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Abstract

Exodus invites us into a powerful reimagination of how we are to be governed, holds oppressors
to account, and gives us examples of what a just leader looks like, what covenantal law can be,
and what a sacred device of order can achieve. Exodus tells the story of freedom from bondage in
Egypt, providing both theological and historical underpinnings to a society based upon human
dignity and accountability, and the establishment of community centered upon the laws revealed
at Sinai and the building of the tabernacle as its epicenter. This study considers Exodus in light of
five major themes: (1) the oppressive nature of a model of governance, (2) Yahweh as liberative
king, (3) constitution via the Decalogue and Covenant Code, (4) liturgical space and institutional
order in the tabernacle, and (5) implications for contemporary political theory and organizational
ethics. Building on recent scholarship (Berman, 2022; O'Donovan, 2019; Walton, 2021), this
paper construes Exodus as a dynamo for responding to contemporary exigencies of
authoritarianism, economic justice, and institutional design. This study employs a triangulated
methodological framework to analyze the governance paradigms in the Book of Exodus,
combining textual analysis, comparative analysis, and case study approaches. The study's findings
reveal Exodus' profound critique of authoritarian governance through its narrative of Pharaoh's
downfall (Q1). The study uses the PESTLECT framework to offer a comprehensive strategy for
applying Exodus' governance principles to contemporary advocacy efforts.
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Introduction

Exodus, The Book of Exodus, is not just an ancient liberation tale; it is a foundational treatise on
governance, with permanent lessons on power, justice, and the design of institutions. You might
want to phrase it like this: Its storyline - from slavery in Egypt to covenantal community at Sinai
- provides an alternate model to authoritarian rule, with Yahweh's liberative kingship and the
Decalogue's ethical-legal matrix (Walton, 2021). In fact, modern readers (O’Donovan, 2019;
Berman, 2022) find in Exodus much of what they look for in a contemporary political theology:
its critiqgue of oppression, its vision of servant leadership, and its institutions. We approach
paradigms of governance expressed in Exodus through five thematic lenses that reveal their
relevance to contemporary patterns of authoritarianism, economic justice, and participatory

governance.
Key Problem

Through the lens of the modern transfiguration, modern governance systems seem to reflect the
characteristics of the Pharaoh, centralized power, economic exploitation and stripping
marginalized populations of their humanity (Boesak 2019, Cone 2020). Exodus diagnoses these
pathologies, while also suggesting alternatives that are new to secular governance theory: divine
liberation, covenantal law and sacred institutional order. Models of prescriptive authority in the
text (see e.g. decentralized authority in Exodus 18, economic justice laws in Exodus 21-23)

counter the modern systems that privilege efficiency over equity or power over participation.
Key Body of Study & Theory: Governance Paradigms in Exodus

In the Book of Exodus, we find a holistic scaffolding around governance provided in four
paradigms which are interrelated. Second, the Egyptian model of oppression (Ex 1-15)
demonstrates the threefold tyranny of state cruelty. As Brueggemann (2018) suggests, inhabited
regimes experience groups they dehumanize as threatening to their existence, and thus, they resort
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to population control through state-sponsored infanticide (Exodus 1:15-22). Isaac Boesak (2019)
links systems of forced labor (Exodus 1:11-14) to contemporary exploitative economic systems,
which together violently strip human dignity from those most vulnerable. Denying the fundamental
right to believe (Ex 5:1-9) is modern ideological suppression, a strategy Cone (2020) recognizes

in contemporary authoritarianism that aims to eradicate alternative worldviews.

Within the story of divine liberation (Exod 6-18) we have an audacious counter-story to Pharaoh's
oppressive model. Yahweh's liberating power, as seen in the purposeful destruction of the systems
of Egypt's oppression through the plagues (Exodus 7-12), narrates for O'Donovan (2019) a kind
of theology of divine justice that seeks to systematically undermine such oppressive structures of
society. It frees others to fulfil the body-life of servanthood such as Moses' initial hesitancy from
reluctance (Exodus 3-4), and also Jethro's counsel on decentralized governing authority (Exodus
18:13-26). This model of distributed leadership is a precursor to many contemporary ideas
regarding subsidiarity and co-responsibility between different levels in governing structures
(Berman, 2022).

The constitutional government that simply emerges at Sinai (Ex. 19-24) (what we would call a
legal constitutional government) is a historical game-changer in political theory. From his
background in law, Walton (2021) also notes that the Decalogue (Exodus 20) gives transcendent
moral standards (as opposed to subjective), which lays a foundation of rule of law, not rule by
whim. In the Covenant Code (Ex 21-23), some of the most complex legal protections for the
vulnerable-namely resident aliens, widows, and orphans (Ex 22:21-27)-are provided. According
to Wright (2018), these provisions embody one of the earliest universal welfare systems in human
history in which the citizens' rights are protected alongside a sense of obligation to the community

in light of principles such as the Sabbath year (Exodus 23:10-11).

Lastly, the tabernacle narrative (Exod. 25-40) embodies sacred institutional order through its
conjunction of spiritual and civic life. Haran (2016) contends that the voluntary possessions given

for its construction (Exodus 35:4-29) reflect a participative model of governance that radically
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opposes the coercive labor regimes of Pharaoh. According to Milgrom (2017), the elaborate
priestly functions and sacrificial rites create systems for accountability and reconciliation,
embodying 'an ancient system of checks and balances'. This means that the events of the golden
calf (Exod 32) and the subsequent covenant renewal (Exod 34) also set forth a paradigm for
institutional self-correction and moral renewal with respect to governance structures (Anderson
2020).

Supporting Theories

i.  Liberation Theology (Cone, 2020): Aligns with Exodus’ "preferential option for the
oppressed.”
ii.  Servant Leadership (Northouse, 2023): Mirrors Moses’ leadership development.
iii. Covenantal Political Theory (O’Donovan, 2019): Grounds authority in mutual

obligation.
Three Key Research Questions

1. Q1I1: How does Exodus’ critique of Pharaoh inform resistance to modern authoritarianism?
2. Q2: What governance principles emerge from Sinai’s legal framework?

3. Q3: How does the tabernacle model institutionalize sacred and civic order?

Methods

Methodological Approach to Studying Governance in Exodus

This study employs a triangulated methodological framework to analyze the governance
paradigms in the Book of Exodus, combining textual analysis, comparative analysis, and case
study approaches. First, textual analysis involves a close reading of the Hebrew Masoretic Text
alongside major English translations (e.g., NRSV, ESV) to identify key governance terminology
(e.g., 72y [avad, "serve/slave"], vow» [mishpat, “justice™]). From the perspective of ancient Near
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Eastern context, Walton (2021) identifies patterns of literary forms (e.g., covenant formulary
connected with Exodus 19-24) and themes (e.g., liberation — law — sanctuary). It also includes
a consideration of intertextual connections to other biblical writings (e.g., the development of the

laws in Deuteronomy from those in Exodus) to follow changes in understandings of governance.

Second is the comparative analysis which contrasts the models of Exodus against the
contemporary theories of governance. His juxtaposition with contemporary authoritarian regimes,
for example, centralized pharaoh (Boesak, 2019), while Jethro’s decentralized judicial system
(Exodus 18) is analyzed alongside participatory governance theories (O’Donovan, 2019). The
Decalogue’s "rule of law" principle is compared to constitutional democracies (Berman, 2022),
and the tabernacle’s institutional design is evaluated against organizational theories of distributed
leadership (Northouse, 2023). This method reveals both continuities (e.g., Exodus’ labor laws and
modern worker protections) and discontinuities (e.g., theocratic vs. secular authority).

Third, case studies apply Exodus’ principles to contemporary policy challenges. Examples
include: (1) analyzing how Exodus’ anti-oppression narratives (Exodus 1-15) inform modern anti-
corruption movements (Transparency International, 2025); (2) evaluating Sabbath labor laws
(Exodus 20:8-11) against EU working-time directives (Carroll, 2021); and (3) assessing the
tabernacle’s voluntary contribution model (Exodus 35) as a prototype for community-based
resource management in NGOs (Jenkins, 2022). These cases, supported by policy documents and
empirical data, test the practical relevance of Exodus’ governance ethics in addressing issues like

authoritarianism, economic justice, and institutional design.
Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study is organized around five interrelated governance
paradigms derived from the Book of Exodus, each contributing to a comprehensive model for
evaluating and transforming contemporary political systems. The framework begins with

the oppressive governance model of Pharaoh (Exodus 1-15), characterized by state-sponsored
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violence, economic exploitation, and ideological suppression, which serves as a diagnostic tool for
identifying authoritarian pathologies in modern institutions. In direct opposition stands Yahweh's
liberative kingship (Exodus 3-18), which establishes divine justice as the foundation for
resistance movements and introduces distributed leadership through figures like Moses and
Jethro's counsel on decentralized authority. The covenantal constitution at Sinai (Exodus 19-24)
provides the legal architecture of this alternative governance model, with the Decalogue
establishing transcendent moral standards and the Covenant Code creating systematic protections
for vulnerable populations effectively forming one of history's earliest social safety nets.
The tabernacle as sacred institutional order (Exodus 25-40) completes the framework by
demonstrating how participatory resource allocation, distributed leadership roles, and built-in
accountability mechanisms create sustainable governance structures capable of self-correction, as
exemplified in the golden calf incident and subsequent covenant renewal. These four paradigms
are theoretically grounded in liberation theology (Cone, 2020), which affirms God's preferential
option for the oppressed; servant leadership theory (Northouse, 2023), which mirrors Moses'
developmental journey; and covenantal political theory (O'Donovan, 2019), which roots
legitimate authority in mutual obligation rather than coercion. The framework addresses three
research questions examining resistance to authoritarianism (Q1), governance principles from
Sinai's law (Q2), and institutional design from the tabernacle (Q3), while the PESTLECT advocacy
framework translates these ancient insights into contemporary political, economic, social,

technological, legal, environmental, cultural, and theological applications.

Conceptual Framework

Independent Variables

Critique of Authoritarian Governance
Pharaoh's Tyranny: The Oppressive
Governance Model

Dependent Variables Civil Disobedience: The Hebrew
Midwives' Resistance
Divine Justice
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Governance Principles from Sinai’s Legal
Framework
Governance through ¢+ The Rule of Law: From the Decalogue
the Lenses of the to Constitutional Go_vernance _
Book of Exodus ¢+ The Balance of Justice and Mercy in
00 Exodus’ Legal System
¢+ Protections for Vulnerable Populations
in the Covenant Code

Tabernacle's Role in Institutional Order
Participatory Governance: Voluntary
Contributions for the Tabernacle
Shared Leadership: Roles and
Responsibilities in the Tabernacle
Institutional Accountability and Moral
Renewal through the Tabernacle

Findings

The study's findings reveal Exodus' profound critique of authoritarian governance through its
narrative of Pharaoh's downfall (Q1). The text systematically deconstructs tyrannical power by
portraying state-sponsored infanticide (Exodus 1:15-22), economic exploitation (Exodus 1:11-14),
and religious suppression (Exodus 5:1-9) as hallmarks of oppressive regimes (Boesak, 2019).
Significantly, Exodus elevates resistance through the Hebrew midwives' civil disobedience
(Exodus 1:17), which Brueggemann (2018) interprets as a theological mandate to challenge unjust
systems. The plagues narrative (Exodus 7-12) further demonstrates how divine justice dismantles

oppressive structures, offering a paradigm for modern liberation movements (Cone, 2020).
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The research demonstrates how Sinai's legal framework (Q2) establishes a balanced approach to
governance that combines strict justice with social compassion. The lex talionis principle ("eye for
eye," Exodus 21:24) represents what Wright (2018) describes as a revolutionary limitation on
vengeance in ancient legal systems. Concurrently, the Covenant Code's welfare provisions
(Exodus 22:21-27) mandate protection for society's most vulnerable, creating what Berman (2022)
identifies as one of history's earliest social safety nets. This dual emphasis on accountability and
mercy anticipates modern legal systems that seek to balance punitive and restorative justice
(O'Donovan, 2019).

The tabernacle's institutional design (Q3) emerges as a sophisticated model for integrating spiritual
and civic governance. The voluntary contributions for its construction (Exodus 35:4-29) exemplify
participatory decision-making that contrasts with Pharaoh's forced labor systems (Haran, 2016).
The distribution of roles among priests, artisans, and community members reflects what Northouse
(2023) would classify as shared leadership, while the sacrificial system establishes regular
accountability mechanisms (Milgrom, 2017). Anderson (2020) notes that the golden calf incident
(Exodus 32) and subsequent renewal (Exodus 34) provide a template for institutional self-

correction that remains relevant for modern organizations.

Discussion

The Enduring Relevance of Exodus' Governance Model

The governance paradigm presented in the Book of Exodus continues to offer vital insights for
contemporary political and social challenges, particularly in resisting authoritarian regimes. The
liberation narrative's depiction of Yahweh's systematic dismantling of Pharaoh's oppressive

systems (Exodus 7-12) provides a theological foundation for modern anti-authoritarian movements
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(Boesak, 2019). This narrative framework has been particularly influential in liberation theology,
where Cone (2020) demonstrates how Exodus' emphasis on God's "preferential option for the
oppressed” informs resistance to systemic injustice. The courageous resistance of the Hebrew
midwives (Exodus 1:17) and Moses' confrontation of Pharaoh ("Let my people go," Exodus 5:1)
establish enduring models of civil disobedience that continue to inspire movements for racial

justice, economic equality, and political freedom in the 21st century (Brueggemann, 2018).

Exodus' legal framework, particularly the Covenant Code (Exodus 21-23), maintains remarkable
relevance for modern legal systems and human rights discourse. Berman (2022) argues that the
Decalogue's transcendent moral standards (Exodus 20) and the Covenant Code's specific
protections for vulnerable populations (Exodus 22:21-27) represent foundational developments in
the concept of rule of law. The text's balance between justice (lex talionis) and mercy (sabbath
year debt relief) anticipates contemporary legal debates about criminal justice reform and
economic equity (Wright, 2018). O'Donovan (2019) further highlights how Sinai's covenantal
structure, with its mutual obligations between rulers and ruled, provides an ancient analogue to

modern constitutionalism and social contract theory.

The tabernacle's institutional design (Exodus 25-40) offers a compelling alternative to hierarchical
governance models through its emphasis on distributed leadership and participatory decision-
making. Haran (2016) notes how the voluntary contributions for the tabernacle's construction
(Exodus 35:4-29) model community-based resource allocation that contrasts sharply with
Pharaoh's extractive economy. The text's detailed delineation of roles - from priests to artisans -
demonstrates what Northouse (2023) would characterize as an early form of shared leadership
theory. Milgrom (2017) emphasizes how the tabernacle's accountability systems, particularly the
sacrificial rituals and priestly oversight, establish mechanisms for institutional transparency and

moral renewal that remain relevant for modern organizations.

These Exodus paradigms collectively challenge contemporary governance systems to integrate

moral vision with practical administration. Anderson (2020) observes that the golden calf incident
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(Exodus 32) and subsequent covenant renewal (Exodus 34) provide a template for institutional
repentance and reform that speaks directly to modern crises of legitimacy in political and religious
institutions. The text's holistic vision - combining liberation theology, covenantal law, and
participatory institutional design - continues to inform discussions about democratic theory,
corporate governance, and community development (Carroll, 2021). As societies worldwide
grapple with authoritarian resurgence, economic inequality, and institutional distrust, Exodus'
ancient wisdom offers both critical analysis and constructive alternatives for governance that

prioritizes human dignity, equitable justice, and communal flourishing.
Theoretical and Policy Implications of Exodus' Governance Model

The Book of Exodus makes significant theoretical contributions by bridging theological and
political discourse, offering a robust framework for understanding power, justice, and institutional
design. O'Donovan (2019) demonstrates how Exodus' covenantal theology provides a transcendent
foundation for political authority that challenges both secular absolutism and religious
fundamentalism. The text's integration of divine sovereignty with human agency - seen in the
tension between Yahweh's miraculous interventions and Moses' leadership development -
anticipates contemporary debates about the relationship between moral values and political power
(Berman, 2022). The Decalogue's moral framework (Exodus 20) and Covenant Code's legal
provisions (Exodus 21-23) represent what Wright (2018) identifies as an early form of
constitutionalism that continues to inform natural law theory and human rights discourse. This
theological-political synthesis offers resources for reimagining governance in pluralistic societies,
particularly through its emphasis on the moral limits of power and the sacred dignity of all persons

(Brueggemann, 2018).

On apolicy level, Exodus' governance model suggests concrete applications for modern legislation
and institutional reform. The Sabbath command (Exodus 20:8-11) provides theological grounding
for labor protections and work-life balance policies, with Carroll (2021) noting its relevance to

contemporary discussions about fair wages and rest periods. The text's economic justice provisions

11
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- including debt relief (Exodus 22:25-27) and periodic wealth redistribution (Exodus 23:10-11) -
offer biblical precedents for modern reparations frameworks and social safety nets (Boesak, 2019).
Jethro's advice to Moses (Exodus 18:13-26) models decentralized authority and distributed
leadership that Northouse (2023) argues remains essential for effective organizational
management. These policy implications extend to contemporary challenges such as
authoritarianism (through resistance models in Exodus 1-15), environmental stewardship (through
the "work and keep" principle in Exodus 2:15), and institutional accountability (through the
tabernacle's systems in Exodus 25-40) (Jenkins, 2022; Milgrom, 2017).

Conclusion

The Book of Exodus presents a timeless governance model that critiques oppressive systems while
offering constructive alternatives rooted in justice and human dignity. Through its narrative of
liberation from Egyptian tyranny, establishment of covenantal law at Sinai, and design of sacred
institutions, Exodus provides a comprehensive framework for evaluating political systems. The
text's condemnation of authoritarianism (Exodus 1-15), balanced legal principles (Exodus 19-24),
and participatory institutional design (Exodus 25-40) together form a vision of governance that
emphasizes accountability, compassion, and communal flourishing. These elements remain
profoundly relevant today, offering both moral standards and practical models for addressing
contemporary challenges of power, inequality, and institutional legitimacy.

Exodus' governance paradigm continues to inspire modern movements for justice while informing
legal systems and organizational theories. Its liberation narrative provides theological grounding
for resistance to oppression, its legal framework anticipates modern human rights concepts, and
its institutional models demonstrate the value of distributed leadership and accountability. The text
ultimately presents governance as a moral vocation that must serve liberation, uphold human

dignity, and honor sacred values in communal life. As societies grapple with authoritarianism,
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economic injustice, and environmental crises, Exodus' ancient wisdom offers both critical analysis

and constructive alternatives for creating more just and humane political systems.

Advocacy Plan (PESTLECT Framework)

The PESTLECT framework offers a comprehensive strategy for applying Exodus' governance
principles to contemporary advocacy efforts. Politically, lobbying for ESG (Environmental,
Social, and Governance) policies rooted in Exodus' justice principles (Berman, 2022) could
transform corporate and governmental accountability structures. Economically, promoting circular
economy models inspired by the equitable distribution of manna (Exodus 16) and Sabbath-year
debt relief (Exodus 23:10-11) provides biblical foundations for sustainable economic practices
(Carroll, 2021). Socially, educational initiatives highlighting liberation theology's modern
applications (Cone, 2020) can empower marginalized communities through the Exodus narrative
of resistance and emancipation. These interconnected approaches address systemic injustice while

offering constructive alternatives grounded in ancient wisdom.

Technological innovations present new opportunities to operationalize Exodus' warnings against
authoritarianism. Funding Al tools to monitor Pharaoh-like suppression of dissent (Boesak, 2019)
could provide early warning systems for democratic backsliding. Legally, advocating for
covenantal law principles in corporate governance - particularly protections for workers and
communities (Exodus 21-23) - aligns with emerging stakeholder capitalism models (Jenkins,
2022). Environmental advocacy informed by Exodus' "work and keep" ethic (Exodus 2:15)
supports IPCC-aligned policies that balance human development with ecological preservation
(IPCC, 2023). Culturally, interfaith dialogues exploring Exodus' governance models (O'Donovan,
2019) can build coalitions across religious traditions to address shared concerns about justice,

power, and institutional design in pluralistic societies.
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