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Exodus 1:8 - 2:10 
 
 
The bible is weird.  As a book.  It’s full of poetry and laws and genealogy that doesn’t 
really work for storytelling, especially for kids.   
 
So when we are trying to share the bible with children, we end up with some strange 
selections.  Like Noah’s Ark, which shows up in everything from children’s books to crib 
sheets.  Zoom in on the beautiful parades of animals, ignore people drowning, 
condemned by God. 
 
Many of us first encountered this morning’s scripture passage in Sunday School, 
coloring in cheery pictures of a baby in a basket floating on a river, ignore the killing of 
children by the powers-that-be. 
 
It was NOT my plan to preach on this passage this morning.  It’s one of the lectionary 
selections for today, but it’s too long, too complicated, too familiar.  I wanted to talk 
about a nice Romans passage on how we have many gifts, all of which are valued.  
Nice, happy, uplifting text to end our collaborative summer worship. 
 
But then I read a blog that reminded me how relevant this text is right here, right now, 
that this is one of those times the lectionary has given us exactly what we need to hear, 
whether we like it or not.  So we better listen up.  Because of Ferguson. 
 
Earlier in Exodus, we have the story of Joseph, whose brothers betrayed him and sold 
him into slavery in Egypt.  But Joseph had a God-given gift of  interpreting dreams, so 
he helped the Pharaoh, the “president” of Egypt, avoid a terrible famine.  As a result, 
Joseph and his people - his brothers, his children, all their descendants - were 
welcomed into Egypt.  These are the Hebrew people, also called Israelites, and today, 
Jewish people.  Everything went well for the Hebrew people for awhile.  Too well, 
actually.  They started to outnumber the Egyptians.  A pharaoh came to power who “did 
not know Joseph” according to scripture - he didn’t know Joseph, not only because 
Joseph had died long ago, but also because he didn’t feel any sense of connection or 
commitment to the Hebrew people.  He was just threatened by them.  He was afraid of 
them, afraid that the Hebrew people might rise up or even join with enemies of the 
Egyptians and conquer them.  And so the pharaoh did what people often do in fear - he 
hurt the Hebrew people, before they could hurt him.  He made them all slaves, forcing 
them to work very hard without many resources.  The people in charge of the slaves 
were oppressive and cruel.  And then it got worse. 
 
The pharaoh was still afraid that the Hebrew people, by the sheer strength of their 
numbers, were a threat to the Egyptians.  So he ordered that every boy born to the 
Hebrew people should be killed at birth.  Every boy, killed at birth.  Every boy baby, 
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thrown into the Nile river.  The scripture doesn’t mention at all how torturous this was, 
the crying and screaming that filled the streets, the sense of devastation and loss.  The 
fear each woman must have felt, when she found out she was pregnant.  The fear each 
man must have felt, as he prayed not to have a son. 
 
The scripture passage does tell us how one family perseveres.  A mother hid her boy 
child for three months.  Three months is a long time to hide a hungry, crying, growing 
newborn baby.  How terrifying it must have been, as the baby grew and his personality 
began to show through and the mother knew, more each day, how terrible it would be to 
lose him.   
 
And then, to save him, she let him go.  She put him in a basket and put the basket in the 
river, right at the place where she knew the Pharaoh’s daughter would bathe.  Because 
the Pharaoh’s daughter could have as many boy babies as she wanted.  So in order to 
save her son, the baby’s mother entrusted him to the very family that wanted him dead. 
 
This was Moses, the baby who would grow up to - eventually - convince Pharaoh to let 
God’s people go.  But that’s another story. 
 
In Ferguson, Missouri, on August 9, police shot and killed 18-year-old Michael Brown, 
an unarmed, African-American youth.  Since then, there have been, depending on who 
you listen to:  protests, riots, police brutality, looting, prayer vigils, marches, pleas for 
peace, pleas for justice.  It is only fair to say that there is still much to be learned about 
what happened that night, and there are conflicting accounts not only of the shooting 
but of events since then.  And I’m not an expert in Missouri, racism, what police deal 
with at work, and everything that’s been going on in Ferguson the last two weeks. 
 
Nonetheless.  Once a parenting blog made the connection between what happened in 
Ferguson and this morning’s scripture text, I couldn’t un-see the connection.  There’s a 
lot of Egypt in Ferguson. 
 
According to two autopsies, Michael Brown was shot six times.  Maybe his hands were 
up in the air.  Maybe he’d moved toward the police officers.  Maybe he was shot running 
away.  Maybe an officer thought he’d gone after the officer’s gun.  I don’t know what a 
video camera would have recorded that night.  But the rest of the events around that 
night have been disturbing enough. 
 
People in Ferguson began holding candlelight vigils the day after Michael’s death.  The 
vigils turned to protests, and some protesters participated in looting.  The police 
escalated with tear gas and rubber bullets.  Some citizens responded by throwing mini-
bombs.  Police forced reporters to leave the city or face arrest.  The police released a 
video that might have shown Michael participating in a store robbery, although that had 
nothing to do with his killing.  The governor set a curfew and sent out police with riot 
gear.  The Missouri State Highway Patrol Captain - who happens to be African 
American - put in charge of Ferguson started collaborating with protesters and asking 
for their help.  The federal government got involved, with Attorney General Eric Holder - 
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also African American - visiting Ferguson and ordering a federal medical examiner to 
perform an autopsy. In the days since, things seem to be simmering down, with 
peaceful protests continuing and arrests decreasing.  
 
But there has been a whole separate saga running on public media.  Commentators 
have accused Eric Holder of stirring up bitterness in the black community.  Others have 
described how threatened police officer Darren Wilson must have felt facing a 6’4” 300 
pound black kid.  “Incriminating” images of Michael Brown were publicized rather than 
his high school graduation photo.  One writer notes that traces of marijuana were found 
in Michael’s system, and surmises, therefore, Brown was probably on PCP as well.  
Comments on Facebook say if you’re going to argue with a police officer, it’s your fault if 
you get shot. 
 
I’m trying to be very restrained in all the examples I give you.  If you’ve been following 
any of the coverage, you know there has been wild speculation, violence, and 
outlandish accusations on every side. 
 
But there are also a few facts.  Ferguson’s police force has three black police officers on 
a staff of 53.  Ferguson’s population is 63% black, 33% white.  Traffic stops made by 
police in Ferguson are 86% black, 12% white.  Arrests are 92% black, 7% white.  These 
statistics mirror what we see elsewhere in the country.  Of the total 2.3 million people in 
US prisons, African Americans constitute nearly 1 million.  African Americans are 
incarcerated at nearly six times the rate of white people.  African Americans and Latinos 
make up 25% of the US population, but 58% of all prisoners.  Data from New York’s 
Stop-and-Frisk policy reveals that black and Latino New Yorkers make up 24% of the 
population, but 79% of stops. 
 
White people are afraid.  Like the Pharaoh so long ago.  And, like the Pharaoh, when 
people are afraid they tend to react in one of two ways:  fight or flight.  So many white 
people “fly”, retreating into all-white suburbs and gated communities.  That’s been the 
geographical reality of my life, a move from one suburban white community after 
another.  It might not have been intentional, but I, personally, have wound up separating 
myself from my black brothers and sisters. 
 
The main alternative to flight is “fight”, like the Pharaoh did, striking out to contain, hurt 
or destroy the source of the fear.  This is stop-and-frisk, this is the traffic stops young 
black men face wildly out of proportion, this is incarceration, this is death. 
It might sound trivial to say, but part of what’s been hardest in following Ferguson these 
last few weeks is putting myself in the place of other parents.  I have read too many 
first- and second-hand accounts of the conversations African American parents are 
required to have with their children, especially their sons, from a young age and on a 
regular basis.  What is it like to be a mother of a ten year old child, taking your son out 
to breakfast, so you can tell him how keeping his hands on the steering wheel and 
saying “Yes sir” and not reaching for his registration without asking permission first 
might save his life.  Knowing that even if he does all those things, he still could get shot.  
How do you live with that reality, day in and day out? 
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These mothers, having these conversations, they are Miriam, Moses’ mother.  They are 
desperate to give their child a chance, to help their sons survive.  They will teach them 
how to absorb injustice long enough to grow up.  Like the basket that takes Moses away 
from his mother and into the arms of the enemy, the mothers do what they have to do.  
All that matters is that their boys live.  All of them.  Because if a boy argues with a police 
officer, he shouldn’t be shot.  If a man challenges a police officer for pulling him over, he 
shouldn’t be shot.  Even if someone runs a red light, shoplifts, or is drunk on the 
sidewalk, they shouldn’t be shot.  Lives matter.  Brown lives, as well as white. 
 
One of my former parishioners, Kim Plante, has shared her struggle via Facebook.  Kim 
is the daughter of the former police chief of Westford.  She’s always been a huge 
supporter of the police.  I performed the wedding over 10 years ago when she and her 
husband Mark got married and I’ve baptized their children, all four of them, who they 
adopted through the foster care system.  The first baptism was for Ryan.  Ryan has 
several disabilities, such as Tourette’s, that lead to behavior that is not typical. Unlike 
the rest of his family, Ryan is also African American.  His family lives in New Hampshire, 
in a pretty white community.  With the events in Ferguson, it has truly and deeply come 
home to Kim that her child is at risk, and she feels completely ignorant in how to mentor 
him for life as a young black man, especially one known to shout out a curse word at 
unexpected times.   How to make him feel strong and beautiful, and yet keep him safe?  
Kim is feeling desperate to find a community with racial diversity to support her child 
and her family, but she’s having a hard time in her search.  As she shares the struggle, 
you can hear it in her words - she knows this could be life-or-death.  For Ryan’s part, 
after some difficult and honest conversations, he’s come up with an answer - he’s going 
to become a police officer. 
 
I speak as a white woman, a white person, but certainly not for all white people.  I am 
part of a system that has punished and oppressed African Americans for centuries.  
Slavery might have ended, but the power imbalance is alive and well.  Perhaps the law 
of the land says everyone must be treated equally, but the law of the streets reveals 
something different.  I am part of Pharaoh’s staff, sustaining a policy that leads to the 
murder of children.  I can leave Pharaoh’s castle, but that doesn’t mean the killings will 
stop.  So what to do?  I don’t have a clue.  One possibility for us white suburban folks is 
to practice NOT being afraid; stop unconsciously accepting the myth that black people, 
and black men in particular, are dangerous.  And there are lots of lists out there, things 
we can and should do as a result of these tragic weeks.  Like speak up, which is why 
you’re hearing this sermon.  And educate yourself about the system of oppression in 
this country, which is why I looked up statistics.  And look to your holy texts for 
guidance, which is why Moses’ birth story is so relevant.  But none of the lists told me 
where to buy a magic wand to bring a change to this right here, right now. 
But what I know for sure, what this morning’s scripture tells me in no uncertain terms, is 
that God hears the cries of the oppressed, God stands with the imprisoned.  Moses, too, 
had dark skin.  And God was with Moses, floating down that river, God was at work in 
Moses’ life.  In the same way, God was with Michael Brown, when he was left to die in 
the street.   
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God is with the mothers, teaching their sons how to survive.   
God is with the police officers, trying to stay safe as they protect and serve.  God is with 
the protestors, standing up for other people’s children.   
God is with us, as we try to figure out what this has to do with us in Acton and 
Boxborough.   
God is with us, as we stand up and stand with those who have been pushed down.   
God is with us, as we speak the truth and cry for justice.   
God is with us, as we work, so slowly, so painfully, for change.  Amen. 
 
 


