St George’s Cathedral, Sunday September 13th 2026
Readings: 
the archbishop of Dublin and bishop of Glendalough 

Exodus 1.8: A new king arose, who did not know Joseph.

It happens to us all; it happens in different ways of course because we are all different. Suddenly everything changes and we have lost our certainty and our sense of direction. Insecurity beckons to us. It can be in our personal lives, in our business lives or in our civic and political lives and, as you well know, it can be in our national lives. The world itself, as we often say, is turned upside down. Not only has the kaleidoscope been shaken, but the jigsaw-pieces have been shattered. The story of Joseph shows us yet again how fresh, how immediate, how contemporary Holy Scripture can be. From childhood we all know who Joseph is. We all know what is happening – each and all of us from our own perspective and experience. We struggle daily to connect the various moving parts with ease and to hold on to how the love of God is shown to his people. And yet somewhere deep down we can also marvel at how constant God is for us and to us in the midst of the mess of life. 

The new King of Egypt brings fresh eyes to how his country is working. He sees something that is rather obvious: the children of Israel far outnumber the Egyptians, the slaves outnumber their masters. In order cynically and destructively to wear them down and wear them out, the king decides to impose on them forced labour in the hope of breaking them. They are put to work building the cities of Pithom and Rameses. Rather than getting rid of them, the resolve of the exiled Israelites to survive is strengthened instead of being diminished; they are God’s people after all. This is a consistent and a strong thread for us across the waves and the storms of history: we are God’s people too. Their experiences of cruelty and oppression drive them on to multiply in number and to grow in strength. Oppression had the opposite effect to the intended effect. God’s people were for surviving and for serving Him in whatever circumstances they found themselves. These slaves from Holy Scripture have proved to be an inspiration to countless people suffering oppression down the ages, in countless different countries, people who do not know any of the religious or theological details of this story of resolve and determination to survive and to get home. The cry still goes up: Let my people go! across the world of today as it did yesterday, now as it did then.

So, the king moves next to obstetrical genocide. He instructs the midwives to spare the female and to kill the male children. This is a surgical calculation if ever there were one. Once again, God is present and God has a plan. God is present in the two Hebrew midwives: Shiphrah and Puah. Through their agency, boys are spared. The Pharaoh is outwitted. The third plan of the Pharaoh is simply to tell all the people to throw every male Hebrew boy into the River Nile. And it is from the Nile itself that God brings forth a saviour of his people. From the place of destruction comes the person of survival. He is called Moses. His name means: I drew him from the water. The other thing is that the cruelty of Pharaoh was totally undermined by the compassion of his own daughter working with a nurse from the Hebrew people to rear the child Moses as her own. Again God intervenes from within as well as from afar. 

We can leave this story as it stands – as a story, or we can let God use it and use us for understanding. This story tells us important things about the nature of people and about the nature of God. Right in the heart of the story of cruelty and evil, there are good people. This is worth holding on to. At significant and terrible times, it is almost impossible for us to comprehend or engage with this.  Pharaoh’s daughter, to our surprise, is one of them. Under the pressure of cruelty and evil, people of faith find strength and resilience, wisdom and cunning that they never knew they had before. They also find friends in people who are not of their faith at all. It keeps their life alive. Words and ideas, people and possibilities, ways of living and doing, that we have been conditioned to think of as irreligious and scandalous, turn out to be exactly the way God has enabled his people to survive and to flourish. God uses all sorts of people and possibilities to surprise us and to pull us through – into the future. 

And what does this story of Joseph tell us of the nature of God? Because of the way the world works, because of the way people function, God has no option but to let the evil flourish in their own terms and in their own times. This does not mean that God does not care. Human history is populated by situations where God’s people have both stood up to and gone under with tyrants and regimes. The providence of God presides over the universe that God has created. As St Matthew 5:44 and 45 says: God makes the sun to shine and the rain to fall on the just and on the unjust alike. Providence makes the things that are held and experienced in common work. Providence protects the bigger and the wider balance in the cosmos. We have been given freewill, so we need to contribute to this wisely and smartly as well as caringly and compassionately. We need to make these skills work together for ourselves and for others and for the survival of both. 

The story of Moses is important for you and for us for a range of reasons. The first is that you know the geography, the ground and the land of which the writer is speaking. The terrain of The Middle East is yours. This makes it very hard because the lived reality today is brutal and it is bitter. The second is that the ideas become more and more complex as communities separate out to the point of what may indeed be irreversible division. This you also know all too well. The third is that you today experience and live through exile in your own homeland, not exile from your own homeland. And maybe the fourth, and the hardest theologically, is that this story of universal application – irrespective of colour, creed or class – comes from The Hebrew Scriptures. We as Christian people need to hold fast to the fact that they are also our Scriptures, however difficult that may be for us – and for good reasons. It is not solely that they contain interesting examples and interesting lessons for us, as it were on pages of Wikipedia. It is that they are ours also because we believe that the fullest of God’s revelation is to us his children of the New Covenant. From the fire of witness, from the flames of history, from the future of the past we derive inspiration more than we derive inspiration because this is how God is. And we say this with no disrespect to their first receivers. They too are our brothers and sisters as children of God. We see things differently. We agree to disagree agreeably.  

Today’s other Scriptures speak in the Letter to the Romans of our being a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God. It is the understanding, the thinking it through – what St Paul calls the discernment of the will of God for us all – that is our transformation – and it is a very exciting place to be with God. They speak also in St Matthew’s Gospel of being confident in our understanding and our speaking about our faith. It is Simon Peter alone who answers Jesus’s question by saying up front: You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God. There is no arguing with this, and Jesus is very satisfied with the answer. To have this type of discernment, to make this type of decision, to be forthright in this way forces us to take seriously other things that Jesus says: Be as wise as serpents yet as gentle as doves; Remember that the children of the light can always learn from the children of the darkness. 

In all of this, let it be said of us as it was of the man who found treasure in a field, who took his opportunity and who acted decisively and took a risk: Again, the kingdom of Heaven is like treasure which a man found buried in a field. He buried it again, and in joy went and sold everything he had and bought it. (St Matthew 13.44)
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