
Small Efforts, Great Power 

What if I were to tell you that what you do this week could change the world? 

Would you believe me? Imagine it so? Smile politely but secretly scoff? 

I’ll come back to those question in a minute, but first I need to talk to you a bit 
about what I’ll be up to in preaching for the next few weeks.  

I’ll be leaning a lot on the gospel readings, but also the Old Testament.   

Why old testament, you ask?  Mostly because I worry a lot about the way we 
tend to few the Old Testament in the modern church, especially how differently we 
understand it than the people of the early church did.   

One of my old seminary professors summed it up by saying that when we read 
the Old Testament we put on our “Jesus goggles” on – we see interpret the text in light 
of what we know, or at least think we know, about Jesus. We fort 

 Nothing exactly wrong with that – but can lead to problems. 

The biggest one emerged in the work of a man named Marcion.  He came to 
believe that the God of the Old Testament was not the same as the God of the new 
Testament – “lesser” God.  He actually wanted to do away with the Hebrew Scriptures 
entirely and limit the Bible to Paul’s letters and one gospel – one he edited together 
from Luke and John   

Now Marcion was declared a heretic by the early church – BUT – if we’re 
honest….a lot of protestant don’t function all that differently than he did when it comes 
to reading the Bible.  

We use Paul’s letters as a commentary on the gospels – and leave the OT 
mostly alone – or treat it as a collection of quaint historical stories, poems and 
predictions of Jesus - and in the process deprive ourselves of a huge chunk of God’s 
word for us today. 

We forget that is entirely backward from the experience of the people who gave 
us the Bible as a collection of formative texts.  When Paul or the writers of the gospels 
refer to “scripture,” they exclusively mean what we call the Old Testament. I can’t help 
but wonder what Paul – a good Jew – would think about hearing us call his letters 
“scripture” today.  I suspect he would be horrified.   

We look at the Hebrew scriptures with ideas we have formed about Jesus, but 
they did just the opposite: They came to understand Jesus with minds formed by the 
stories of God they learned from the Old Testament 

So I’ll be preaching from Exodus for a time – Why? 



Because Exodus is the story of a people who are lost, and trying to find their way 
home.  People trying to remember who they are before God and reclaim God’s promise 
in their lives.  I don’t know about you, but that doesn’t seem all that different from us! 

By the end of the Genesis narrative, the Israelites had achieved most-favored 
immigrant status in the land of Egypt. The Egyptians had welcomed the Hebrew 
foreigners from Canaan because they were family to Joseph who, even as a non-
Egyptian, had risen to second-in-command next to Pharaoh (Genesis 41:37-45). So the 
family of Israel prospered – Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob have the multitude of 
descendants that God promised they would.  

But that was then, this is now: Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not 
know Joseph.  The good he did, the role he played in their history – forgotten. Even 
worse, he has started to see Joseph’s family as a political threat. They are foriegners in 
our midst, he tells his people – a potential threat. Why, if someone were to invade our 
country they might well join in with our enemies. 

It’s an old political trick, really: solidify your base by identifying a common enemy.  
“The Jews” have been a common target across history, but there have been plenty of 
others. One of the most common manifestation of sin is our penchant for defining 
ourselves over and against others – creating a false sense of being unified by finding 
someone to fear or look down on together. But in the process we also often end up 
denying the essential humanity of those people – denying their status as people made 
in the image of God. 

This time around, it's the ancient Israelites. They get fingered by a Pharaoh – the 
most powerful man in the world, yet a man who seems to live in fear of constantly losing 
his power.  A man who has conveniently forgotten that for generations the Israelites he 
names as threats had been considered allies and honored guests. And so he first 
enslaves them and then turns to even darker means, telling the Hebrew midwives to kill 
all the Hebrew baby boys that are delivered.  

That’s where the irony of this story starts.  Pharaoh – lets the girls live. Pharoah 
doesn’t see women as threats.  Tells you something about the status of women in the 
ancient world.  They can’t own property, they don’t control their own fate.  They status is 
conferred by the position of their husband and the number of children they bear them.  
Women are only a threat if they have men to marry them – keep them from marrying, 
and they are not a problem. 

So Pharaoh, the most powerful man in the world, begins this program by picking 
on the least powerful women in society: midwives. Midwives were usually the 
descendants of slaves.  They usually unmarried, are women who have no children of 
their own. They had a status of sorts, because they dealt with the mess and mystery of 
the birth process. But they were dependent on the patronage of those who needed their 
services.  

But as God continues to keep the promises made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
that their descendants would be many, that they would have a land of their own – it 



begins with two of these women. The story gives them names: Shiphrah (which means 
fairness) and Puah (splendid). But perhaps these are more symbols than names – 
symbols of what they are, what they did: they disobeyed. And through their act of 
disobedience God was able to rescue Israel from oppression.  

Pharaoh, the most powerful man in the world, tells them to kill the babies, but 
they refuse. They do not kill the boys. They lie to Pharaoh, telling them that the Hebrew 
women give birth too quickly, delivering the babies before the midwives arrive on the 
scene. Pharaoh – who has never been near the mess of childbirth – seems to believe 
them.   

It's a courageous act of civil disobedience gives other women the courage to 
disobey as well – a levite woman, her daughter – Pharaoh’s own daughter -  and that 
changes history. One of the boys that is spared will be called Moses and he will lead the 
Israelites out of Egyptian captivity. He will deliver God's law to the Israelites and bring 
them to the promised land. And it all starts here, with two women willing to say "no" to 
an act of injustice. I doubt very much they thought they were changing the world. But 
they were, just by being faithful, by following the dictates of their hearts, by heeding the 
call of conscience. 

Andy Andrews wrote a little book called The Butterfly Effect in which he 
catalogues the extraordinary impact of simple and courageous efforts. Except when you 
go back, it is often hard tell which efforts made the biggest difference.   

One example he gives is that of Norman Borlaug.  Borlaug was an agronomist, 
an agricultural researcher, who developed high yield, disease resistant corn and wheat. 
He’s sometimes called “The Father of the Green Revolution”, and he has won both a 
Nobel Prize and a Presidential Medal of Freedom.  He is credited with saving two billion 
lives from famine through his work.  Except do we give him the credit, or do we give it to 
-  

 Henry Wallace, the one-term U.S. Vice-President, who created an office in New 
Mexico to develop hybrid seed for arid climates and hired Borlaug to run it.  

Or should we credit George Washington Carver, who took a young Henry 
Wallace for long walks and instilled in him the love of plants, and went on to become a 
prominent scientist who found ways to rehabilitate soils across the southern U.S. by 
rotating crops and planting alternatives to cotton and tobacco – techniques that Henry 
Wallace would use in his own work.   

Or do we credit Henry’s parents Henry and May Wallace who brought George 
into their home as a boarder around 1900 when the University of Iowa wouldn’t allow 
African-American students to live in university housing,  or should we credit - .. Well, 
you get the idea.  

Andrews point is that our lives are inter-connected, our actions have 
consequences, that they can create an unforeseen butterfly effect that can ripple across 
time and space to affect the lives of millions. 



Who knows?  

Maybe its a school teacher who will give encouragement to a student who will 
see something in herself that she hadn't before and in turn befriend another student who 
was on the verge of giving up on life....  

Or maybe a young person who stands up to the neighborhood bully this week 
and not only help the kids being bullied but also the bully, who never had anyone care 
enough to stand up to him before, and in turn he'll go on to be a police officer who 
protects the vulnerable....  

Or maybe it the person who volunteers to read to kids at school or the local 
library and one of those kids will discover a passion for language and will grow up to be 
the poet laureate....  

Or maybe something you say, a simple compliment you give, will shape the 
career choice of someone who will go on to discover a new calling for their lives.... Or 
maybe....well – you get the idea. 

The things we do -- our actions, decision, choices -- will, in fact, ripple out with 
consequences foreseen and unforeseen, for good or for ill, for the health or damage of 
the world. That question isn't whether, but what...what will we do this week to make a 
difference in the world. Some of these actions may be big, bold, and courageous. 
Others may be small, hardly noticeable. And yet they all have the potential to ripple out, 
affecting countless lives.     

In today's reading it's Shiphrah and Puah, quietly standing up to a bully and 
tyrant. Who knows whom it will be today, this week, this year.  

The Apostle Paul, in the second reading, says that we all are members of the 
body of Christ, each with different gifts, yet all one in faith and with the same potential 
for God to use us to change the world. 

Jesus told Peter the same thing.  When we read this gospel passage we usually 
focus on Peter’s confession: You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.  I don’t want 
to neglect that, in fact, when we read the rest of this story next week we’ll dig deeper 
into that confession and what it means. 

But for right now I want to focus on what Jesus tells Peter after his confession. 
Jesus tells Peter  “I tell you that you are Peter. And I’ll build my church on this rock. The 
gates of the underworld won’t be able to stand against it. I’ll give you the keys of the 
kingdom of heaven. Anything you fasten on earth will be fastened in heaven. Anything 
you loosen on earth will be loosened in heaven.” 

I think we’ve made a mistake with this passage.  Yes, Jesus renames  Simon, 
calls him Peter, the rock.  He says “upon this rock” I will build my church. Some streams 
of Christian tradition have taken all that as a sign of what the future will hold for Peter 



himself – Peter, the man, will become the rock: the foundation upon which the church 
will be built.  

But what if it’s not.  What if it’s not Peter as an individual who holds the keys to 
the kingdom of heaven, but the church, the body of Christ that is founded on the 
confession that Jesus is God’s son?  What if it is that confession, that the only power 
that matters rests with God and God’s redeemer, not with human authorities.  What if 
that confession gives all of us, not just of those of us with special status or authority in 
the church, the power to unleash the power of the Kingdom of God in the lives of every 
person we encounter?   

In other words, what would you do if I told you that what you do this week could 
change the world? What if I reminded you that every action you take, or don’t take, can 
either be part of releasing the power of the Kingdom of God or can be align itself with 
the forces trying, hopelessly, to hold it back. 

Because it is – not because of any special power or talent that you have, not 
because of any special authority or status you have; not because of any power or 
prestige that the church has in the world, but because you are part of the Body of Christ, 
The Son of the living God, in whom, and through whom, all things are possible.  

 Thanks be to God.  AMEN 

 


