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Into the politics of fragile male egos – something that perhaps we can relate to in recent posturing over 
who has the biggest missiles – into the realm of Pharaoh’s power and paranoia enter two midwives: 
Shiphrah and Puah,1 women, who bring the experience of women to bear on their actions – or, rather 
– on their inactions.   
 

For they say nothing in response to Pharaoh’s murderous edict; they simply go about their business of 
bringing life into the world, refusing to turn birth into death.  
 

When called to royal account, they speak from that experience, albeit shrewdly recast so as to 
highlight Pharaoh’s inexperience of their domain: a liminal place on the threshold of life, and the edge 
of the promise to Israel.   
 

They appeal to his ‘us and them’ mentality, making a virtue of the Hebrew women’s difference, their 
otherness.  And they confront his fearful death-dealing with an unapologetic affirmation: these 
Hebrew women are – [Hebrew] chayot – ‘full of life’.  Pharaoh’s power is no match for their authority. 
 

Unlike Moses to follow, these women receive no special revelation; they see no burning bush; they do 
not call down plagues to make their case.   
 

Theirs is a more universal reverence for the divine gift of life which is blind to the claims of gender, or 
ethnicity.  And, as the narrative works, but for the stand they take – one replicated by Moses’ own 
mother – there would be no Moses, no Exodus, no end to bondage. 
 

In another ‘edgy’ place, the Gentile town of Caesarea Philippi, Jesus conducts a plebiscite of sorts: who 
do people say that I am?2  As the disciples discover when Jesus demands an answer of them, this is a 
question that does have ‘binding’ consequences, quite literally. 
 

Peter’s confession echoes that of the disciples we heard two Sundays back when Jesus gets in the boat 
after walking on the water.  Peter the sinking stone of that story becomes ecclesial bedrock, and is 
given the keys of the kingdom of heaven – but not as ‘gatekeeper’, like all those jokes would suggest 
which begin: ‘a priest and a rabbi (or whoever) arrived at the pearly gates.’   
 

Rather, as with those given the key of the house of David before him [Isa 22:20-25], Peter is entrusted 
with the delegated authority of the king: authority to bind, or to loose; keys to close doors, or to open 
them. 
 

Later on in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus is critical of those religious leaders who bind heavy burdens to 
others, locking people out of the kingdom of heaven [23:4, 13].  So how will Peter, and his successors, 
exercise that delegated authority? 

                                                           
1  The reading of the midwives’ story offered here is indebted to that of Danna Nolan Fewell and David Gunn in 
Gender, Power and Promise: The Subject of the Bible’s First Story (Nashville: Abingdon, 1993), 91-92. 
2  The reading of this pericope draws on that of Brendan Byrne, SJ, Lifting the Burden: Reading Matthew’s Gospel in 
the Church Today, (Sydney: St Paul’s Publications, 2004)127-32. 



In his confession of Jesus’ identity, Peter does not simply repeat the title ‘Son of God’ ascribed to Jesus 
by the disciples in the boat; he combines it with that of ‘Messiah’, holding together a conventional 
understanding of messianic Judaism with the ongoing revelation of the divine in this One who 
addresses God as ‘Father’. 
 

Peter here shows an implicit understanding of how tradition works – tradition that is so often used to 
bind, to exclude, yet which – as Jesus himself demonstrates in the Great Sermon that opens his public 
ministry – tradition that is meant to serve human flourishing, to be – chayot – ‘full of life’. 
 

There is much posturing in these days; and there is much fear: fear of what will happen when fragile 
egos are in power; fear of otherness; fear of things of which we have no experience and cannot 
pretend to understand; fear of our own Petrine ministry which one Roman Catholic biblical scholar 
describes as ‘the capacity flexibly, creatively and authoritatively to adapt Jesus’ interpretations of the 
Torah to the ever-changing circumstances of life’.3   
 

Such is our stewardship of the vigorous, robust tradition with which we’re entrusted – that is, the 
Scriptures, our worship, and the ongoing revelation mediated in our human experience and reason.  
Not to hand it on like some brittle relic that might break if we dare turn it over and examine it.   
 

There are some church leaders, and some self-appointed Christian spokespersons, who would presume 
to tell us what constitutes faithful stewardship when it comes to the plebiscite – or rather, the postal 
survey – we are about to undertake in relation to marriage equality.  As the statement in today’s pew 
sheet makes clear, that is not an approach that I, or any member of the Ministry Team, nor indeed our 
own Archbishop, would endorse.4 
 

Yet, whilst the result may be non-binding for our federal politicians, let us not imagine that we can 
share that luxury.  Because who we say that Jesus is has a binding effect here, in the body of Christ, on 
who we say the person beside us is.   
 

Precisely because of our confession of Jesus’ identity, and our mutual belonging in his diversely gifted 
Church, the pain of any one part of the body is felt by the whole body, and the burdens bound to any 
one part are carried by the whole. 
 

Despite the burdens that some religious leaders will ask the Scriptures themselves to bear in the weeks 
ahead, there is no ‘burning biblical bush’ issuing divine instructions on how to vote. 
So let us summon up the courage, and the gumption of Puah and Shiphrah, and – in the absence of 
such a blueprint – work it out with as much integrity as we can muster in our own compromised, 
liminal moment; so that the tradition which shapes us, and which we in turn must shape, is – chayot – 
full of life.    
 

Let us not be conformed to the posturing, and fearful othering of our world – or of our churches – but 
let us be transformed, in renewed and reasoned openness to discerning what God’s will for our human 
flourishing might be.  

Richard Treloar 
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