migration, from the Vikings, the Angles, and the Normans 

to the Irish, the Asians, and the Eastern Europeans. Who are we to close the door 

behind us? It’s not “There, but for the grace of God, go I”, but “Here, by the grace 

of God, came I”. 

 


