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Black Lives Matter— Sermon for 23 August 2020 

Prepared by Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton for East Plains United Church, Burlington 
Exodus 1:8-2:10 and Matthew 16:13-20 

Today’s Hebrew Scripture reading began: “Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did 

not know Joseph.” 

Interesting. And when history is forgotten, the void makes a space for untruths. Sound 

familiar, like something happening in the world today? 

That biblical story was a defining narrative of how Egypt survived a terrible drought. An 

immigrant Israelite, a foreigner who had been sold into slavery, rose to power through 

extraordinary circumstance and talent. That’s not a history that would be easily erased. 

What is more likely is that this new king had deliberately “forgotten” Joseph’s story and 
how his wisdom helped Egypt and its neighbours survive the drought. Remember the 
quote attributed to George Santayana? “Those who cannot remember the past are 
condemned to repeat it."i In this case, the Pharaoh’s willful ignorance would be his 
eventual downfall. This new leader was a tyrant and a liar, which became increasingly 
clear as time passed. Sound familiar? 
 
Can you imagine the early morning Tweets as his fear of the immigrant Israelites 
stirred in him a suspicion that they would not only rise up in rebellion, but that if they 
would “escape from the land,” Egypt would lose its slave population, and the ruling 
class would lose its privileged status. That may have been the twisted logic that grew 
out of his fear. So the oppression began.  
 
In spite of it, the Israelite slaves continued to multiply. So the Pharaoh came up with a 
new lie: soon they will outnumber us. Not likely. Then he developed a new plan that 
would give the same result as if they left Egypt: genocide. Kill their sons. Then, in a 
generation, there would be no more slave labourers. That was irrational. 
 
The rest of this story is about how the women became resisters by breaking 
his new edicts. The midwives, the mothers and sisters, even Pharaoh’s own daughter. 
They are even remembered by NAME, because of their heroic acts. 
 
When a dishonest and fearful tyrant comes into power, the vulnerable fear for their 
lives, and the lives of their children. Some will comply with the status quo, and some 
will tell the resisters to give the new Pharaoh a chance. And some will even declare on 
TV that obeying the tyrant is the same as obeying God. 
 
But others will examine the claims of the tyrant, watching his actions closely, and then  
courageously risk resistance. Sometimes they will resist at the risk of their own lives. 
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So it was with Shiphrah and Puah, the midwives who honoured God, and so it was 
with Miriam and her mother. And so it is with people who are resisting today. 
 
Moses’ mother actually did obey the Pharaoh. She threw her baby boy into the Nile, as 
ordered, but with a twist. He was safely tucked into a water-proofed basket, with his 
sister Miriam close by to watch over him. 
 
Pharaoh’s daughter also resisted her father’s murderous edict. She recognized 
immediately that he was a member of the marginalized Hebrew immigrant population, 
supposedly a potential terrorist. 
 
What we say is not always what others hear, as in the case of the “Black Lives Matter” 

slogan. I’ll return to that shortly.  

Don’t you wonder what people were whispering around the palace? Everyone knew it 

wasn’t really her child and that the boy was probably a Hebrew. But Pharaoh’s 

daughter ignored the whispering and raised Moses as her own son after he was 

weaned. In the gospel story, people were whispering about Jesus, too. What were they 

saying about him? Jesus asked the disciples to tell him. Then he asked them to 

answer the same question: “Who do you say I am?”ii 

Both stories have that in common, the question of who these guys are. Whose son was 

Moses? Whose son was Jesus? Much whispering happened in both cases. 

Contrary to her father’s orders, the Princess decided to raise Moses as her own son 
and hired the baby’s own mother to be his nursemaid. Think about the collusion of 
these women. The baby was not in the palace, so Pharaoh would not be aware of him 
until much later, when he was no longer a hungry baby crying in the night. But if 
anyone questioned why the Hebrew woman had a boy child, she could tell them she 
was running a daycare for the Pharaoh’s daughter. So she was left alone and Moses 
spent his early years among his own people, learning their history and their stories. 
 
As a prince of Egypt, he later observed injustice happening, and reacted with violence. 
Though he initially fled to avoid a murder charge, he returned to lead the Israelite 
people out of slavery. Surely, some of them wondered who he was. 
 
Centuries later, another son of Israel, his life spared in infancy from a murderous king, 
asked his followers, “Who do you say that I am?” Ironically, his life was spared as an 
infant by a flight TO Egypt. 
 
In an age where new leaders arise who do not remember past history, where power, 
wealth and worldly success seem to be the goals of many, how we answer the 
question of Jesus can make a difference in our world. 
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If we acknowledge Jesus as the one who brings a different vision for the world, God’s 
dream of Shalom in a world where all are recognized as children of God, bearing God’s 
image, we may risk being on the wrong side of those currently in power. Especially if 
we take seriously his message that God loves all without exception. 
 
We are living in what U.S. Democratic candidate for President, Joe Biden, referred to 
in his acceptance speech this week as the perfect storm. We are living in an 
unprecedented time of a terrible pandemic and the economic crisis it is wreaking; the 
worsening of racial injustice and police violence; and the climate crisis. 
 
The middle element in that perfect storm is significant and has as its rallying cry, “Black 
Lives Matter.” As we engage in our discussion of white fragility and anti-black racism in 
September, one of the elements we will explore is how privilege leads to 
defensiveness. Most of us have experienced it over the years in some form or another. 
When I went to seminary, my mother whined that I was “one of those women” who was 
taking jobs away from men like my Dad. Daddy was NEVER without a call (and 
excellent ones!), but she felt my call to ministry and that of other women like me was a 
threat to their way of life.  
 
Similarly, as the “Black Lives Matter” rallying cry has risen, some counter with “All Lives 
Matter.” Indeed, they do! But when have our lives as the privileged majority NOT 
mattered? Do we have to instruct our children and grandchildren to keep their heads 
down and not look a policeman in the eye and to keep their hands in sight at all times? 
Have our children been killed by police invading the wrong house or in the myriad of 
other ways violent death has been experienced by Black people, especially through 
police action? What they are saying is “Our lives matter too.” Black Lives Matter. 
 
Last week, when we talked about how Jesus’ eyes were opened by the Canaanite 
woman and he began to rethink his vocation as being beyond his own people, I 
suggested in our Zoom discussion that if she had a poster, hers would have read 
“Canaanite Lives Matter!” And I imagine he never again used a racist slur against 
them. 
 
This week’s story has me imagining the people carrying posters on their flight from 
Egypt: “Israelite Lives Matter!” Because, until they took matters into their own hands 
and risked action, their lives had not mattered. At all. Except as slave labour for the 
privileged Egyptians. Do we get it yet? Black Lives Matter. 
 
The risk of resistance is real, whether for midwives in Egypt or for those who seek 
justice today. Calling out the sins of racism, misogyny, homophobia and bigotry 
does not usually make a person popular. It can be dangerous to protest leaders who 
promote those things and who intentionally destroy the heritage of the Prince of Egypt 
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whose term in office made life better for so many, but is now past history. (Do you hear 
this as a reference to the former POTUS? There is a lot here, folks!) 
 
Speaking out and acting on behalf of refugees and children and vulnerable people is 
not easy. Shiphrah and Puah held the lives of children in their hands, and made the 
decision to risk resistance, because they loved God more than they feared Pharaoh. 
 
We followers of Jesus are called to do all we can to stand for justice, to alleviate 
suffering and speak up for the vulnerable. The reason we can do this is that the God of 
Israel, the God of Jesus, is with us every moment. Jesus invites us to take whatever 
risks may be involved, in standing up for what Jesus stood for. 
 
Son of the living God, and the bedrock of God’s promises, his is the name that leads to 
freedom for those who follow him. The love he demonstrated over and over can give 
us the courage to love others and stand up for them. Yes, “Black Lives Matter!” 
 
The mercy he teaches us can overflow through us into the world around us. 
 
The grace he shares with us can give us courage to resist earthly powers, 
and it’s the reason we can risk all we have, even life itself, on behalf of this world that 
God loves so much. 
 
He is the son of the living God. And he showed us that we are daughters and sons of 
the living God, too. Because of his message and example, we who follow him can 
resist evil. 
 
Because of him we can risk love. And can say without hesitation, “Black Lives Matter!” 
 
Thanks be to God for the courage to risk!iii 
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Study notes not used in this sermon would be good for a Bible study on this 
passage, especially in reference to fulfilled scriptures. 
 

The Gospel writers have Jesus apply several Hebrew scriptures to his life and ministry. 
(See Luke 4:16-21 and John 5:39-46). The Jesus Seminar rejects these as words put 
on the lips of Jesus. Dr. Funk says, “The Christian community culled the Hebrew 
Scriptures for proof that Jesus was truly the Messiah.” The Gospel writers, especially 
Matthew, made “the event fit the prophecy.” 
 

Marcus Borg says "the old consensus that Jesus was an eschatological prophet who 
proclaimed the imminent end of the world has disappeared," identifying two reasons for 
this change. First, since the 1960s, the gospel references to the coming Son of Man have 
been sometimes viewed as insertions by the early Christian community. Second, many 
scholars came to see Jesus' “Kingdom of God” as a present reality, a "realized 
eschatology," rather than an imminent end of the world. (See Luke 17:20–21). The 
apocalyptic elements attributed to Jesus, according to The Five Gospels, come from 
John the Baptist and the early Christian community (p. 4). While the noneschatological 
Jesus is a significant trend in contemporary research into the historical Jesus, most 
scholars affirm the traditional view that Jesus prophesied the imminent end of the world. 
 

Criteria for inauthenticity of sayings attributed to Jesus. 
The Jesus Seminar looked for several characteristics that, in their judgment, identified 
a saying as inauthentic, including self-reference, leadership issues, and apocalyptic 
themes. 

-reference: Does the text have Jesus referring to himself? 

community, such as instructions for missionaries or issues of leadership? For example, 
Peter as "the rock" on which Jesus builds his church. (See Matthew 16:17–19). 
 

The Orthodox theologian Sergei Bulgakov further noted in 1935 that "the concentration 
of piety on the Christ alone has become a deviation already known by a special term 
as Jesusism." Influential Catholic theologian Karl Rahner referred to "Jesusism" as a 
focus on the life of Jesus and attempts to imitate his life, as opposed to a focus on God 
or the Christian Church. University of Melbourne professor Lindsay Falvey noted in 
2009 that "the gospel story so differs from Church doctrine that it could well be of a 
different religion—Jesusism". https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jesuism. 

i Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “George Santayana (1863—1952),” accessed on 21 August 2020 at 
https://iep.utm.edu/santayan/#:~:text=George%20Santayana%20(1863%E2%80%941952)&text=Probably%20the%20most%20well%2Dknown,Reaso
n%3A%20Reason%20in%20Common%20Sense. 
ii From “With Children” section of worship preparation suggestions for August 23 in Gathering: Resources for Worship Planners, 
Pentecost 1 2020 Year A, page 22. 
iii This reflection (especially this ending) was inspired by and adapted from a sermon, “Risking Resistance,” preached on 

August 27, 2017 at First Presbyterian Church, Sterling IL by Christina Berry. Posted to Midrash 25 Aug 2017. Our 
theologies are quite different, but key ideas are hers. 
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