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Welcome to another episode of “I’m sorry, who?” otherwise known as the Faces of our Faith. 
Today we are going to be looking at Shiphrah and Puah the first heroes of the book of Exodus.  
 
If you recall, the Israelites found themselves in Egypt due to famine and the treachery of 
Joseph’s brothers, which the Lord used for good. And over the years Israel was able to grow and 
flourish. Eventually, however a new Pharoah takes over and begins a fear campaign against the 
Israelites. 
 
Which brings us to our next reading: Exodus, Chapter 1 verses, 8 to 21. Listen. 
 

 Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph. 9 He said to his people, 
“Look, the Israelite people are more numerous and more powerful than we. 10 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.” 11 Therefore they set 
taskmasters over them to oppress them with forced labor. They built supply cities, 
Pithom and Rameses, for Pharaoh. 12 But the more they were oppressed, the more they 
multiplied and spread, so that the Egyptians came to dread the Israelites. 13 The 
Egyptians became ruthless in imposing tasks on the Israelites, 14 and made their lives 
bitter with hard service in mortar and brick and in every kind of field labor. They were 
ruthless in all the tasks that they imposed on them. 

15 The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was named Shiphrah 
and the other Puah, 16 “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.” 17 But the 
midwives feared God; they did not do as the king of Egypt commanded them, but they 
let the boys live. 18 So the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and said to them, 
“Why have you done this, and allowed the boys to live?” 19 The midwives said to 
Pharaoh, “Because the Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian women; for they are 
vigorous and give birth before the midwife comes to them.” 20 So God dealt well with 
the midwives; and the people multiplied and became very strong. 21 And because the 
midwives feared God, he gave them families.  

The stories of God for the people of God. 

Thanks be to God. 

Jacqueline Murekatete grew up on a farm in Rwanda. She was the second oldest of seven 
children. She and her family were members of the Tutsi tribe. In April 1994, Jacqueline, who 



was 9 years old at the time, was visiting with her grandmother as Hutu men armed with guns, 
machetes, and clubs descended on the village. Jacqueline and her grandmother moved from 
place to place always in hiding. They eventually found a Hutu family who were hiding Tutsis. A 
week later they were discovered but by some miracle the men who found them gave a warning 
and left saying that they would be back. Eventually, who grandmother would take her to an 
orphanage run by Italian priests who decided to stay to protect the children at the risk of their 
own lives. 
 
While she was there, she was reunited with cousins who told her how her village and family 
was destroyed. Most of her family had been killed, including her grandmother. Eventually, in 
October of 1995, her uncle living in New York City was able to adopt her and fly her in as an 
asylum seeker. 
 
Jacqueline is now a human rights activist and founder of the Genocide Survivors Foundation. 
She said she still sees her family in her dreams. Other times though, she is chased by men with 
machetes. 
 
Our passage begins with a demagogue stirring up the fears of the people of Egypt and begins a 
campaign to control and eliminate the Israelites. Though in our passage this all seems rapid but, 
in reality this would have been paced out slowly over years of time.  
 
First, Pharaoh caused fear and the dehumanization of the Israelites. And the first step of 
dehumanization is language. Make them seem subhuman, animalistic. We’ve seen this tactic 
used for years. During the Holocaust, Nazis described Jews as rats, in Rwanda the Hutus called 
the Tutsis cockroaches, Serbs refer to Bosnians as aliens, and indigenous people, then and now, 
are called savages.  
 
Pharaoh then moves from dehumanization to enslavement. And yet, after years and years the 
Israelites are still thriving. So, the workload becomes harder and harder. 
 
When that doesn’t work, he enlists the help of the midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, who were 
more than just midwives but were instead the head of the midwives. This is a slow and secret 
genocide. But, as the women leave, they do something completely different.  
 
A couple things, the role of midwife in ancient cultures were typically for women seen as barren 
or unmarriable. They were the low of the low in all the various patriarchal societies. Secondly, 
there has been much debate over whether these women were Hebrew or Egyptian. The current 
scholarship puts these women as Egyptian.  
 
So here we have two women outcasts who have been listening to the Pharaoh’s campaign 
against the Hebrew people for years. If they do what the Pharaoh commands and do it well, it 
might be a chance for them to rise above the meager lives and existence. If they refuse, they 
could be severely punished or killed along with their household. 
 



What was it that made them choose what they chose? 
 
Not only that but how were they able to stand confident in that decision?  
 
In our passage it says that the women feared or revered God. But how did they come to hear 
about God, or to believe in God? 
 
As midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, were constantly forced to see the Hebrews humanity. They 
were in their homes, holding their hands, rubbing their backs, wiping the brow of women in 
labor. They got to see the look of love as the new parents held onto that new life. And they 
were there as complications occurred and death and weeping and mourning filled that once 
hopeful home.  
 
They listened to stories about their family. They heard the stories of their God. 
 
Shiphrah and Puah knew the humanity of the other. They saw God in the face of each of them. 
And they ended up knowing and fearing that God. 
 
But it was more than that. 
 
It took courage. Courage to take the risk. Courage to continue to help and serve. Courage to 
defy authority. 
 
Maya Angelou once wrote:  

I am convinced that courage is the most important of all the virtues. Because without 
courage, you cannot practice any other virtue consistently. You can be kind for a while; you 
can be generous for a while; you can be just for a while, or merciful for a while, even loving 
for a while. But it is only with courage that you can be persistently and insistently kind and 
generous and fair. 

 
In our first reading Paul wrote, “for God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit 
of power and of love and of self-discipline.” 
 
Courage is something we often don’t talk about. It might be there as subtext to the scripture 
readings or the sermons but often we gloss over it. Partly, I think that’s because as Christians in 
America, we are not threatened. We are able to worship freely. We don’t need to worry about 
persecution.  
 
But courage is necessary to live a life as God has called us to live. To love our neighbors as 
ourselves, takes courage. To love our enemies, takes courage. To defend the poor, the outcast, 
the orphan and the widow, takes courage.  
 
It takes courage to shut the doors of the church during the start of a pandemic. As the 
pandemic hit a little over a year ago, our session was faced with some hard decisions. There 



were so many unknowns. How exactly is the virus spread? How long will this pandemic last? If 
we close, can the church financially survive that? Will people leave the church? How do we 
rightly love our neighbor? And these are just a few of thoughts and concerns that the session 
had to wrestle with not just once but constantly.  
 
It took courage to shut the doors. It took courage to trust that God was leading them in this 
direction. It took courage to do the right thing. 
 
And just like with Shiphrah and Puah, it takes courage to stand up against dehumanization still 
today. 
 
The threat of dehumanization is alive and well today. You don’t have to look very hard to find it. 
Just turn on the news or scroll through your Facebook feed. It’s used by politicians against 
political rivals or used to cause fear to help laws get passed. We see it in how one generation 
talks about another. We hear it when people talk about “across the river”. We see it. You see it, 
right? 
  
Brené Brown in Braving the Wilderness writes: 
 

I know it’s hard to believe that we ourselves could ever get to a place where we would 
exclude people from equal moral treatment, from our basic moral values, but we’re fighting 
biology here. We’re hardwired to believe what we see and to attach meaning to the words 
we hear. We can’t pretend that every citizen who participated in or was a bystander to 
human atrocities was a violent psychopath. That’s not possible, it’s not true, and it misses 
the point. The point is that we are all vulnerable to the slow and insidious practice of 
dehumanizing, therefore we are all responsible for recognizing it and stopping it.i 

 
 
Dehumanizing another is refusing to see the Image of God in another. Do we have the courage 
to see it? Do we have the courage to look at our own words, thoughts, and heart to see how we 
are guilty? Do we have the courage to listen to those that we’ve seen as less than? To work 
beside them? To defend them? 
 
In an interview with Facing History and Ourselves, whose slogan is “People make choices and 
choices make history” which is an amazing thought, Jacqueline states: 
 

For me, the most important message...is people have to see genocide, not as something that 
happens far away and to people we don’t know. We have to see it as a crime that can 
happen anywhere and to anyone given the right conditions… It begins with words, it begins 
with dehumanization, it begins with propaganda. And when we see those things happening 
in our country, that is the time to speak up because once people start the actual killing, 
sometimes it’s too late. 
It’s always important for me to emphasize that prevention is something all individuals can 
participate in… We all have the power to bring about positive change in our world and in our 



communities… You have to show up and…you have to vote for those ideas that respect 
diversity...and human rights. My hope is that...people can realize that no matter who they 
are, they can make a positive difference; it’s just a matter of deciding that they want to get 
involved...and there’s no better time for us to step up our prevention efforts than today.ii 

 
 
For our artwork for today, artist Lisle Gwynn Garrity, writes: 
 

In this painting, these hands represent the women’s resistance. They are the hands that said 
no to a power-hungry ruler but yes to a God of justice—to a God who transforms a story of 
massacre into one of liberation. The impact of their actions, like the waters of the Nile, 
ripples out far beyond them. 

 
And now we stand at the edge. Will we say yes to a God of justice? Will we cause ripples of our 
own? Or will we allow the ripples of old to fade to stillness like nothing ever happened? 
 
In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen.  

 
i https://brenebrown.com/blog/2018/05/17/dehumanizing-always-starts-with-language/#close-popup 
ii https://facingtoday.facinghistory.org/interview-with-rwandan-genocide-survivor-jacqueline-murekatete 


