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One of my strongest memories of my childhood at the First Presbyterian Church in Des Moines, Iowa is from the day in Sunday school when our teachers wanted us to understand just how large Noah’s ark was. We were introduced to the concept of cubit, that enigmatic unit of measurement in the Old Testament that I really wish the Bible translators would just say is more or less a foot long so we don’t all wonder what in the world a cubit is. So we took our rulers, after having decided that they were more or less a cubit long, and went out to the church parking lot.

Fortunately, the First Presbyterian Church in Des Moines sits in its own little valley and has a very long driveway. Thanks to that driveway, we did not have to cross a busy street or walk all over the neighbors’ lawn in order to measure out our ark. Modern measurements of the ark estimate its length at approximately 20 basketball courts. If Westminster’s church school children were to engage in the same exercise, we would send them well past Peavey Plaza and on their way down Nicollet Mall. It really struck me how large of a structure Noah was to have built as I looked from our last point of measurement back towards the church building. If I’d had the privilege of seeing a modern cruise liner, I might have not been so impressed, but for this land-locked Midwestern seven year old, Noah came off as quite the carpenter.

And this was pretty much all we did with the story of Noah and the ark. We did not talk about the other elements of the story, obvious as they may have been. We did not talk about all of the animals that did not get on to the ark two by two and what happened to them. And we did not talk about all of the people—all of the people—who would have died in such a world wide flood scenario. Rodney Allen Schwartz, who directs Westminster’s gallery and archives, recently showed me a poster that depicted the ark at the top of the print and floating bodies in the endless sea below. Needless to say, we would probably all prefer that that poster—regardless of how truthful it might be— stay tucked away in the archives. It certainly should not make an appearance in the church’s education wing.

We like the concrete stories of the Bible, such as the building of a big ship and specific numbers of animals to go on such a ship to share with children, because human beings do not developmentally achieve the ability to understand abstract concept until adolescence. Parents and teachers have to work with the tangible until that point. And this is why most of us don’t know a thing about the midwives named Shiphrah and Puah.

If this morning’s story from Exodus about the brave midwives is not familiar to you, I can sympathize. A few years ago when a pastor friend of mine told me that she would be preaching on the story of Shiphrah and Puah, my blank stare gave away that I was not familiar with the story and my blank stare rapidly served to cover embarrassment when she then said, “you know, the midwives?” I supposed I could have tried to cover up my ignorance, but it would have eventually come out that I didn’t know whether said midwives appear in Exodus or Ecclesiastes or the Epistles. I suppose that there are many pastors who come out of seminary with every story of the Bible under their belts…..but I wasn’t one of them. If I remember correctly, I just confessed to not knowing the story and had to live with my colleague’s disappointment in me.

The story of Shiphrah and Puah certainly was not one that I learned in Sunday school, and I assume the same is true for you. And it’s really too bad, because Shiphrah and Puah are examples for all of us, whether we are in the 3rd grade classroom or the adult Bible study. Few other persons in the Bible so simply and without question or consternation put loyalty to God before loyalty to earthly rulers or ethnic ties or even laws. The midwives are also women who are explicitly named and are agents for good in the Bible, which would be wonderful for young girls to hear, since there are so many more men featured prominently in the scriptures.

Sunday school curriculums tend to skip right over Shiphrah and Puah to the story that immediately follows: that of baby Moses floating down the Nile. Moses was one of the babies who the midwives were no longer given the chance to save. It seems that Shiphrah and Puah are two victims of history whose stories are too close to that of a towering figure like Moses. The problem with towering figures is that they cast long shadows and these two women fall behind his.

Shiphrah and Puah may also have been left out because it is hard to teach children—and sometimes adults—the idea that not doing something is sometimes the thing to do. It is a lot easier to teach a child the concreteness of doing something—which Moses is fairly good for.  It’s exciting to describe someone who parts an entire sea in half or who climbs a mountain to talk to God. By comparison, a tale of the two midwives who just kept delivering babies day in and day out might not catch kids’ attention. There was no adventure in that, apparently. But most of all, it is very difficult to talk with children about a story whose background is the murdering of children. Unlike the story of Noah’s ark, which has some parts we can easily tell children and some parts we can simply leave out, there really is no story about the midwives Shiphrah and Puah without telling the whole story.


It also probably doesn’t help the sharing of Shiphrah and Puah’s story that their vocation had fallen out of favor in the past 50 years. My father’s birth certificate has a line for the signature of the “midwife or doctor” who attended the birth, but thirty years later, the word midwife was nowhere to be found on my birth certificate. Even the word “midwife” would not have been familiar to me in my Sunday school years, nor to the vast majority of children in Sunday school 20 years before and after me.

Midwifery is presently a re-emerging profession and many of the women in it consider it a true calling. Particularly in a large metropolitan area such as the Twin Cities, it is now an option at a number of metro hospitals to have a midwife attend a birth and among my peers no longer seems a radical choice. Now that I have direct experience with a midwife, as that is who I chose to see for my prenatal care, I of course have a real appreciation for Shiphrah and Puah. I suppose we can call it providential that this passage of scripture is the lectionary text for a Sunday on which I preach.

We don’t know a lot about Shiphrah and Puah other than what the passage we heard this morning tells us. The Hebrew grammar of the book of Exodus could be understood two ways as to how the midwives are described—we could say that they are Hebrew midwives, as in Israelite women themselves who attended the births of other Israelite women. Or the Hebrew grammar could be understood to say that they were midwives of the Hebrews, meaning that they may or may not have been Israelite themselves. They may have been Egyptian or of another ethnic group, which makes them seem even more heroic. What throws off scholars is that the two women have Israelite names, not Egyptian names. My own theory is that Shiphrah’s and Puah’s Israelite names were nicknames, because Shiphrah means “pretty” and Puah means “girl.” Many cultures give nicknames to people based on a characteristic of them, so the Israelite families who were served by the midwives may have just given them names in their own language out of affection and appreciation.

The midwife who attended the labor and delivery of my daughter is named Kathryn. She describes her role as being a “guest” at her patients’ labor and deliveries. I thought it was a helpful description in the sense that she Kathryn wanted to communicate that she was not the one to control or direct the birthing process. At the same time, I thought it an overly generous metaphor, because if she is the guest, than the pregnant woman is the host and during labor and delivery, we’re about the worst hosts one could have. Even the most basic of manners would dictate that it’s not appropriate treatment of a guest to ask her to show up at all hours of the night and day. It doesn’t seem fair to expect a guest to find nothing wrong with the host screaming verses from the psalms into a pillow, or to in general wait on the host hand and foot until the smallest guest at the party decides to show up. If we can throw some theological light onto Kathryn’s metaphor, she is a guest and we are all guests at a birth, because God is unquestionably the host.

And this is what the Hebrew midwives in the first chapter of Exodus understood. And this is where we arrive at the “so what?” moment of the story. So the midwives lied and saved an unknown number of male Israelite babies. So what? The Egyptians in power then simply circumvented the midwives, ordering all of the Egyptian people to throw male infants into the Nile River. Where is God in that? Why not just begin the book of Exodus with the story of Moses, who is rescued from certain death as an Israelite child due to his mother putting him in a floating basket? Why not just begin with Moses, because he will be the focus of the story to come?

The book of Exodus begins with the story of the midwives because they of all people knew that the miracle of birth was the last place that the Egyptians leaders should be trying to exercise power. With their deception, the midwives placed the power of life back where it belonged—with God and with the women God empowered to give birth. They’re too quick for us Shiphrah and Puah lied. The Hebrew women are stronger than the Egyptian women they said, as justification for their inability to attend the births in a timely fashion and by extension fail to participate in infanticide.

What Shiphrah and Puah set the stage for is an epic in which the powers of the world will be reminded that as much as they try to control the world around them, the more that a people of faith will become a people of freedom. The midwives are the first in a series of individuals whose actions lead a people toward an exodus from bondage. The midwives example, however, is not one in which two women simply break the rules. Their divergence from the command of the Egyptians was directly connected to them adhering to the law of God. The freedom they took in letting creation flourish bound them even closer to the divine.

One of our favorite local biblical scholars, Terry Freitheim of Luther Seminary in St. Paul, describes the Exodus as the following, and it also applies to the midwives who set the stage for the exodus: He writes, “God [saw the] slavery [of the Israelites] and move[d] to deliver Israel, so that the Israelites become God’s servants. Only in service to God can service without bondage be found. With God, service is freedom. Yet Israel [and the midwives are] not freed to do what [they] please; [instead, they] moves from one kind of servitude to another. The exodus does not constitute a declaration of independence, but a declaration of dependence upon God.”

When we fast forward to Paul in his letters to the new Christians in Rome, he is trying to communicate to a group of people who can’t get past their differences in how they depend upon God. Paul’s job was to say it isn’t how you declare that your life is for the Lord, it’s that you simply declare that your life is for God. As a community we are charged to take care of one another and we do so because that is one of the ways we show that we need one another and need God. Whether one of our community is a midwife or a teacher or a prophet, “we are members one of another.” (Romans 12:5b) Paul paused for a moment in his tendency to wax eloquent on complicated theological themes and simply said, do what it is that you do and do it for God’s sake. Just like Shiprah and Puah. 
Thanks be to God. 
Amen.
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