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ACTS OF RESISTANCE                                                      Exodus 1:8–2:10









                        Psalm 124

                                                                                            Matthew 10:16–20

It is a story we never want to forget. A new king arose in Egypt who did not know Joseph. The descendents of Joseph and his brothers, now called Hebrews, have become numerous, almost a multitude. The Egyptians view them suspiciously, fearing that they will take over the Empire. It’s an old story, but it has been repeated time and time again. Immediately, we think of the fear of the White Nationalists in our own nation. They are afraid that non-whites will take over the country and destroy their “history and heritage.” This kind of fear has also been present in the history of Hawai‘i. Recently, Steve Ito reminded me of the views held by Stanley Porteus, a teacher at the University of Hawai‘i, who wrote a book in 1926 called “Temperament and Race.” The basic idea of the book is that those who belong to the white Nordic race are superior and that everything must be done to protect their power in Hawai‘i. America, he said, is a “Nordic stronghold” that “belongs to the white race by right of peaceful conquest.” Of the Japanese he wrote they are “of no better social or industrial grade than other immigrant groups.” However, because they are “remarkably clannish,” and “difficult and unreliable,” as well as having “no sense of loyalty,” the Japanese were the first group whose further immigration to the U.S., Porteus insisted, must be “rigidly” prevented. He made similar racist remarks about the Chinese, the Filipinos, the Hawaiians, and even the non-Nordic Portugese. His fear was that any one of these groups could overtake the islands.
So the story contained in our scripture reading this morning is not just 
an old story. It is a story that has been repeated over and over again. Pharaoh decides that it is best for the security of the empire to eliminate the possibility that “the other” might take over. After forcing the Hebrews into hard labor, he also decides to engage in an act of genocide—he orders the Hebrew midwives to see to it that no newborn Hebrew male children survive. The midwives, however, fear God and they will not fulfill the wishes of Pharaoh. Notice that, besides Moses, the midwives are the only ones who are named in this part of the Exodus narrative. They are Shiphrah and Puah. Even Pharaoh is not named, although historians are quite certain that he was Rameses II. To name the midwives is to honor them and their role in the story. When Pharaoh summons Shiphrah and Puah to account for their failure to carry out his orders, they say that the Hebrew women are so filled with life and vigor (in contrast to Egyptian women) that they give birth to their children before they can arrive on the scene.

So Pharaoh “ups the ante.” He orders all the Egyptian people to throw every boy born to the Hebrews into the Nile. It is in this context that a Levite woman, in a brilliant and bold attempt to save her male child, places him in a reed basket in the Nile, in the very river that had become a symbol of death for all Hebrew male babies. Here is yet another woman of incredible faith, strength, and imagination who appears in the narrative. We have a suspicion that she knew that Pharaoh’s daughter bathed in that very spot and might see the child. Sure enough, with the sister of the child standing watch, Pharaoh’s daughter sees the child, observes that it is a Hebrew child, and decides that she must save the child from death. So, yet another woman of courage and strength, the daughter of the Pharaoh who had ordered the Egyptians to kill all male Hebrew babies is the very one who saves this particular child. She names the child Moses, which means “drawn out of the water.” Not only that, but needing a wet nurse to feed the child, the sister of Moses offers to find one for Pharaoh’s daughter. Of course, she fetches her own mother, the mother of the child. So the mother of Moses nurtures her own child, and gets paid besides! Amazing. So the entire story of the Exodus hinges on acts of resistance of these courageous women. Without these women and their courage, Moses would have never been!

You just never know what might arise from single bold acts of resistance: first, the resistance of the midwives; secondly, the resistance of the mother of Moses; thirdly, the resistance of the daughter of Pharaoh; and fourthly, the resistance of sister of Moses, who, according to tradition was named Miriam. Yes, resistance. Truly, this story is a story of resistance against the power of death. And by now, I hope you have noticed that it was women who carried out these acts of resistance. Sorry, men. We definitely must take a back seat when it comes to this story.
And so, I let my imagination begin to work and with the help of the women who participated in the Wednesday evening lectionary study, we thought of other women who have been engaged in acts of resistance against the power of death. Some of these women are well known and some are not. But their stories are equally compelling. We thought of Rosa Parks, the black woman, small in stature, age 42, who, in Montgomery, Alabama, on December 1, 1955, refused to move to the back of the bus to make room for a white man. She was arrested and her action initiated the Montgomery Bus Boycott, which caught the attention of Martin Luther King, Jr. So began the Civil Rights Movement in America, which, incidentally, drew upon the story of the Exodus for inspiration. 
We recalled Harriet Tubman and Sojourner Truth, black women who worked against slavery, and Susan B. Anthony, a white woman who resisted the institution of slavery and also who worked tirelessly for the right of women to vote. We recalled Queen Lili‘uokalani, who told her supporters not to take up arms when she was overthrown, thus keeping the peace. Becky Kanenaka mentioned a young woman, Trisha Prathu, a 16 year old who spoke at the National Youth Event earlier this year. Trisha is an innovator, social entrepreneur, advocate and inventor of ReThink— an effective tool to stop cyberbullying at its source. Another young Pakistani woman, Malala Yousafzei, is a Nobel Prize Recipient, who was assaulted because of her commitment to the education of young Pakastani girls in that troubled land. We thought of our own Nu‘uanu Congregational Church saint, Yeiko So, who risked her own safety and reputation to assist battered picture brides at the close of the 19th century. And I recalled the story of Jewish women, Israeli citizens, who smuggled Palestinian children from the Occupied Territories across the border so that they could enjoy a swim in the Mediterranean Sea.
And we could go on. All these resisted everything that assaults the basic dignity and humanity of human beings. By their lives and their actions, they followed in the footsteps of the midwives Shiphrah and Puah, and also the mother and sister of Moses, along with Pharaoh’s daughter, by whose acts of resistance the ancient Hebrews began their journey towards freedom.
And what of us? Dare we be resisters, each in our own way? Dare we dream of the fulfillment of God’s realm of peace, justice, love and freedom, and then do something about it? I would like to leave you with this thought. All of us can be resisters. We can march; we can write letters to the editor; we can talk with our neighbors; we can call our congressional representatives; we can use our imaginations to carry out a single act of resistance. Who knows? It could change the world for the better.
And, even if we are unable to do any of these, we can always pray. Yes. all of us can pray. Prayer, itself, can be an act of resistance. For every time we pray, “Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” every time we pray for justice and peace, we are resisting everything that runs counter to that which is good and true and life-giving.
My sisters and brothers, so let us fulfill our calling to be faithful resisters. Let us serve life and the freedom and dignity of every human being with strength and commitment, and may God be with us in all our endeavors.  Amen.

