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52

The Birth of Moses

Where We’re  oing
During this session participants will:
¯ find the links between today’s story and Genesis
¯ discuss the dynamics of violence
¯ reflect on the role of women in the story

How We’re Going/o Ge/ There

Hearing the story

Remembering the cast

The book of Exodus begins with a recap of the situation at the end
of Genesis. Without opening Bibles, which ofJacob’s twelve sons can you

recall ? Check your group’s list against Exodus 1:2-5.
Say the names of the brothers aloud, in unison. If you have trouble

wrapping your tongues around certain names, practice them a few
more times. Many people have trouble pronouncing biblical names. If
pronunciation concerns you, check a dictionary or Bible pronunciation
guide. (See the list of supplemental resources in the introduction.) But
don’t let names interfere with reading. Do the best you can and keep
going.

Reading out loud

Read Exodus 1"1~2:22 in scenes. If you have enough readers, use
a different narrator for each scene (1-1-7, 8-14, 15-22; 2:1-10, 11-

14, 15-21). Assign the character parts to various readers: king/Pha-
raoh, midwives, Pharaoh’s daughter, Moses’ sister, Moses, Hebrew
slave, Reuel, Reuel’s daughters. If needed, some readers can double as
a character and a scene narrator.

Finding links to Genesis

Exodus 1:7 jumps several centuries from Joseph’s time to Moses’
time. (See the "Bible Background" for more information on dates.)

Yet the very language of "fruitfulness" and "multiplying" reminds us
of promises in Genesis. Recall that stories in Genesis repeated phrases
or patterns. Several stories, for example, involved a meeting at a well
that led to marriage. What familiar phrases and patterns can you find in
today’s story from Exodus that relate to Genesis?
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Making the story your own

Discussing the dynamics of violence
The "Bible Background" (paragraphs 1-2 and
6-9, page 54) identifies violence as a new fea-

ture of the Exodus stories, compared to Genesis.
What acts of violence occur in Exodus 1~2 ? Include
general acts (slave labor) as well as specific ones
(Moses’ killings). Also notice what precedes and
gives rise to each act of violence. Could "violence
begets violence" be a motto:for these chapters ?

Also notice the role that fear plays in the stories.
(Sometimes the word fear is used, while other
times~as with Pharaoh’s fear of rebellion~it isn’t
named as such.) How does fear contribute to violence?
Does the midwives" "fear" of God (1:21) belong in the
same category as the other fears, or does it seem to mean
something more like "reverence for’?

Discuss: How do violence and fear feed upon one
another in our own society? Name situations in your
own community. Some people believe that vio-
lence must be stopped by force. Others believe this
just feeds the cycle, and that we need to answer
violence with peace (Luke 6:27-31). Most people
have mixed feelings. Talk about your own convic-
tions. This conversation may challenge your ability
to listen respectfully to one another! Remember:
No one likes being a victim of violence. Probably
no one likes the idea of being an oppressor, either.
The disagreement is not over whether violence and
exploitation are bad, but how they can best be
stopped.

In what ways can Christian faith help root out
violence? How can your congregation help make this
happen?

Reflecting on the role of women
The "Bible Background" closes with a note on
the major role that women play in today’s

scripture. In today’s story, women repeatedly coun-
teract the forces of death and work to ensure life.
How many women are involved in this ? What do they
do ? Moses uses force to counteract violence. How do
the women try to defeat it?

Today’s story makes an interesting contrast
with a couple of stories about Sarah and her Egyp-
tian slave Hagar (Genesis 16 and 21:8-20). Thinking
that she herself is too old to have a child, Sarah asks
Abraham to father a child with Hagar. But then the
Hebrew woman grows jealous and afflicts the Egyp-
tian slave, who escapes into the wilderness and has
a conversation with God at a well. Hagar returns to
Sarah, but later after Isaac is born Sarah again drives

the Egyptian and her child (Ishmael) into the wil-
derness where God saves them.

Compare the stories:

Genesis
Hebrews oppress
Egyptian

Egyptian meets God
in wilderness

Women become enemies
over baby

Exodus
Egyptian oppresses
Hebrews

Hebrews go to meet God
in wilderness

Women band together
to save baby

Where are Hagar and Sarah~women set against
one another~in today’s world ? Where are today’s women
of Exodus~refusing to kill, cooperating to save lives ?
How are men helping them?

Praying together
If you did "A little bit extra," use the litany for
a closing worship. If not, hold hands in a circle.

Let each person offer a sentence prayer concerning
some specific kind of violence in our own world.
After each person’s prayer, have the whole group
recite Matthew 5:9~"Blessed are the peacemak-
ers, for they will be called children of God."

A little bit extra
¯ Writing a litany in honor of women. Write a
litany (a prayer to be read in parts) remembering
the women of Exodus 1~2 and giving thanks for
their acts. (This is not meant to imply that men
can’t be lifesavers. But usually we talk a lot about
Moses, and not very much about the women.
This litany reminds us of the less well-known
part of the story.) Write the litany on a chalk-
board or newsprint, or photocopy the litany so
all may participate. You may want to include
something about the. modem women peace-
makers you have discussed. You may also want
to use symbolic actions (pretending to cradle a
baby) or objects (a reed basket) along with the
words. Use your litany as a closing worship for
the session.

Looking Ahea 

Next week’s session raises the issue of inclu-
sive God-language (saying "our Mother" as well as
"our Father"). Listen to the language used in your
congregation. Is it heavily masculine? Does it in-
clude feminine terms? Does it avoid both mascu-
line and feminine terms?
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Bible

~The story of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob has
been marked by relatively little violence. There are
struggles, there is betrayal, and there are human
tragedies and misdeeds, but on the whole, murder
and other violent acts have little place in the story
of Israel’s beginnings.

2All that changes with the opening of the book
of Exodus. The entire generation of Jacob and his
sons and daughters has now died, and their de-
scendants have prospered and grown very numer-
ous in the land of Egypt. Then there comes a
Pharaoh to the throne of Egypt who has no recol-
lection of Joseph and what he did for the state. This
Pharaoh is fearful that these Israelites will soon
outnumber the Egyptians and join the enemies of
Egypt in the event of war. The Israelites are pressed
into slavelike labor in Pharaoh’s supply cities,
Pithom and Rameses, in the eastern delta region.
The oppression begins, but the people continue to
grow in numbers despite the oppression.

3Who was this Pharaoh? Although a good deal
is known about Egyptian history during the period
of the Late Kingdom (about 1500 B.C.E. to shortly
after 1200 B.C.E.), we still do not know with any
certainty who this Pharaoh was. Egyptian records
give no clues. The two most often proposed peri-
ods for the entrance of the Israelites into the land of
Canaan are the last half of the fifteenth century
B.C.E. and the end of the thirteenth century B.C.E.
The first fits best the biblical dating. In Exodus
12:40-41, we are told that the Israelites were in
Egypt for 430 years, and in I Kings 6:1 we learn that
Solomon began to build the temple in Jerusalem
480 years after the departure from Egypt. Solomon’s
work on the temple belongs to about the middle of
the tenth century B.C.E., which would place
Joshua’s entrance into Canaan at about 1400 B.C.E.
and the Exodus from Egypt forty years earlier.

4But archaeological evidence shows that a num-
ber of cities in Canaan were destroyed toward the
end of the thirteenth century. That, of course, does
not prove that it was the Israelites who destroyed
the cities. However, the earliest nonbiblical inscrip-
tion that refers to the people of Israel also comes
from around the same period, about 1220 B.C.E.
This is an Egyptian reference, listing the Israelites
as a distinct people in the Palestine region.

5That evidence seems to be the more reliable.
Authorities often conclude, therefore, that the Pha-

raoh who oppressed the Israelites was Seti I (1319-
1301 B.C.E.), and the Pharaoh who ruled at the time
the Israelites actually left Egypt was Ramses II
(1301-1234 B.C.E.).

6But the date is not the most important point.
The story tells of Moses’ entering the world at a
time of horrible and senseless violence. Pharaoh
even goes against his own interests by working his
slaves to death and then ordering that all male
children be killed at birth. The midwives to whom
Pharaoh gives this instruction are God-fearing
women, we are told. The midwives trick Pharaoh
into believing that they cannot carry out his orders,
because the Hebrew women bear their children
without the need of a midwife. Actually, they
simply refuse to carry out Pharaoh’s orders.

7Moses is born in this setting. His mother sim-
ply refuses to have him put to death. She makes a
basket for him and places him in the water at the
shore of the Nile river, hoping for his adoption by
some Egyptian family. Moses’ older sister Miriam
watches at a distance. And as we know, Pharaoh’s
daughter comes to the river to bathe, sees the child,
and adopts him, taking him to the palace and also
enlisting his mother to be his wet nurse and care for
the baby’s needs.

SThe story passes in silence the years of Moses’
growing up, his education, and what sort of young
man he was. We meet him next when he sees an act
of violence and cannot help but intervene to stop it.
The Egyptian who was beating a Hebrew had to be
stopped. Moses struck him down, first looking
around to see if anyone was watching. When Moses
saw that he had killed the cruel Egyptian, he buried
him in the sand. Again, the very next day, Moses
intervened to stop a violent fight between two
Hebrews. As he did so, one of them indicated that
Moses’ killing of the Egyptian was being talked
about, so he left Egypt, running for his life into the
wilderness to the east and south of the delta region.

9Moses arrives in the land of Midian, some-
where in the Sinai Peninsula, and stops by a well.
There too he intervenes to prevent cruel shepherds
from driving away the women who also wished to
water their flocks. Moses even watered the flocks
for the women, something quite unusual in that
time. And the father of the girls he helped, who was
priest of Midian, invited Moses in, gave him a place
to live, and arranged for Moses to marry one of his
daughters.

~°One remarkable fact stands out in these stories:
women are at the heart of the events: the midwives,
Moses’ mother and sister, Pharaoh’s daughter, and
later on (Exodus 4:24-26), Moses’ wife Zipporah.
The women take risks, show great courage, and are
central to the future of the people of God.
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The Calling of Moses

Where W ’re Going
During this session participants will:
¯ reflect on the significance of God’s name
¯talk about responses to God’s call

How We’re Goin There

Hearing the story

Reading the story aloud

I Today we’re going to read Exodus 3:1~4:17 in parts---one speaker
at a time. Start by reading only the narration. (Skip phrases such as

"Then Moses said," and "He said further." This leaves narrator state-
ments in 3:1-2, 4, 6, and 4:3-4, 6-7.) Since no speaking parts are read,
this activity is like watching a silent film of the scene. How would you feel
if you saw the events in this story happening?

Now read God’s lines aloud. God has a lot to say! What impression
do you get of God? How would you feel if God said these things to you?

Finally, read all of Moses’ lines (3:3-4,11,13 and 4:1-2,10, and 13).
How does Moses come off?. Do you like him? Do you identify with him?

What does the distribution of parts (who speaks and how much) say about
the characters ?

Making the story your own

Understanding God’s name
What is God’s name? Most people today would say, "God"! But
ancient people tended to worship many gods, each of whom then

had a name. If a god talked to you out of a burning bush, you would
want to know which god.

Several things are at stake when Moses asks God’ s name. Moses’ last
encounter with an Israelite (Exodus 2:14) wasn’t very encouraging.
Knowing God’s name will help his credibility. (If God won’t tell, Moses
is off the hook.) Also, as the "Bible Background" explains (paragraphs
6-7), the ancients believed you could use a god’s name for blessings and
curses. Later, God will issue a special commandment about God’ s name
(Exodus 20:7). For now, revealing it is a sign of trust and commitment.

It’s a bit confusing that in the NRSV and most other English
translations, God never does give a regular name, but only a title, "the
LORD." Beneath this title lies a name written with the Hebrew conso-
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