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The readings appointed for today continue to illustrate our heritage in stories 

and the theme I spoke of last week, to preserve life. The passage from Exodus, 

about the birth of Moses, suffers a bit perhaps from repetition and familiarity 

and not a little sentimentality in its retelling, especially for children in Sunday 

school, of “Moses in the bulrushes.” It seems at first glance to be one of those 

filler passages, a mere introduction to the main event. However, I didn’t recall 

the part about the midwives; and Moses, the hero of the Exodus, the major 

formative story of the Israelites’ freedom from bondage, appears only as a baby 

in a basket. Where are the main characters? The Psalm appointed for the day is 

“a Thanksgiving for Israel’s Deliverance,” but the Exodus passage doesn’t seem 

to focus on the act of deliverance or the heroic deliverer. 

 The chapter has all the characteristics of what Otto Rank once called “The 

Myth of the Birth of the Hero,” a story to accentuate the extraordinary nature 

of the birth of this particular baby, because the man he becomes is significant in 

Israel’s narrative history and identity. But I was impatient to get on with that 

story of Israel’s deliverance. Where was the hero? I fumed. This passage is 

about five women and a baby—sounds like a movie title—two midwives, and 

then two Hebrew slave women who serve Pharaoh’s daughter--servants, not 

heroes. Was I being a male chauvinist, discounting the life and work of women, 

all this business of birthing and babies? Yes, women of the world would answer. 

 And then the dramatic and thematic significance of this particular birth 

narrative hit me: the hero is the servant. The story relates how the women 

serve and protect, preserve life in the face of death; it is not known whether 

the midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, are Hebrew or Egyptian, but the ambiguity 
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highlights that race didn’t matter in the situation, the lives of the children had 

to be saved. Like all myths it has a practical earthly purpose and a spiritual 

dimension: the female servants outwit Pharaoh to free the children from the 

threat of death, and the preservation of Moses is a sign, as expressed in the 

Psalm, that “the Lord is on the side” of his oppressed people, that he will free 

them from bondage. The instruments of divine deliverance will be the 

marginalized in the society, the powerless, in this case, the women and a boy 

child. The hero in today’s passage is the servant; the themes are freedom and 

love. I’d been looking for the wrong kind of hero. 

 In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus asks his disciples, “Who do people say I am?” 

They answer by referring to the fierce warrior prophets, John the Baptist, Elijah 

and Jeremiah. These were men fearful to look upon and listen to, who shouted 

dire warnings and condemnation at the people for their sinful ways and their 

abandonment of God. But when Jesus asks the disciples, “who do YOU say that I 

am?” Peter’s well known cry rings joyfully in the air: “You are the Messiah, the 

Son of the living God.” Jesus confirms that Peter’s insight has come from divine 

inspiration, because he is not the kind of Messiah that other people, “flesh and 

blood,” imagined and longed for. Throughout Matthew’s gospel Jesus reminds us 

that he is a different kind of hero than was expected, than we often still expect; 

he is “gentle and humble in heart,” not the warrior Messiah long hoped for by 

the children of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Moses, to lead them in battle and 

victory against their oppressors. 

 Our society today still seems to celebrate just such warrior heroes. 

Perhaps a movie like Braveheart (1995) can provide an example, if you 

remember it. Not in my estimation a great film: I thought Rob Roy with Liam 

Neeson, released in the same year, a far better movie. Braveheart was very 

violent and very repetitive: I get tired of watching 101 ways of killing and 
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maiming with sharp objects. However, in this movie’s depiction of the Scottish 

outlaw William Wallace and his battle against the English crown, the mythmakers 

tried to stress his personal integrity, his belief in personal and national freedom, 

motivated by his great love for a woman ruthlessly murdered by the English 

Lord. The themes are freedom and love. And at the movie’s end, as Wallace is 

held captive and brought to torture and death lashed to a wooden cross, the 

moviemakers evoke the image of Christ and his suffering. Yes, Wallace does 

suffer willingly for love and freedom, his personal integrity moves the crowd in 

the film if not in the theatre as his dying cry of “Freedom” inspires Robert the 

Bruce, the Scot with the inherited right to the throne of Scotland, to lead his 

people into battle against the English invaders. 

 But the comparison to Christ does not ring true: Wallace fought and killed 

many. Christ is a different kind of hero, not a warrior king, but a servant, one 

who identifies and suffers with the oppressed—the key point of the Exodus 

story today—one who does not resort to violence to set his people free. He 

does not match our conventional expectations of a hero, just as the Exodus 

passage did not at first satisfy my definition of hero. Granted, William Wallace 

lived in violent times and violence seemed the only answer to oppression, but 

we’re always living in violent times, as the news constantly makes quite plain. 

And the familiar story of Jesus’ birth, modeled as it is on the birth of Moses, 

emphasizes that he too was born in violent times, but as the Christ he assumed 

the mantle of servant, offering freedom and love through non-violence; he was a 

different kind of Messiah, not a warrior but a shepherd, and his model of and for 

peace still waits to be unlocked on this rock by his people who have been given 

“the keys of the kingdom.” 

 It is much easier, for writers and filmmakers to attract audiences with 

adventurous tales of violent heroics; a story of spiritual strength and inner 
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peace just doesn’t gain much notice. The news needs the excitement of 

violence to improve ratings, pictures of war and rumours of war, but the quiet 

peaceful diplomacy of men and women of God, like Desmond Tutu in South 

Africa or Mother Teresa in India or the Dalai Lama of Tibet, do not often or 

easily make headlines. Christ offers his followers a way to freedom and love, to 

fullness of life, when they work together, guided by his teachings and principles 

of peace and goodwill. Peace comes when we make choices in tune with God’s 

purposes. Taking the risk to choose life and dedicating ourselves to God’s 

service can at times be extremely difficult, but we who profess to follow this 

Messiah must keep striving, within ourselves, with each other, with our society 

and world, to follow the path of peace, to serve others in the name of freedom 

and love.  

 Like the servants in the Exodus story, we must work to preserve life; 

Jesus would have us follow his way to be good servants, to care and love all 

God’s people and all the species in God’s world. So often we daydream of and 

struggle for higher status in the eyes of the world, and we forget what 

impresses our God. In times of stress, we tend to resort to our old destructive 

and self-destructive habits of behavior: how do we so easily forget that God 

offers us a way of freedom from fear? “In his service is perfect freedom.” It is 

helpful to hear, over and over again, the inspiring stories of people who find 

ways to trust in God’s passion for freedom and love. Trusting in God can provide 

us with inner strength and peace that will enlighten all our days and ways. The 

hero then and now is the faithful, loving servant. 


