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 When I started seminary and my aunt found out it was a three-year program, she said, 

“Three years?!?  You’re only studying one book!”  And yet, often, three-years doesn’t seem like 

enough.  There is so much to learn about so many more stories, so many stories in the Bible that 

get short-shift as we focus again and again on the same ones.  Today, we begin a new sermon 

series called “Faces of Our Faith” that focuses on some of those bold and untold stories.  Stories 

of people who lived out their faith in ordinary but powerful ways.  As we pair together sermons 

and the study journals in the atrium, there’s also an opportunity for you to engage in the spiritual 

practice of visio divina, or “divine seeing.”  There are images of liturgical art associated with 

each of the stories; the images are hung in the sanctuary and there are prompts for praying with 

them in the study journal.   

 This morning’s image – which is also on the cover of your bulletin – is called, “They 

Stood,” and it tells the story of the Daughters of Zelophehad.  Five daughters – Mahlah, Noah, 

Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah – who were in the midst of grieving their father who died in a recent 

battle.  Usually the grieving process is paired with a weighty to-do list – as any of you who have 

buried a love one know.  There are funeral arrangements to make, estate sales to coordinate, 

finances to figure out, but Zelophehad’s daughters have none of these things to do.  There’s no 

home or property to execute, no legal documents to file because these are the days of Moses’ 

leadership, days when name and land and property and inheritance passed only to men – first to 

sons; if no sons, then to brothers; if no brothers, then to father’s brothers.  It’s what made 

widows so vulnerable; they were left with nothing when their husbands died.  And it was true for 

daughter’s too.  Not wanting to watch their father’s name and legacy pass on to others, not 

wanting to be passed over as if they weren’t his children, weren’t his heirs, the daughters of 

Zelophehad – Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah – decide to challenge the law.   

 Moses and Eleazar and the other leaders of their community gathered in the Tent of 

Meeting, so into those hallowed halls of justice, the five women walked, and then they stood.  

They stood there before the men who made the laws and they said, “We are our father’s children 

too.  We are his heirs.  The law needs to change.”  And to his great credit, Moses hears the 

women; he uses his position to bring the request to God and to seek God’s wisdom.  Remember 

at this time, the law was literally carved in stone, so questioning whether it should change was no 

small thing.  But, Moses brings the women’s request to God, and God says, “The daughters are 

right.  The law is wrong.”  That law that we humans had etched into stone, God shows is actually 

“living and breathing and adaptable and changing.”1  God shows that just because something is 

legal, that doesn’t make it right.  Just because something is legal, doesn’t make it just.   

 It’s a refrain that has echoed down the centuries as people of faith have encountered 

injustice. St. Augustine said, “An unjust law is no law at all.”  Centuries later, Thomas Aquinas 

would repeat his words.  Centuries after that, Martin Luther King Jr. would write them in a letter 

as he sat in a Birmingham Jail, imprisoned for “parading, demonstrating, or boycotting” without 

permission.  After someone smuggled a newspaper in to King’s jail cell and he read the “Call for 

                                                           
1 From the “Faces of Our Faith” study guide. 



Unity” written by eight white Alabama clergymen that disavowed King and his methods, he 

began writing the letter – one of the most thoughtful reflections on the difference between laws 

and justice.  “We should never forget,” he wrote, “that everything Adolf Hitler did in Germany 

was ‘legal,’ and everything the Hungarian freedom fighters did in Hungary was ‘illegal.’”  He 

continued: “Let us consider a more concrete example of just and unjust laws.  An unjust law is a 

code that a majority group compels a minority group to obey but does not make binding on itself.  

This is difference made legal.  By the same token, a just law is a code that a majority compels a 

minority to follow and that it is willing to follow itself.  This is sameness made legal.  Let me 

give another explanation. A law is unjust if it is inflicted on a minority that, as a result of being 

denied the right to vote, had no part in enacting or devising the law.”   

 To boil it down, just laws must pass the test of the Golden Rule, as we do unto others as 

we would have them do unto us.  We need to ask: Is this a law I’m okay having applied to me 

too?  If it’s just for others, it’s out.  That’s why God says, “The daughters are right.  The law is 

wrong.”  It may be legal, but it’s not right because it doesn’t apply to everyone equally.    

 This sense that justice and the law overlap but are not the same transcends culture.  

We’ve seen it from the Ancient Near Eastern tribe of Moses to the early Church of the Roman 

empire to the civil rights movement of America to modern-day Pakistan.  That’s where Malala 

was when she added her voice to the chorus seeking justice.  Malala was born in Pakistan, where 

the birth of a girl is not always cause for celebration.  She says, “I was a girl in a land where 

rifles are fired in celebration of a son, while daughters are hidden away behind a curtain, their 

role in life simply to prepare food and give birth to children.”  But Malala’s father was a teacher 

who ran a girls’ school in their village, so he had grander visions for his daughter.  All of that 

changed when the Taliban took control of her town in Swat Valley.  The extremists banned many 

things – like owning a television, playing music, and girls attending school – and enforced harsh 

punishments for those who defied their orders.  In the face of the Taliban, Malala stood.  She 

stood and spoke on behalf of girls’ right to learn – and that made her a target.  On her way home 

from school at the age of 15, a masked gunman boarded her school bus and asked, “Who is 

Malala?”  Once she was identified, he shot her in the face.  10 days later, she miraculously woke 

up and has continued to advocate for the education of women around the world.  “I tell my 

story,” she says, “not because it is unique but because it is the story of many girls.  I raise up my 

voice – not so I can shout but so that those without a voice can be heard… we cannot succeed 

when half of us are held back.  [After all,] if one man can destroy everything, why can’t one girl 

change it?”2  Thanks to her work, little by little, Pakistan is realizing that the laws are wrong; 

Malala is right.  

 Malala’s work passes the Golden Rule test, but it also passes the test of Psalm 122 that 

says,  

“For the sake of the house of the Lord our God,  

I will seek your good.   

For the sake of my relatives and friends,  

I will say, ‘Peace be within you.’”    

Living out our faith in God means seeking the common good, means looking out for the welfare 

of others.   

There is significance in fighting for the common good, in standing before the powers that 

be and saying, “This is wrong.  It needs to be changed.”  There is significance in standing beside 

Malala and MLK and the Daughters of Zelophehad, but that’s not the only significance in this 
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story.  When the former moderator of this Presbytery, Michelle Witherspoon, was preaching on 

this text, she said, “You’ve all heard the saying, ‘sticks and stones can break my bones, but 

names can never hurt me.’  And we all know that’s not really true, not entirely.  Names can hurt 

us – whether it’s mean insults whispered on the playground, or labels that we give to our 

children, or a diagnosis for mental illness or addiction that becomes a family’s shame, or the 

names we call ourselves – stupid, fat, screw-up – names do hurt us.  Not in the same way 

certainly that sticks and stones might, but names hurt.  Names matter.   

“But not only can names hurt us, but names can also elevate us.  In ancient times when 

they told stories, they didn’t bother naming the people who didn’t matter.  So you can see who is 

valued by a society by who is named.  Somewhere out there, there is a Bible study on the 

unnamed women of Scripture because it tended to happen to women.  They don’t always get 

names – Job’s wife, Lot’s wife, the Levite’s concubine, the woman at the well, the 

syrophoencian woman, the woman with the lost coin, the widow of the widow’s might – 

Scripture doesn’t give us their names.  But the daughters of Zelophehad, these women are 

named, each and every one: Mahlah, Noah, Haglah, Milcah, and Tirzah.  Because the people 

who told this story over campfires for generations and the people who finally wrote it down for 

people like us to see and hold, they wanted us to know that these women, these sisters, these 

daughters, they did something important.  They did something brave.  They mattered.  Mahlah, 

Noah, Haglah, Milcah, and Tirzah.  They helped the people of their day to see that there were 

some customs, laws even, that while legal, were not just.”   

We give power to what we name, and we give power to who we name.  Isn’t it ironic that 

these daughters who scripture saw fit to name have had their names largely forgotten by the 

church?  Amen.   
 


