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Introduction to Scripture 

Once, there were five sisters whose father 

had recently died. According to the law at 

the time, estates and inheritances followed 

the male line. These sisters had no brother, 

so they stood to lose everything. What were 

they to do?  

This may sound like the beginning of Jane 

Austen novel, but this is actually a story that 

takes place towards the end of the Hebrews’ 

journey to the Promised Land. Since they 

were getting close, the Hebrew governing 

body was beginning the process of 

apportioning out the property in the 

Promised Land to heads of families. With no 

father and no brothers, the five sisters 

would lose the family homestead that would 

have been theirs had their father survived.  

Now, they could solve their problems by 

marrying into a family that would be given 

property, securing a comfortable life for 

themselves in the land of milk and honey.  

But this isn’t a Jane Austen novel. These 

ladies don’t solve their problems by 

marrying themselves off to members of the 

landed gentry. They take a rather different 

approach: 

 

Numbers 27:1-8 

Then the daughters of Zelophehad came forward. Zelophehad was son of Hepher son of Gilead 
son of Machir son of Manasseh son of Joseph, a member of the Manassite clans. The names of 
his daughters were: Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah.  

They stood before Moses, Eleazar the priest, the leaders, and all the congregation, at the 
entrance of the tent of meeting, and they said, ‘Our father died in the wilderness; he was not 
among the company of those who gathered themselves together against the Lord in the 
company of Korah, but died for his own sin; and he had no sons. Why should the name of our 
father be taken away from his clan because he had no son? Give to us a possession among our 
father’s brothers.’ 

Moses brought their case before the Lord. And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying: The daughters of 
Zelophehad are right in what they are saying; you shall indeed let them possess an inheritance 
among their father’s brothers and pass the inheritance of their father on to them. You shall also 
say to the Israelites, ‘If a man dies, and has no son, then you shall pass his inheritance on to his 
daughter. 

 



Sermon 

So one of the fun things I get to do working 

here is give tours of this church. It’s not at all 

uncommon for churchy history buffs visiting 

Brunswick to stop by my office and ask if 

they can come see the Sanctuary. 

Sometimes they’re pastors on vacation, who 

just like to check out churches, and some are 

Civil War buffs, who want a chance to visit 

the famous “Chamberlain Pew.” Regardless 

of what brought them here, I usually can’t 

resist the temptation to evangelize a bit 

about my favorite historic FPC figure: the 

author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Harriet 

Beecher Stowe. 

I set the scene like this: It’s the early 1850’s. 

Debates around the issue of slavery are 

heating up, and both sides are throwing 

their best theological minds at this Big 

Question: Does “The Bible” support or 

condemn the practice of slavery? 

Christian abolitionists knew in their hearts 

that the idea of ownership over another 

human being ran contrary to every value 

they held as followers of Jesus. Yet, southern 

preachers had the advantage of being able 

to point to a handful of passages that 

involved “regulating” the practice of slavery. 

And, they noted, if you take a literal 

approach to reading the Bible, it’s tough to 

argue with those verses. So, they accused 

the abolitionists of not taking the Bible 

seriously. 

And yet… if the Bible supported slavery, why 

was the “Slave Bible,” an edition of the Bible 

published for use in evangelizing enslaved 

and colonized populations, an edition which 

clips out any passages that were considered 

a threat to the perpetrators of those 

systems, why was that Bible so skinny? 

Enter: Harriet Beecher Stowe. A woman who 

came from a family of famous theologians. 

One visitor I gave a tour to told me that 

Stowe’s father once lamented that Harriet 

hadn’t been born male; her father knew she 

would have been the best of them all if she 

had become a pastor. But you know, I’m 

kind of glad she wasn’t. Yes, she would have 

been an amazing preacher, I don’t know if 

the country needed yet another theologian, 

arguing over snippets of scripture. I think 

her ministry as a novelist was much more 

powerful. A story turned out to be just what 

the country needed. 

Because the best and brightest abolitionist 

theologians just weren’t making any 

headway against the pro-slavery preachers. 

And the moderates weren’t any more easily 

swayed. As always, there were plenty of 

middle-of-the-road folks, who didn’t want to 

be associated with those extremists on 

either side. And these ones didn’t so much 

object to slavery, itself, as long as it was 

practiced “ethically.” Cleansed of the abuse 

and sexual exploitation that pervaded the 

practice there, it might not be… that bad, 

they said. 

You know, over a century later Martin 

Luther King, Jr., would write that the white 

moderate had been the “great stumbling 

block in his stride toward freedom.” 

And, back in the early 1850’s, in the midst of 

similar obstacles, Stowe began writing Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin, a little newspaper serial. Sort 

of a “Netflix Original” of the day. And in that 

serial, she channeled the over-arching 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/retropolis/wp/2018/01/15/martin-luther-king-jr-s-scathing-critique-of-white-moderates-from-the-birmingham-jail/
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“Biblical” values that had informed her 

worldview all her life. She harnessed all 

those themes of love and justice, themes 

that are so much bigger than a few “clobber 

verses.” The very themes that were so 

meticulously censored from that “Slave 

Bible.” And, in the process, told a truly 

human story.  

And THAT was what changed hearts and 

minds. And changed enough of them to 

assemble an army that had a chance against 

the elite military force that was the 

Confederacy. She recognized, in these 

scriptures, themes that were big enough to 

transcend even time and culture, and she 

put them to work in the service of her 

neighbors who were suffering. 

*** 

When I was in college, I had a Bible 

professor who opened his class by asking, 

“How many of you have read The DaVinci 

Code?” (The DaVinci Code was big back 

then.) Nearly every hand went up, including 

mine. Then he asked, “How many of you 

believe that the Bible is the literal, 

authoritative word of God?” Many hands 

went up, including mine. Then he asked, 

“How many of you have read it? All of it?” 

Most hands stayed down, including mine. 

I was convicted. He had a point. If I was 

willing to believe that the Bible was the 

literal, actual, word of God, why was I so 

scared to read it? Why were most of us too 

scared to read it? 

I think the problem is that, if you read the 

whole thing, and read it responsibly, with an 

eye towards context and authorship and 

genre, you can’t just pluck out the parts you 

like any more, and take them literally, at 

face value. I know that we, in America, like 

our truths to be “self-evident,” their 

meaning plain, no further explanation 

needed, but a collection of texts written in 

several ancient languages and assembled 

over thousands of years is, well, 

complicated.  

The fact is, the words in the Bible have 
power. I believe they have some innate 
power, but they gained a different kind of 
power in the 4th century when they became 
the sacred text of the leadership of the 
Roman Empire. And since then, these texts 
have spread across the globe, and acquired 
sacred status in some of the most wealthy 
and powerful nations on the planet.  

But, the thing is, these books and letters 
were written by people in exile, people in 
prison, people fleeing slavery and living as a 
religious and ethnic minority. Even in the 
moments in the Biblical narrative when 
Israel is on top, thriving and powerful, that’s 
when they tend to forget to care for the 
people on the margins. And then God would 
send prophets, and later, a messiah, to 
scorch some earth and flip some tables until 
they remember who and whose they are. 

*** 

I chose this passage about Mahlah, Noah, 
Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah, because it’s yet 
another one of those stories in which a small 
group of disenfranchised people challenge 
the guys in power- and God stands with the 
ones who had been denied. In this passage, 
these were all God’s people. This isn’t a 
story, like earlier in Exodus, of a minority 
group rising up against an oppressive 
slaveholding class. No, this is a story about a 
few young women confronting their own 



government, calling their attention to an 
injustice that the leadership hadn’t cared 
about because it didn’t impact them.  

I think it’s worth acknowledging that these 
five sisters- in something like 1200 BC- they 
were able to secure a more progressive 
estate policy than any of Jane Austen’s 
brother-less heroines would have enjoyed in 
Regency England! 

And I harbor no judgement against the 
Bennett sisters or the Dashwoods, but it 
does impress me that these Jewish ladies 
didn’t solve the problem of disinheritance 
just for themselves. They secured an 
amendment in Israel’s estate law that would 
benefit unknown generations. It took 
courage, but God was with them. 

This accountability of the powerful to the 
disenfranchised is, perhaps, one of the most 
consistent themes in our scripture.   

*** 

When we pray together, we pray “thy 
Kingdom come, thy will be done on Earth as 
it is in Heaven.” We’re not praying, “Make 
me good enough for thy kingdom/Help me 
pass this test that I might be good enough 
for Heaven.” We are praying for God to help 
us—together—make our Earthly community 
good and just enough to be called the 
Kingdom of God. And I get it. This place of 
ours… it can be rough. I get the temptation 
of a theology that’s oriented around earning 
myself a gilded ticket into paradise.  

But that’s not what we’re called to do as 
people of God. If we spend our whole lives 
looking up, looking towards a separate 
realm of existence, we’re looking away from 
the suffering of our neighbor. And when we 
fail to even bear witness to their suffering, 
we violate the greatest commandment: to 
love our neighbor as ourselves. 

*** 

I think that was the gift of Harriet Beecher 
Stowe. She saw the suffering of her 
neighbors. She listened to them, she 
believed them, and she used her position of 
privilege to tell a story that channeled the 
truth of what she had seen and heard. And 
people listened.  

I’m always on the lookout for the Harriet-
Beecher-Stowes-of-today. For the ones who 
will go to those places I’m too scared to go, 
who bear witness to atrocities I don’t know 
if I could stomach, who tell the real human 
story behind the suffering I could all-too-
easily ignore. 

I heard it said once that angels are simply 
messengers from God.  

We are told that Christ himself dwells in the 
hungry, the sick, the prisoner, the foreigner. 
The Christ-within them cries out for help, 
and every now and then, an angel carries 
that message to those who have the power 
to help. 

Let us heed the call of those angels. 

 
 

Further reading: The Civil War as a Theological Crisis by Mark A. Knoll and Reconstructing the 
Gospel: Finding Freedom from Slaveholder Religion by Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove 
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