
The Dream in the World

Exodus 1:8-2:10

This week we leave the story of Joseph behind moving ahead a few generations and begin a

new chapter in the journey of the Hebrew people. The opening verses set the scene. A new king arises

over Egypt. One who did not know Joseph and as he sees the number of descendants of Joseph

continuing to rise he is afraid. Afraid that eventually there may be a revolution, afraid that he will have

to give up his throne. So he does what most humans would do, he tries to take control of them by

forcing them into hard labour building supply cities for the empire. But his supposed solution doesn’t

work and the people continue to thrive so the King decides oppress them more, to make them work

even harder. At this period in world history the brick-making assembly line comprised of water carrying,

stubble collection, pushing the alluvial clay into wooden molds, then carrying, and lifting the newly

baked bricks. I spent one of my summers as a youth helping my brother chip mortar off of reclaimed

bricks from a foundry furnace for a penny a brick in 40 degree heat so I share some empathy with the

characters of this story. Building a pyramid required millions of bricks; a single brickmaker’s daily quota

might be as high as 3,000 bricks! A leather scroll from Ramses’ day specifies that 40 men’s daily

assignment was 2,000 bricks apiece (that’s 80,000 bricks daily from just one gang!) The log also

indicates that the quota was rarely met. The consequences of failure was punishment which meant: a

rod across the back, verbal abuse, deprivation. The degrading, brutal conditions were calculated to

take the spirit out of the people.

But even the forced labour fails to stop the growth of the numbers of Joseph’s people, the king

of Egypt summons the two heroines of this morning’s story, the midwives, Shiprah (beautiful) and Puah

(fragrant flower). The fact that we know their names is a somewhat subtle dig at the nameless

Pharaoh. We are not told by the narrator whether these midwives are Hebrews or Egyptians. If they are

Hebrews how could pharaoh possibly expect them to cooperate? And if they are Egyptians, why did
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they refuse to follow the order to kill any baby boys that they delivered on “the birthing stool.” The

narrator tells us that the midwives “feared (trusted in) God” and “they did not do as the king of Egypt

commanded them but let the boys live (Ex 1:18).”

So once again we have this ongoing struggle between the dream (God’s dream) of a healthy

and prosperous nation of Israel, encountering the “killers of the dream”, in this story represented by the

nation of Egypt, the power of empire, who are afraid that if the dream is fulfilled they will be subjugated

by a nation that “they no longer know” and thus are afraid of.

When the king hears that Shiprah and Puah have failed to follow his orders he summons them

once again asking them why they “have done this?” Their explanation is that the Hebrew women are

“vigorous and give birth before the midwife comes to them” and the king, typical man that he is, falls for

it hook line and sinker. (No wonder Wisdom is portrayed as female in the bible!) The king’s response is

to command all his people, “Every boy that is born to the Hebrews you shall throw into the Nile, but you

shall let every girl live.” The Exodus Rabbah reads: “The rabbis say that God accused Pharoah of being

stupid as well as wicked. If a shrewd king wanted to get rid of a whole nation of people, he would kill all

the female babies rather than the  males. After all, it is the women who give birth to and nurture any

nation. (1.14)”

Exit from the scene the midwives of justice Shiprah and Puah and enter Moses’ mother

Jochabed and his sister Miriam who manage to keep Moses hidden until he can be strategically placed

among reeds on the bank of the river until another daughter, Pharaoh’s daughter enters the scene. As

the mother and daughter hope, their act of defiance is rewarded by the Egyptian princess who is

brought into their conspiracy with her embracing the adoption of the child she names Moses. Ironically

his sister Miriam, the greatest baby-sitter of all time, negotiates for Moses’ very own mother to be hired

as the wet nurse; hilariously, Pharaoh’s household pays Jochebed to mother her own child! There are

questions not dealt with in the narrative: Didn’t Pharaoh notice one of the loathed Hebrews under his
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roof? How ironic it is that into Pharaoh’s house is welcomed the very one who will one day cause its

downfall. Even the water plays its part; Pharaoh turns the Nile, the very source of life in Egypt, with his

orders to kill the male babies, into a grave, the deliver, snatched from that same water as an adult, will

wield a rod over water that will become the grave of Egypt’s military might.

Even though the name “Moses” is given a Hebrew explanation “drawn out” of the Nile, “Moses”

is an Egyptian name, well attested among the Pharoahs, - Thut-mose, A-mose, Ka-mose.  But Moses

by itself isn’t really a full name at all; it means “born to/son of” (Ka-mose would be the son of Ka).

Moses has only half a name, only half an identity! Whose son is he really? It is only in the course of the

story that Moses’ true identity does unfold. Only in the course of the story does Moses himself discover

his own identity. Looking ahead we know he will return to Egypt not as an adopted son of Pharaoh and

not as a fugitive, but rather as the instrument of God and the question “Who set you over us?’ will be

decisively answered.

God is not mentioned specifically in the story, yet is there any doubt that God’s dream is

underlying the entire story line? God had promised that Abraham would become a great nation with

countless descendents and so we must ask; is there nothing that can prevent that dream from

becoming a reality?

The story this morning has a rags to riches ending with Moses being taken in to the Pharaoh’s

household. A position that will guarantee him a life of luxury, an education and lots of connections in

the halls of power. Records indicate that Rameses had fifty-nine daughters. Further they prove that

several non-Egyptians (including Asiatics) were reared in Pharaoh’s household so the place must have

been teeming with hundreds of kids, who may later come to regret knowing this child who was saved

from the waters. Especially when he becomes the one who brings down the might of the Egyptian

empire in the crashing waters of the Reed Sea.
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Where is God to be found in this story? As we reflected last week, did God have a plan? Is God

peeking through the bulrushes with Miriam? There is no rudder, no pilot guiding the basket holding the

future leader of God’s people. Has God entrusted the future of this people, and thus the future of God’s

promise for all creation, to a woven basket floating aimlessly down the river? How did it drift to just the

right spot? Is it mere chance that the pharaoh’s daughter happened to be at the right spot at the right

time? Did God afflict her (as one Midrash surmised) afflict her with an insatiable itch, so that she would

arrive at the river at the exact moment to spot the baby? Or did God redeem all these events by having

them culminate in a glorious future?

This story continues the sphere of creation thought. It represents a struggle over blessing and

life. Pharaoh is an angel of death determined to cut off life at is beginning point. He would limit creation,

close it down to growth and fruitfulness but God is on the side of life. God works in and through an

aspect of the birthing process, and the children’s lives are preserved Even more, in the very face of

death, the community as a whole continues to thrive; the recurrent theme of growth is once again front

and center. God’s creative work enables life to abound.

That is one of the amazing things for me in the midst of this pandemic, how even in the face of

death and fear God continues to transform brokenness into life. It is easy to focus on the negative

aspects of this disease but it is also difficult to ignore the transformation that this pandemic has brought

to our world. The abrupt shifts in human behaviour in response to the Covid-19 pandemic are bluer

skies from reduced emissions, fewer car accidents, falling crime rates and some of the other infectious

diseases that have plagued us are fading from hospital emergency departments. Every coin has two

faces. With bad comes good (God is good). We are created to be survivors, that was God’s dream.

Though the battle may be long and hard, let us take some time to allow God’s creative spirit to work in

us and to transform this dark period in human history into a tale of growth. A growth that sees humanity
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focus not on what we have lost but what we have gained through these difficult times and reach out in

love and compassion to the world around us in a spirit of love and grace living out God’s dream for our

world. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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