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Yesterday I was up in West Jefferson with Noel and her extended family. This is an annual gathering that takes place at the cemetery where many of their family has been buried over the years. We gather for lunch, to visit, and then to walk through the graveyard and visit each of the graves – telling stories so the memories will be kept alive. So the children will know the stories and the connections. We began the lunch by standing in a circle and introducing ourselves by stating our relation to the Worth family. It was fascinating to hear – my name is Noel, and I am the daughter of Carol, whose mother was a Worth. We went around that circle – about 40 of us I would guess – and each person saying some thing like this. I said – I am Joe, and I go with Noel. But we all had our connection. It is a really nice way to keep the story of the family alive.

In this text this morning, a new kind comes to power in Egypt – notably, a king who did not know Joseph. Did not remember the connection of Joseph to the slave people, did not remember that Joseph had helped to save Egypt during a terrible, long drought where the crops did not grow. The king could not stand in the circle and say – I am so and so – we are never given his name – and I am connected to the Hebrews through the royal chain of command – Joseph is my ancestor.

All the king can see is that the slave population is large – and continually growing. So he makes a decision – a terrible, horrible decision – to have all the male Hebrews killed at their birth. He is not afraid that the Hebrews will rise up and overtake Egypt. He is afraid they will leave Egypt – that his work force will leave. So he determines this way to keep them under control. 

He commands two Hebrew women to carry out his genocide. He trusts two midwives – two persons whose job it is to bring forth life – he now calls on them to destroy life. These two women are the only persons in the story who are named – until Moses is later given his name. They are Shiphrah and Puah. I want you to remember these names. Shiphrah and Puah. They are our ancestors. They are women of courage. They knew who they were and what they were about – and they could not just change who they were because the king told them to. No! They brought forth life. That was what they did. They could not take life away. And they did not.

Midwives were not people of power. And yet, Shiphrah and Puah refused to participate in the king’s public policy of genocide. They simply refused. They made up a story that said – these Hebrew women have their babies so fast, we can’t get there in time – so the babies live. They refused to obey the direct order of the king, and instead they created an imaginative story that at least gave hope a chance. They would not be agents of this terror. They would not give their skill, their integrity, their trust to be used by even the most powerful person in the land. It would be better by far to die than to live in that way.

I need to tell you that the word “Hebrews” really refers to a people who are on the very edge of life. They are the poor, the vulnerable, the ones for whom no one will speak or act. They have no power. And so the king, in the center of power, calls for two women on the very margin of life, to do this dirty work, and they simply and steadfastly, refuse. They will not be agents of death. Instead, they are discreet, defiant, cunning. They counter genocide at great risk and instead bear witness to the mothering power of God, whose will for life overrides the killing, and whose power for life is undeterred by the death dispensed by the powerful.

This was a situation that seemed to have no alternatives. The power was stacked against the Hebrews. What could they do? But you see, there is always something  we can do. Hope only needs an ounce of imagination to grow into a great movement. Shiphrah and Puah awaken the hope and grow the power of these slave people. They are carriers of liberation.

Now, don’t get me wrong. Their act of courage does not save all the children. The king comes back with an even harsher edict – and I am sure a lot of baby boys were sacrificed. There was terror in the land. Can you imagine the anguish a mother and father would feel to have their new born son cast into the Nile and killed. Can you imagine the grief? These were terrible times. But out of the courage of Shiphrah and Puah grew hope. And that hope grew in a mother and a sister who had a baby boy – and they crafted a plan – set this boy afloat in a basket – the word is the same word used in Genesis for ark – set this boy in his own little ark – and guided him along in the water so that he would float right by the princess. They sent him right into the heart of power. Why did they do this? Did they know something about the princess? That she was kind? That she had compassion? We can only guess, but the plan worked. The princess knew that this was a Hebrew child. But she chose, for whatever reason, to not support her father’s brutal public policy of genocide, and instead to mother this child. And thus, the mother and the sister and the princess become unwitting allies in God’s work to bring a leader to set the people free. A leader who would grow up in the royal palace, but would someday find out his own story, his own family history, his own connection to these slave people. To those who are most vulnerable.

The story causes me to think back to people in my own life. People like my parents, my extended family, people in my church – Sunday school teachers, choir directors, the other people who sat on the church pews each Sunday morning like we did. Causes me to remember my school teachers, and community leaders.  As a child I trusted these people to make decisions that would keep me and my friends safe. I trusted that they would know what to do if trouble came. That they would offer protection. That they would see us through whatever hard times might come. Can you think of such people in your life? These were people I would have trusted with my life. I would have trusted that they were overseers of my wellbeing. That they had my best interest in mind. That they would never support any rules or laws that would bring harm to me or any other children. 

I did not yet know this story about Shiphrah and Puah. But in my mind, all good adults would act like these two midwives. Who would do less than protect the children? Who would simply give in to a terrible decree by a king? If I were to be in the home of my mom, or my neighbor, and the police came knocking, asking them to turn me over so that I might be killed, I can not imagine any of these people saying – well, I guess there is nothing I can do – so here he is. No. Can you imagine that with the people who cared for you? The law is the law, so we have to obey. No. No. No.

We belong to these Hebrews. We too are a people who live not out of the story of powerful who will do anything to keep their power, but we live from the hope of an alternative reality. We will not give in to programs that hurt the children, that hurt the vulnerable. We will not. Because we believe in a God who brings forth life, and we too are called to be agents of life, not death. We must remember our connection, must remember our ancestors, we must stand together in a circle holding hands and saying – I am Joe, and I am related through my mother Alice and my father Joe, and through my grandparents, and so forth and so on all the way back to Shiphrah and Puah. This is who I am. This is who we are.

I attended a meeting on Thursday morning with a group of white and black church leaders in this community – meeting with Patsy Keever and Susan Fisher – talking about the change in power in Raleigh. In particular, talking about the redistricting. We asked – why were the maps drawn the way they were. And they responded – the answer that the new leaders give is that it will help African Americans have a better chance to be elected. And it will help women. By grouping more African Americans together in one district, they will have a better chance to be elected. 

However, they told us, every single member of the Congress who is African American voted against the new maps. They said they were not having any trouble getting elected just as things were. They were being elected not just by African  Americans, but by whites and Latinos and others. The new maps actually diminish their opportunities to be elected in most places across the state.

One old – and I think very wise – African American woman – asked – who told these leaders we needed their help? We don’t need their help. They are not doing this for us. They are doing this for their own purposes of having more power. They are doing this to get their state back – meaning to have it run once again by white men. 

I think she is absolutely correct. I think this is a policy of its own kind of genocide in which our new leaders are trying to make sure that those who are Hebrews in our world today – meaning those who are vulnerable, poor, those who might have been finding a little bit of a voice and a little bit of power – are now being pushed aside by new laws that take away their hope, that dash their opportunities to speak their voice and make a difference. And we must be like Shiphrah and Puah, we who are people of the alterative community of God, we who know a God who gives preferential treatment to the poor, the marginalized, the outcast, the sick, the children – we must remember these two courageous women, we must refuse to be willing agents with any laws that will put more people on the streets, that will cause fewer of our poor to be able to get a good education, that will do anything to harm our children and our families – we must act with courage and resist becoming something we are not. We are not people of death. We are not people of hatred or violence. We are God’s alternative community that trusts in God’s blessing of all people. And we can be no less than agents of life and hope and carriers of that blessing.

We live in hard times. I learned this week that as the budget cuts nationally and in our state begin to be enacted, we will see the fallout with a lot more people homeless on the streets. With a lot more people walking around with untreated mental illness. These people are our sisters and our brothers, and we will have to find a way with God’s help to care for them. We will not be come calloused and forget about these people. We will be people of creative imagination like a mother and a sister who set a young boy in a basket and floated him to a new life. We will look for allies with the rich and powerful who have compassion, who are not hateful people, who do not want anyone to suffer. We will find these allies, and together we will give birth to new possibilities of hope and life. 

This is a freedom story. It is a story of God’s working with the courage of people who are willing to live with hope and will settle for nothing less. Nothing less. Who are we? Are we freedom people. People who do not declare our independence, but instead our dependence on this One who brings life and liberty. Are we alternative people? Are we people of courage? Are we people who will protect the children – or will we let them be taken by the forces of greed and corruption? Who are we? 


 
