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Holy Midwives and Pharaoh who knew not Joseph

The midwives appear in context of the news that a king arose who did not know Joseph. 
Administrations do change, collective memory is lost, or is discarded in favour of new 
ideologies. If we were to compare the social policies of John Curtin’s era to those of the 
present Government we would gain a very clear picture of how we are daily affected by 
just such a shift.

In Egypt the name of Joseph once stood for a gifted individual whose ability to interpret 
dreams won him a high place in government. Joseph’s foresight enabled the Egyptians 
to survive years of famine, and to offer a haven for his family. Joseph’s era stood for the 
blessing of God, freely given to the Egyptians. And it stood for God who, in Joseph, 
went ahead of Jacob’s family to preserve life for them in a desperate time. Joseph’s 
story was one in which the gates of death were thwarted by the life he was able to 
facilitate far from home, using his God given gifts.

But now the scene changes and so does the culture. Fear, oppression and death enter 
where once blessing and life ruled. A new Pharaoh felt threatened by the proliferation of 
Joseph’s family. It was a case of national security. Too numerous to detain, not worthy 
of the privilege of being guest workers, Pharaoh enslaved them, hoping that by harsh, 
rigorous work, their growth and power would be controlled. But they thrived. A hint of 
why is found in the verbs of the text: even when sorely oppressed by Pharaoh they 
continued to serve - to worship God. The gates of death have limited power. But a 
desperate Pharaoh implemented more deathly measures.

What follows is a women’s’ story in which the encroaching culture of death is 
contradicted by a few who work for life. First among them are the Holy Midwives, 
Shiphrah and Puah - Beauty and Splendour. Their episode is the only one in this 
narrative to make overt reference to faith and God. To some it may not seem very godly 
that they resist the government and make artful use of the truth. But their fear of God 
means they live from a centre that is focussed on life, not death. They are not confined 
to the mindset of their time and place, but operate from an imperative that reveres the 
sacredness of human life. In the carrying out of their ordinary duties as midwives they 
have had a profound affect on the future of their people. Their creative civil 
disobedience goes hand in hand with God’s saving deeds, and the power of the strong is 
shamed. There is humour and irony in their reply to Pharaoh who, in desperation, 
decrees all Hebrew boys must be drowned in the River. As Pharaoh starts to look more 
and more like Herod, the culture of death is complete.

The story shifts its concern to the saving of a specific Hebrew boy, in preparation for 
the Exodus. While there is no further mention of God, this clearly is a story of the hand 
of God at work in history, bringing life and freedom instead of death. With the 
introduction of the river and the ark or basket the levels of irony increase. The river is 
like the chaos that could sweep all life away, and the Red sea through which Moses will 
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lead the people to freedom. The ark or basket is reminiscent of Noah’s ark in which 
some passed through the waters of chaos into new life, allowing the renewal of the 
world.

The team of God’s feminine agents of compassion expands to include a Hebrew mother, 
her daughter and, surprisingly, Pharaoh’s daughter. All five women actively engage in 
the struggle for life in a deathly context. And where once the Hebrew Joseph brought 
life and blessing to Egypt, now an Egyptian gives something back to the Hebrews. 
Despite living at the centre of a regime of darkness Pharaoh’s courageous daughter has 
room in her heart for compassion. She joins their civil disobedience as she works to 
subvert her father’s policies.

In the end there is no difference between the effect of the compassionate acts of those 
who fear God and those who do not. By telling both these stories the community of 
faith acknowledges how expansive the sovereignty of God really is, giving thanks for 
God fearing Hebrew Midwives and pagan Egyptian princesses. That Moses was cared 
for by both his Hebrew Mother, and Pharaoh’s daughter means that he is the perfect 
future leader of the people, knowing intimately the faith and traditions of his own, and 
the workings of the enemy Egyptian court.

What we see is how God, who is in the business of life, uses willing human instruments 
to save and preserve life in the midst of a culture of death. What is a culture of death? A 
culture of death exists when a young man, wrongfully considered to be a terrorist, is 
savagely gunned down when he could just as easily have been captured and questioned 
before any form of punishment was administered. This culture of death, and the lies 
which we now know support it, has grown in societies like ours because we have begun 
to fear those who are different from us. We have ceased to look in compassion on them, 
or to consider the effect our values and ways have on their life. And we have lost sight 
of our inherent oneness with them under God. A culture of death flourishes where there 
is fear, and where people have lost sight of who we might become, individually and 
collectively, as citizens of the earth and as people of God.

The example is British but this week in The Age carried a letter from Civil Liberties 
describing a hypothetical situation that now arises for every citizen because of the new 
anti-terrorist laws. Fear is driving us to accept more and more totalitarian style 
government instead of the democratic freedoms to which we are supposedly committed. 
Life is being closed down and death is being allowed more room to reign. The only 
thing that will make a difference is people power, individual efforts from those who 
resist because they won’t buy the mindset.

We may not be able to escape living in culture of death, but the example of the Shiphrah 
and Puah indicates that if we are centred on the God who brings life, we may continue 
to work to bring forth life in the most dire of circumstances. The Women of Greenham 
Common took that path. Cindy Sheehan, one mother who has lost a son in Iraq, has now 
been joined by many who want protest about the encroachment of death into the lives of 
Iraq and America. None of these needed to be anything other than themselves. They 
simply made a decision about how far death should be allowed to rule life.

There is a link here with what Paul says in Romans about not being conformed to this 
world, but by being transformed through the renewal of our minds. This transformation 
is possible, not by our own mental efforts, but by focussing on the place where God, 
who is the God of life, has shone for us, to show us the way. This point is revealed in 
the Gospel, where Peter, divinely inspired, is able to recognize who Jesus is, and is 
given the key to life. In a way, Peter now becomes like a midwife, someone with the 
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knowledge of where the source of life is to be found, a source he can open to others. 
Peter here stands for the church, and every disciple who lives by the knowledge of Jesus 
Resurrection from the dead. In him many are given the power over which the gates of 
Hell cannot prevail.

I don’t know if any here are actual midwives, but all of us can engage in midwifery, as 
individuals, congregation and Mission. All of us can, in some way, choose to resist the 
darkness and work to bring forth life. Such a task is made possible for us, not by extra 
training, or being what we are not. But by allowing our minds to be transformed by the 
power that was in Jesus Christ, a power that, thanks be to God, is made available to us 
here, in word, sacrament, and Christ centred community. Amen.
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