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“Stretching the truth.” “Telling tall tales.” “Exaggerating and 

embellishing.” “A little white lie”. We call them “fibs”. These 
statements that aren’t outright lies but are also not quite the whole 
truth. Like… 

The check is in the mail. 
We service what we sell. 

Give me your number. The doctor will call you right back. 
One size fits all. 

This offer limited to the first 100 people who call in. 
Your luggage isn't lost; it's only misplaced. 

This hurts me more than it hurts you. 
I just need five minutes of your time. 

Open wide; this won't hurt a bit. 
 
 Truth telling can be hard. Should we always “tell the truth and 
nothing but the truth?” What would happen if we did? I was 
recently at the Bishop’s Convocation in Palm Desert, and during the 
East District gathering our new DS got to know us with the 
Icebreaker “2 Truths and a Lie”.  
 

Our text today is about telling the truth. Or lying. Or Both. It’s 
from Exodus. It’s the story of five women. They lie, deceive, 
manipulate and play games with the law. They are dishonest and 
rewarded and celebrated for it. They challenge the ruling powers 
and subvert the rules. They serve God’s purpose and tell God’s 
truth. Through them God blesses us. 
  

During Joseph’s time the Hebrew people were welcomed in 
Egypt. They prospered and grew strong. A new Pharaoh came to 
power. Their lives changed. Afraid of these “foreigners” he took 
action to contain them.  
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He said to his people, “Look, the Israelite people are more 

numerous and more powerful than we. Come, let us deal shrewdly 
with them, or they will increase and, in the event of war, join our 
enemies and fight against us and escape from the land.”  Therefore 
they set taskmasters over them to oppress them with forced labor.. 
But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and 
spread, so that the Egyptians came to dread the Israelites. The 
Egyptians subjected the Israelites to hard servitude and made their 
lives bitter with hard servitude in mortar and bricks and in every 
kind of field labor. They were ruthless in all the tasks that they 
imposed on them. 

 
Then Pharaoh went further. He needed the labor force but he 

was worried about their presence—just how very many there had 
become—and what it might mean in the future as a threat to 
national security.  So he came up with a simple plan—if there were 
no baby boys, there’d be no men, therefore no enemy soldiers.  

 
The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives Shiphrah and 

Puah, “When you act as midwives to the Hebrew women and see 
them on the birthstool, if it is a boy, kill him; but if it is a girl, she 
shall live.” 

 
It was an act of political and economic self-advantage; a form 

of genocide. It’s sadly not completely a thing of the past in our 
world.  Shiphrah and Puah can’t do it. They won’t do it. They let all 
the children live. When Pharaoh questions them; they lie. It’s a 
really creative lie. They say that the Hebrew women are so vigorous 
and quick that they give birth before the midwives arrive. Some 
translations say “lively” (even “frisky”); the  word used is generally 
applied to animals—it’s a thinly veiled insult that adds to the 
untruth.  

 
It never occurs to Pharaoh to distrust these..  slaves. They’re 

women. What power do they have? He accepts their words.  
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But there’s more! Jochebed gives birth to a son. She too 
disobeys Pharaoh’s law, hides him three months. Then, in a bold, 
sacrificial and loving act, she puts him in a basket and places him in 
the river. When Pharaoh’s daughter sees the basket she takes it 
from the water. The baby has a sister named Miriam.  
 
      Then his sister said to Pharaoh's daughter, “Shall I go and get 
a nurse for you from the Hebrew women to nurse the child for 
you?” Pharaoh's daughter said to her, “Yes”. So the girl went and 
called the child's mother. Pharaoh's daughter said to her, “Take this 
child and nurse it for me and I will give you your wages.” So the 
woman took the child and nursed it.  
       

In a bit of irony and the dark humor the mother gets paid to 
nurse and spend time with her own child. A Hebrew slave girl tricks 
the princess of the ruling house of Egypt. Pharaoh’s daughter also 
disobeys, though.  She takes pity on a slave. She saves one her 
father has named “enemy” and wants to destroy. She shows 
compassion.  She raises to become a prince of Egypt.  
 

When the child grew up, she brought him to Pharaoh's 
daughter. She took him as her son. She named him Moses, 
“Because I drew him out of the water.” 

 
There’s a term in Latin America called, “pushing your 

privilege”. It refers to using one’s power, position and gifts for the 
sake of others. It’s an act on behalf of others. Shiphrah, Puah, 
Jochebed, Miriam and Pharaoh’s daughter, “pushed their privilege” 
and became part of God’s saving acts in history.  

 
Shiphrah, Puah; Jochebed; Miriam; and Pharaoh’s daughter: 

These five women risk their lives so others can live. One writer calls 
them “the five who defied”.  The midwives disobey an unjust, unfair 
law to protect life. Jochebed uses all her resources to hide and save 
her son sacrificing her own maternal heart so he can live. Miriam 
uses her wit to care for her brother. Pharaoh’s daughter 
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demonstrates compassion that goes beyond borders, laws, 
bloodlines and her time’s political practices.  These women became 
instruments through which God brought about the salvation of their 
nation, and in time, the salvation of us all.  
 

 It’s a delightful story of humor, drama, wit and irony. It’s also 
a powerful witness to how God works. God chooses ordinary 
persons, both men and women, and uses them in extraordinary 
ways.  God’s intervention into a crisis whether it’s personal or 
public often comes not in dramatic, sweeping events, but in small 
individual faithful acts. God works through seemingly powerless 
individuals to bring about deeds of great power. Insignificant? 
Futile? Symbolic? What looks like those to us becomes so much 
more in the hands of God. In the end, by such acts, God’s will is 
done; God’s kingdom is made visible and real. The good news is: 
God always finds a way or a person to meet the need. The 
challenge is:  That person might be us.    

 
A pastor writes: “When I was in elementary school, I started 

acting in Community Theater productions. When we got our scripts; 
my friends and I would flip through to check how many lines we 
had. We counted them and compared them. ‘You have five? Don't 
complain; I only have one!’ We all wanted a lead” 

She adds, “I imagine if history were turned into a very long 
play, with every part written out from the beginning of time, and 
we were each handed our script, most of us would flip through and 
then sigh. ‘You got a bit part? Me too.’”1 

 
The Bible is full background and behind-scenes and extras—

and constantly illustrating how “bit parts can be pivotal”. A whole 
story can turn on what such characters do. As Mother Teresa 
reminds us, “We can do no great things—only small things 
with great love.” 
 

                                                 
1 From a sermon by Christine Lang, “Bit Parts”, The Brick Church, New York City 
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Despite what they did, these women didn’t fix it all.  They 
couldn’t save everyone. They made it possible for Moses to fulfill his 
destiny and in time for Jesus to fulfill his. They helped change the 
course of history. They show us: Every one of us has the power to 
make a difference and shape a life. Maybe we won’t change the 
world but we can make a difference right where we are.  

  
Pastor John Indermark calls Shiphrah and Puah, “women of 

courage”. He writes: “They did all they could—and that too is part 
of the meaning of courage. You do not have to do the 
inconceivable, only that which is within your capacity.”2 He adds, 
“Courage does not belong to the brave but to the faithful.” 

 
What’s “within your capacity”? How will you show courage and 

be faithful? Can you write a letter, send a card or make a call to 
encourage someone who’s struggling? Can you tutor a child or 
teach a youth a new skill? Can you volunteer as a juvenile court 
monitor? Can you pray? Can you bring cans of food for Interfaith? 
Can you join a coalition working for change or start a movement of 
your own? Can you participate in a study group to learn about 
needs and issues? Can you support someone on Mission? If you 
can’t think of anything, see me. We’ll figure it out together. 
Whether acts you offer, big or little; if it’s offered faithfully, God will 
find a way to use it.  

 
In her book, God's Troublemakers, Katharine Henderson tells 

of women who found “challenge indifferent and uncaring systems”. 
One of these is Gretchen Buchenholz.  

In the 1980s, Gretchen Buchenholz was the executive director 
of a day care center in New York City. Running errands on day, by 
mistake, (or Divine design) she walked through the door of the 
wrong building—walking into a room filled with 75 desperate 
families. They were the overflow from the shelter system. She saw 

                                                 
2 John Indermark, Neglected Voices, p. 81 
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children knocking and knocking on a metal door and begging the 
people on the other side to give them food. 

She could have walked away. She could have just continued 
her day’s task. After all, in the face of such appalling need, what 
could one woman do? Gretchen made three phone calls very 
quickly. One was to the head of disaster relief from the Red Cross 
whom she knew from volunteer work; the second was to the deputy 
mayor of operations to request an immediate food delivery; and the 
third was to the New York Times to get a photographer and 
reporter.  

Henderson quotes Gretchen as saying, “I was an innocent 
bystander. I had no training, gift, talent, or knowledge. I had 
quarters for phone calls”.   

This experience eventually led her to found a non-profit 
organization called ABC, Association to Benefit Children. It connects 
vulnerable children to needed resources. As Executive Director, 
Gretchen has helped to establish safe sanctuaries, shelters and day 
care centers for needy children and their families. She’s also 
become a leading child welfare advocate.   

 
Gretchen’s story like the story of the five bold women and 

others like them, challenges each of us to do what we can wherever 
we are. It’s also a reminder that God wants us to protect, provide 
and care for his children. God wants us to act on their behalf 
wherever they are in need; whoever and whoseever they are. 
For the truth is: In saving them; we may just be saving our own 
lives and our world as well.  

 
“So God dealt well with the midwives.” May our efforts, 

large and small, honor God also.  May God give us the courage to 
do what we can so we too may be found faithful. Amen. 


