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 There’s an old adage, “the hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.”  It’s why so many 

biographies start by talking about how someone’s mother treated him when he was young. She 

was attentive and compassionate.  She was overbearing and smothering.  She was critical.  She 

was absent.  Read the history of the influential men of this world, and you’re often going to start 

with the mother.  For all of the limitations placed on women through the generations, we’d be 

lying if we didn’t acknowledge the power a woman has when raising children.   

 As with most things, the way we relate to child-rearing now is more fragmented, more 

isolated than it used to be.  And moms who want a circle of moms around them for support and 

encouragement are responsible for creating that community themselves.  It’s why so many, 

especially stay-at-home, moms complain about the intense loneliness.  There simply isn’t the 

village of women in the same way.  And we’ve lost more than just companionship because of it.  

Look at Exodus and at what is, perhaps, the greatest liberation story in history which was 

possible thanks to village of women.  All of them, women who dealt in matters of life: midwives, 

birth mothers, adoptive mothers, wet nurses – those are the heroes of this story.  And it all starts 

with Shiprah and Puah.   

 Shiprah and Puah are Jewish midwives working in Egypt.  They can still remember the 

good old days when the government was a partnership between Jews and Egyptians, when Jews 

were in positions of power, but a new Pharaoh is now in place.  One who looks at the Jews and 

sees, not partners, but foreigners.  And he treats them as such, assigning them the backbreaking 

jobs, expecting productivity beyond what is reasonable.  In other words, treating them not as 

people but as beasts of burden.  Even though his economy is dependent upon these foreigners, 

Pharaoh begins to fear that if the Jews become any more numerous, there are going to be real 

problems for the Egyptians.  So, to limit their numbers, he directs the midwives to smother any 

male Jewish babies who are born, so their mothers believe them to be stillborn.  But, Shiprah and 

Puah defy him, continuing to birth new life.   

When Pharaoh demands to know why the midwives haven’t done as he directed, they say 

the Jewish moms give birth too fast.  This is the best part of the story because do you see what 

they do?  They don’t argue against Pharaoh’s stereotype that the Jews are like animals.  Instead, 

they use his own prejudice against him.  They say, “The Egyptian moms are dainty and delicate, 

so labor is hard for them and takes a long time.  But those Jewish moms are like animals.  They 

pop those babies out before we can even get there.”  And Pharaoh is so racist, he doesn’t even 

think to question them.  Just nods his head and says, “makes sense.”   

 I find it fascinating and ironic that what’s happening politically in this story is all about 

identifying what’s foreign and threatening and destroying it and that what undermines that 

agenda is midwives because just think about what’s happening with a pregnant woman’s 

immune system.  During pregnancy, a woman’s immune system decreases making her more 

vulnerable to illness and infection, but if it didn’t decrease, her body would fight off the baby, as 

an intruder, an invader, recognizing it – not as new life – but only as foreign and threatening.  

Perhaps it’s more than a coincidence that what is happening physically in these women allows 



them to do the same spiritually – to let down their guard enough to welcome what is new instead 

of fighting it.   

 But Shiprah and Puah are only the first ripple of defiance from the village of women – 

this network that feeds and nurtures life in a culture of destruction.  Among the babies they 

refuse to smother is the infant Moses, who is hidden, loved and snuggled by his birth mother for 

three months before she swaddles him, places him in basket and sends him down-river with her 

heart and prayers, knowing that it’s his only chance for survival.  Pharaoh’s own daughter 

discovers Moses among the reeds and adopts him, defying her father as she welcomes this 

foreign baby into her family as one of her own.  In grand fashion, this tiny infant grows to 

liberate his people, but it was the hands of the midwives, his birth mother, his adoptive mother 

who rocked his cradle long before he was aware of their impact.   

 The story of Moses doesn’t usually get a lot of airtime this time of year, as we start the 

season of Advent today, the season when we watch and wait and prepare for the birth of Jesus at 

Christmas.  But given the echoes between Moses’ story and Jesus’, it’s surprising that it doesn’t 

get more airtime in Advent.  Because Jesus too was born into a world of genocide, where Jews 

were feared and disdained, where tiny infants were threatening enough that Herod demanded 

their death.  It’s why Jesus’ family flees and seeks asylum in another country – ironically, in 

Egypt.  And there’s the echo of the women, in particular Elizabeth and Mary, who grow and 

nurture and feed life in the midst of so much destruction.   

 Catholics and Protestants part ways this time of year with Protestants squirming at the 

veneration of Mary, at the titles applied to her like “Mother of God” and “God bearer.”  But, 

what we miss in our dismissal of Mary is that the Church didn’t apply the term “God bearer” 

only to her.  Instead, the Church applies that term – theotokos, God bearer – to all of us.  This 

belief that we should all be pregnant with – carrying – God, should all be looking for ways to 

bring God into the world, ways to nurse and nurture that which is life-giving.  As we walk 

through Advent preparing for Christmas, as we walk alongside Mary, her belly growing, her 

body making room for new life, she’s not just the mother of another influential man in history.  

She’s also a spiritual mentor, asking us what we are going to make room for within us, what we 

are going to feed and nurture, challenging us to – like a pregnant immune system – lower our 

reactivity to what is new and foreign, so we can welcome new life rather than fight against it.   

 Likely you’ve heard the Native American parable about the two wolves.  It goes, “One 

evening an old Cherokee told his grandson about a battle that goes on inside people.  He said, 

‘My son, the battle is between two wolves inside us all.  One is Evil.  It is anger, envy, jealousy, 

doubt, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, 

superiority, and ego.  The other is Good.  It is joy, peace, love, home, serenity, humility, 

kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, forgiveness, compassion, and faith.’  The grandson 

thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather, ‘Which wolf wins?’  The old 

Cherokee simply replied, ‘The one you feed.’” 

 I heard this truth in a different way eight years ago when I was pregnant with my first 

daughter.  I was officiating communion with a visiting pastor from Zimbabwe, and when he 

turned to serve me communion, he said: “Jacqueline and Baby Vanderpol, the Body of Christ 

broken for you.”  His words left me marveling how that little piece of bread and bit of juice 

weren’t just nourishing me, but they were also feeding her, nourishing what was growing inside 

me.   

How true that is for our faith.  We forget the power we have to influence what grows and 

what stagnates.  What lives and what dies.  What is born into this world and is fed enough to 



flourish.  If there is anger, despair, resentment, cynicism living in you, Advent is the time to ask 

how you’re feeding it.  It’s the time when we remember, week by week, to feed hope, peace, joy, 

and love.  This is the week, in particular, that we claim hope, that we feed hope.  How is God 

calling you to grow in hope, to birth hope, to nurse and nourish the hope that lives in you and 

others this Advent?  Amen.   
 

 


