
Meeting Moses again for the first time 
September 11, 2016 
Exodus 2:1-10 with introduction 

A sermon in two parts with scripture in between: 

Introduction: The title of my sermon “Meeting Moses again for the first time,” is a play on 
Marcus Borg’s book called “Meeting Jesus again for the first time.” Most of us, Borg says, can 
remember hearing stories about Jesus (I would add Moses) when we were little, whether we 
grew up in the church or not. Most of us received some impression of these fanciful and bizarre 
biblical stories, however vague or specific. And unfortunately many in this country when we 
think of Moses, we think of hollywood actors like Charlton Heston or Ben Kingsley. 

For some of us, our childhood images of Jesus or Moses remain intact into adulthood. For others 
of us, our childhood images and impressions can become problematic, producing perplexity and 
doubt, often leading to indifference toward or rejection of the religion of our childhood.  

There comes a time, Borg writes, when our childhood images of Jesus (and I would add Moses) 
no longer makes a great deal of sense, and many of us struggle to find a persuasive alternative…. 
Many of us are on a search to meet figures like Jesus and Moses again, for the first time.  

I’m certainly on this search. 

And I’ll share something that has been helpful to me as I look for alternative ways of 
understanding stories such as those found in Exodus. Many read Exodus as a grand myth. And 
here myth is not defined as something that has never happened, but something that actually 
happens over and over again.  

Jewish scholar Avivah Zornberg writes that what really happened in Egypt becomes a less 
important question than how we continue to experience and tell the story. She encourages us to 
read these myths while asking ourselves: What in these master stories speak to us, the human 
condition, relationships, violence, oppression, liberation? Reference: http://www.onbeing.org/
program/avivah-zornberg-the-transformation-of-pharaoh-moses-and-god/6258 

It's not telling the story so as to remember what happened in a literal historical sense, this Jewish 
scholar says. “It happened so as to be the stimulus for a meaningful story and never-ending 
conversation.” It’s a story, a grand myth that summons us to political and moral imagination in 
our own time.   

One of the most well-known passages in Exodus is in chapter three, the story of the burning bush
—that bush that was on fire but not consumed by the flames, a bizarre, mysterious story to be 
sure. We actually won’t start with the burning bush story. I think the burning bush story is made 
all the more interesting when thinking about what leads up to that moment. 



So let me first briefly summarize chapter one: In the opening lines we learn that the ancient 
Israelites have become slaves in the land of Egypt, where they once were favored guests. A new 
Pharaoh has come to power who is threatened by their large numbers. This new Pharoah in town 
decides to manage the problem of growing number of Israelites by engineering their demise.  
He orders midwives Shiphrah and Puah to kill the Israelite male babies at birth.  
But these two midwives do not comply. Rather, they deceive their superiors in order to protect 
innocent life. And as you’ll hear they aren’t the only women risking much to save life. 

Read Exodus 2:1-10 

Sermon part 2:  

Shiphra. Puah. Miriam, Moses’ mother Jochebed. Pharoah’s daughter who is not named…
although in some names she is given the title Daughter of God. 

I’m embarrassed to admit that I had never realized how many women are mentioned in these first 
two chapters and not only that, many of them are named. Exodus  in Hebrew actually means 
Names—something I will return to later. 

These women—the midwives Shiphra and Puah, Moses’ sister Miriam, Moses’ mother Jochebed, 
and Pharoah’s daughter, all Daughters of God, are as theologian Ched Myers highlights, “These 
women are part of a long genealogy of women protecting life in the face of imperial 
violence.” (Recorded Webinar: “Women Protecting Life in the Face of the Beast: Biblical 
Nativity Stories and Our Lady of Guadalupe”) 

Myers considers this one of the first great stories of conscientious resistance in the Bible. Upon 
the civil disobedience of these women, Ched argues, hangs the whole of salvation history. These 
women saw through Pharoah’s policies of genocide promoted underneath the national rhetoric of 
economic development and homeland security. These women saw through this and got to work 
creating another way, nurturing life. 

Many go so far to suggest that these women fashioned an underground railroad of sorts to save 
innocent life, a strategy recreated some 3,000 years later by courageous women like Sojourner 
Truth who smuggled her people to safety in Canada, or Harriet Tubman…. 

Moses was the beneficiary of this first underground railroad. Moshe, a name that means in 
Hebrew Out of the water. 

I mentioned earlier that Exodus in Hebrew means names. The book begins by listing the 12 sons 
of Jacob by name. However, as we move through Exodus names begin to fade away. Why is 
that?  



This is what happens to enslaved people and populations—they gradually begin to lose their 
distinctiveness, their place, their names. So much of Exodus and so much of the Bible is about 
the long arc toward greater liberation—that long struggle to reclaim one’s rightful place and 
name in the midst of empires of our day. It’s also a story of God waking up to this struggle too. 
That’s a topic for another Sunday. (Exodus 2:23-25)  

This week I could’t help but think about this struggle of reclaiming one’s rightful place and name 
as I heard reports about The Standing Rock community in North Dakota as they resist the multi-
billon dollar pipeline project. Many argue that this pipeline will run dangerously close to their 
main water supply, the Missouri River. There is also concern about the pipeline disturbing scared 
land and burial plots of Indigenous people.  

The struggle for a marginalized community to find a voice and find a hearing in the midst of the 
powerful leaders, and powerful forces remains ever present.  

As I followed the news of Standing Rock I was particularly moved by the women and children 
that have joined in the protests. And I couldn’t help but see many of these women as midwives of 
sorts—risking a lot in order to birth new alternatives. “We are out here protesting for our children 
and the unborn, “ many of them said. 

Closer to home, as I thought about the powerful resistance of women in Exodus 1 and 2, my eyes 
kept drifting to a framed piece that I have in my office that one of you gave me. It says “Well-
behaved women seldom make history….” This quote is attributed to Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, an 
American historian of early America and the history of women.  

Ulrich studied wives and mothers and daughters as they were remembered in funeral eulogies, 
the sole record of women who lived and labored in silent obscurity. What she found is that good 
women’s lives were largely domestic, and not a lot was written about these domestic women 
because it wasn’t considered a topic that merited inquiry. It was, as one journalist put it, usually 
only through unconventional or outrageous behavior that women’s lives broke out of the 
domestic sphere, and therefore were recorded and remembered by later generations.  

Thanks to millenniums of patriarchy, so much of what is characterized as female misbehavior is 
simply women insisting on being heard, respected as fully human. Speaking out for women is so 
often seen as speaking out of turn.  

I found another article where Ulrich fears that this phrase “Well behaved women seldom make 
history” can be misunderstood. We would do well to recognize, she says, that the people who 
make history are usually much more complicated and multidimensional. We should therefore 
guard against traditional good/girl/bad girl stereotypes. 

By saying “Well behaved women seldom make history,” she is not necessarily calling on women 
to  engage in “bad behavior.” In fact she would argue that ordinary women should be 



remembered too. Ordinary people whatever your gender can have an impact, sometimes as 
extraordinary impact. Ulrich encourages us all to see that history is something we can contribute 
to.  

So today I want to end by giving thanks for those women who have stood before imperial 
dictators of their time and resisted death and oppression, and who brought forth and nurtured life 
in all its forms. 

And I give thanks for the ordinary women who live ordinary lives extraordinarily well and who 
nurture life in the face of hardship and pain.  


