
TEXT:  Exodus 1:8-2:10                             August 23, 2020 

IF IT WEREN’T FOR THE WOMEN . . . 

My wife, Linda, is from Gloversville, New York.  It’s upstate, halfway between Albany and 
Utica, and about eight miles north of the New York State Thruway.  If you get off the Thruway 
at Exit 28 to head to her hometown, you will pass right through Johnstown, the home of 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, one of the key leaders in the early struggle for women’s rights. If you 
head further west on the Thruway you will eventually reach Exit 41 where you can turn off 
for Seneca Falls.  It was there that Stanton led a convention in July of 1848 that would launch 
the effort to gain women the right to vote.   

Over the two days that three hundred people gathered there in upstate New York, eleven 
resolutions calling for greatly expanded rights for women were presented.  One stipulated 
that “woman is man’s equal--[and] was intended to be so by the Creator.”  Another, in a time 
when women were not being ordained asministers, called for them to have “the right to 
speak and teach in religious assemblies.”  And yet another resolution called for women to be 
free to appear “on the stage, in the concert or in the feats of the circus,” without fear of being 
charged with moral indecency.   

All eleven of the resolutions passed unanimously except one.  The most controversial of the 
eleven. “Resolved,” read the ninth resolution, “That it is the duty of the women of this 
country to secure to themselves their sacred right to the elective franchise.”  Women should 
secure the right to vote.  Eventually that resolution also passed, but only after an 
impassioned address by the black abolitionist and former slave Frederick Douglass urging its 
passage.  Ironically and sadly, despite his role and the role of hundreds, if not thousands of 
black women in the resulting suffrage movement, the right of black women to vote, often 
took a back seat in the work of the movement. 

Though several states, predominantly in the West, gave the franchise to women, ultimately 
the right to cast a ballot would require an amendment to the Constitution.  And while initially 
it was thought that would be the sixteenth amendment, by the time it was adopted, one 
hundred years ago this coming Wednesday, it was number nineteen.  And seventy-two years 
after beginning the long struggle to secure that right, a struggle engaged in by countless 
women, and some men as well, the right to vote was no longer dictated by one’s gender.  
And while securing the right to vote relied on dedicated leaders like Stanton, Susan B. 
Anthony, Carrie Chapman Catt and others, while in the end male legislators, had to be 
brought on board, it never would have happened if it weren’t for the wives, sisters, daughters 
and mothers who worked without public recognition writing letters, making contacts, 



marching in protests and even serving time in jail.  If it weren’t for those women, it never 
would have happened. 

Our lesson today from Exodus is all about wives and mothers, daughters and sisters, who 
made a difference--who made all the difference.  Amazingly, some of their names have been 
preserved.  But be honest, have you ever heard of Shiprah and Puah?  Would you be able to 
tell me that Moses’ mother’s name was Jochebed? Do you remember Miriam, his sister?  And 
what about Pharaoh’s daughter?  She is nameless.  Absolutely nameless--yet she is crucial to 
the story, and crucial to the survival of Moses, and by extension, the survival of the Israelites. 

Many years back Jacob and his family, the Israelites, had moved to Egypt during a famine.  
They had grown and grown in number.  Originally, they had been protected by the Pharaoh, 
the king of Egypt--after all it was Jacob’s son Joseph who had saved Egypt from starvation 
during the years of famine.  But thatPharaoh was long since dead--as were any of his 
descendants who had known the story of Joseph.  And the fact that the Israelites had grown 
in number was seen as a threat by the reigning Pharaoh.  Over the years the Israelites had 
been enslaved, and were forced to do the gut work of Pharaoh’s kingdom, and he was smart 
enough to realize their resentment must have been growing.  A slave revolt was not out of 
the realm of possibility.  So, he seeks to curb their growth as a people. 

Pharaoh summons the Israelites midwives, Puah and Shiphrah, and gives them very specific 
instructions.  If as you are helping birth a child, and you see that it is a girl, fine, but if it is a 
boy, you are to kill the infant on the spot. 

“[But] the midwives,” the text tells us, “fearing God,” did not do as the king of Egypt had told 
them; they let the boys live.”  (1:17) EventuallyPharaoh realizes what they are doing, and 
calls them back to his chambers.  Why are you disobeying me?  Why are there all these baby 
boys?  The midwives are cornered!  But Puah and Shiphrah are quick on their feet.  It’s out of 
our hands, they say, the Israelite women are so strong, so vital, so vigorous, that they give 
birth before we can even arrive on the scene Pharaoh is furious, but there isn’t much he can 
do about what’s already happened.  Many boys survived, and he can’t undo it.  And God, we 
are told, was pleased at their acts of courage.  

But Pharaoh isn’t to be put off.  And he issues a new order.  But this time he sidesteps the 
midwives, and instead tells all his subjects to take a hand in his attempt at Hebrew 
population control.  “Every boy that is born,” he says, “you shall throw him into the Nile.”  
(1:22b) And there, of course, they will be drowned at best, or ravaged by wild beasts. 



It is at that point in the story that the third woman in our story enters the picture.  Jochebed.  
The mother of Moses.  When he is born, she is able to hide him for three months.  But as he 
grows bigger, as his cries grow louder, she can no longer keep her secret.  So, she takes a 
wicker basket, waterproofs it, and then, no doubt with great fear and regret, sets her infant 
son in the midst of the blankets and wrappings, and sets it adrift on the Nile.   

But his sister, Miriam, who has seen all this as it happens, hides herself along the shoreline, 
to watch over her baby brother.  Later, when Pharaoh’s daughter is out for her daily 
constitutional, she spots the basket, and has her servant, yet another woman, wade in to get 
it.  As the basket is brought ashore, the baby starts to cry, and Pharaoh’s daughter’s heart is 
broken wide open.  She happily agrees when Miriam suddenly appears to offer the services of 
a nurse maid, someone who will be able to give precious milk to the child.  And, indicating 
that when  the child has been weaned she will take him into her own household and raise 
him as her own child, Pharaoh’s daughter turns the foundling over to Miriam, who 
immediately returns baby Moses to the arms of his own mother, where he finds nourishment 
in both her milk and her love.  He is saved.  And in time, placed in a position where he will be 
able to lead his people to freedom.  A wondrous story.  And if it weren’t for the six women 
two not even named, the story of Israel would have ended right there in the waters of the 
Nile.  Mothers and wives, sisters and daughters, had come to the rescue. 

The story of women’s suffrage almost came to a tragic end as well.  The nineteenth 
amendment, giving women the right to vote, had been passed in 1919 by both houses of 
Congress.  But then it needed to be ratified by three-fourths of the individual states, back 
then, thirty-six in number.  Once again thousands of women, now with the aid of more men, 
went to work, state-by-state, looking to state legislatures to ratify the amendment.  And by 
the summer of 1920, thirty-five states had approved the measure.  Some others had voted 
no, a few refused to take up the measure.  Andso, it had come down to just one more viable 
option.  Tennessee. 

The Tennessee Senate, passed the resolution to ratify the amendment without a great deal of 
problem, 25-4.  But then it went to the Tennessee House, which was a more conservative 
body.  And as the day for voting drew near, it became clear that it was fairly evenly divided.  
As the various representatives passed into the chamber, they wore roses in their4 lapels to 
indicate their stand on the matter.  Red roses indicated they planned on voting against 
ratification, yellow roses in favor. 

A motion was made to table the resolution.  To take no action on it.  In effect killing it as it 
was seeking to be born.  But as the votes to table were counted up it was a tie, 48 for tabling, 



forty-eight against.  The motion failed.  Which meant the body would be compelled to vote 
on the matter, even though it appeared it was already doomed. 

One of those wearing a red rose who had voted to table and was committed to vote against 
ratification was young Harry T. Burns. At treaty-four he was the youngest member of the 
legislature.  He had been lobbied by many of the one-hundred and fifty lobbyists who had 
descended on Nashville to sway opinions.  His constituents had made it clear; they were 
opposed to ratification.  But his most important constituent, his own mother, Febb Burns, a 
college-educated womanwho read three newspapers every day, had a different opinion.  And 
the day before she had sent him a letter.  It was full of family news, and the usual things of 
such correspondence, but it also contained a few words about the upcoming vote.  “Vote for 
suffrage,” wrote his mother.  And refereeing to one of the leaders of the suffrage movement, 
Carrie Chapman Cat, she wrote, “Don’t forget to be a good boy, and help Mrs. Catt put the 
‘rat’ in ratification.”     

As the roll call was taken, everyone voted as expected--the same way they had voted on 
tabling the motion.  Those wanting to defeat the motion were feeling very secure when Harry 
Burns stood up to cast his vote.  But suddenly the young man reached up to his lapel, and 
tore off his red rose, and then voted ‘aye’ ultimately bringing the total to forty-nine, passing 
the motion to ratify the amendment. And the following week on August 26, the formal 
adoption of the nineteenth amendment was signed.  Later, explaining his actions to puzzled 
members of the press and his fellow legislators, young Burns said, “I know that a mother’s 
advice is always safest for her boy to follow, and my mother wanted me to vote for 
ratification.”  (www.history.com) Imagine that!  Millions of women suddenly enfranchised, 
suddenly given a say in their own destinies, because of countless women working tirelessly 
over seven decades, and one woman, using her own influence to tip the scales.  Yes, there 
was more work to be done, black men and women and others needed to be brought more 
fully into their rights as citizens.  Indeed, it is work that continues to this day, but if it weren’t 
for the women, we might not even be where we are today. 

This week we celebrate the accomplishments of those women and the men who came up 
alongside them.  Even as we celebrate the Shiphrahs and Puahs,the Miriams and Jochebeds 
and theunnamed women throughout time who have worked for the cause of justice.  And we 
thank God for each of them, knowing that even as there is more work to be done, we can, 
and should, join with them to help make God’s dream of freedom for all a reality. 

Amen 

John H. Danner 



 

 

 


