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In 1946 the Port Arthur News in Texas carried a story entitled "Meryl Frost - Most courageous athlete of 1945”.  I was unable to exhume the gory details, but apparently as he received his trophy, he said “They say behind every great man there's a woman. While I'm not a great man, there's a great woman behind me.”
This expression may well have been around before that, but as far as I can tell, this is the first recorded use.

It was picked up later by the feminist movement where it was used, with slightly less generous connotations, alongside my personal favourite of the era ‘A woman needs a man like a fish needs a bicycle’.  And of course comedians had a field day with it.  I love this one: Behind every successful man is his woman. Behind the fall of a successful man is usually another woman.

But I got to thinking about this morning’s text and the women who made a difference in the life of Moses.

1. There were the two midwives - Shiphrah and Puah.  Had they obeyed Pharaoh's instructions, Moses would have been drowned at birth.  In the absence of evidence to the contrary, I am going to take them at their word and accept that, unless a mother needed specific help from the midwives, they just did a “go slow” on call-outs.  After all, if they were not present at the actual birth, then they would not be breaking any laws.  And there was no need to lie to Pharoah when he quizzed them.
2. Then there was Moses’ mother Jochebed (Jockey-bed).  Leaving aside the miracle (and gift) of gestation, Moses' mum was one smart cookie who cared a lot about her son.  How to you hide a baby from zero to three months?  For starters, they don’t keep quiet!  She kept him in her care long enough to give him a proper start in life and all the while, she plotted her next move.  She ought to have been a lawyer.  What was that Pharoah had said?  He didn't actually say to drown the baby boys.  His precise words were “Throw all the boys in the Nile”. Let's work on that one a bit.

And so she devised a plan that met the letter of the law but still gave Moses a good chance of survival.  What puzzles me is just what she had in mind.  Did she intend to retrieve him later herself?  Did she hope that he might drift ashore somewhere downstream and that someone kind might find him.  I hardly think that Pharoah's daughter was part of the plan.  Much too risky.
3. Next came Moses' sister Miriam. Anyone who has sponsored a rubber ducky in the annual Hospice race in the Hutt River will know that your chances of getting a clear run in the main current or getting caught up in the eddies or stranded on the banks are pretty even.  Was her job to help the basket on its way if it got stuck - or to keep it in the reeds for later retrieval?  Or was she just satisfying childhood curiosity and watching to see what happened?  Whatever it was, the intervention of Pharoah's daughter was probably the last thing that they expected!  There must have been a moment of total panic when the basket was discovered.  Would she recognise the baby as a Jew and follow through her father's instructions?

You have to give Miriam ten out of ten for thinking on her feet.  She saw Pharoah's daughter's dilemma and, quick as a wink, she came up with a win/win proposal.

4. Pharoh’s daughter was named Batyah (Butt-ya).  I have daughters, so I am quite familiar with creatures being brought home that need rescuing.  Usually they get passed over to Mum - who is assumed to be able to make anything better – and they move on.  I see so many homes where the cute kitten or puppy has the audacity to grow into an adult.  Suddenly everyone is too busy to walk it or feed it or clean up after it.  What was wonderful about Batyah was that she honoured the commitment that she made there on the river bank that day and took Moses into the palace with her when he was old enough.  And eventually this cost her dearly.

According to Jewish tradition, she was eventually exiled by the Pharaoh for bringing Moses the Levite into the house of Pharaoh and claiming him as her own child. She left Egypt with Moses during the mass Exodus of the children of Israel.  That must have taken some social adjustment!
5. And back to Moses' Mum Jochebed again.  I am treating her as “another woman” because her role this time was so very different to the first time.  How difficult it must have been for her to take her own son back in these changed circumstances – complete with a new name and knowing that she would have to give him up one day.  The way that she handled this, not only ensured his survival, but set him on the path for great things.  She was one special mamma!
6. And finally there was Moses’ wife Zipporah.  How would any woman feel when her husband comes home and announces that he has had a rush of blood to the head and is returning her, and their children, to her father so that he can go off and pursue a dream?  We do not have account of her personal reaction but we do have that of her father Reuel – and we must assume that they spoke with one voice.  Moses and Reuel sat down and had a serious talk (as you might well expect under the circumstances).  At the end of this grilling, he gave Moses his blessing.  That was a HUGE thing and I suspect that it made Moses' task a lot easier having that burden lifted from his shoulders.

Moses was undeniably a great man but, without the support of these five (or should I say six) women, we would not even remember his name.
I started this off as a ‘women’ thing, but I think that the phrase might better be 'de-gendered' to become “Behind every great person stands a great support team”.  
You and I are part of the Christian community known as St Ronans.

St Ronan’s is part of the Christian community known as the Presbyterian Church.

The Presbyterian Church is part of the Christian community known as the Christian church universal.

Within each of these communities, some people will inevitably be high profile and lead from the front - but they cannot do so without the support of those behind.
Let's just rerun those stories again.

1. The midwives stood back and did nothing.  You and I would not be able to walk if our parents had not stood back and let us go for it alone.  Sure, we face planted a few times and sure they were hovering in case we really needed them - but we got there.  Sometimes, that is the best support that we can give.  Our church leaders of tomorrow need our “hands-off” support if they are to grow.  But they need us to be there to catch them and help them back onto their feet if they fall!
2. At three months, Moses (or whatever he was called then) had no idea that he was in any danger.  His Mum had to do the thinking for him.  When I was preparing for this service, I had no idea if there was ink in the printer or if the power bill had been paid so that we would have light and warmth today.  Others thought about these things and made them happen.  That is what a support team is all about.

3. Most successful businesses and organisations rely on a combination of experts.  You need creative people who are full of bright ideas.  They often don’t really care about the “how” – they just come up with ideas.  Miriam was a ‘creative’.  Right now, while St Ronan’s struggles to find its way forward, we need some Miriams.  We need ideas – and if only one in ten are feasible, let’s make sure we have at least ten!
4. Accountants and lawyers are sometimes called “sweepers” because they follow the creatives and make sure all the pieces fit together to make it all work.  They do the “how”.  In this case, Miriam was also a “sweeper” because she found a practical solution and contacted all involved and obtained their buy-in.  If you are a sweeper, we need YOU to help make St Ronan’s strong again.
5. Batyah had integrity and stickability.  She undertook to adopt Moses and she saw the task through.  We NEED people who will take on tasks and faithfully keep on keeping on.  There are a zillion such jobs in St Ronan’s.  If you have an hour or so spare in the week and are looking to help, have a word with Jenifer after the service.

6. Back to Jochebed and her son coming back to her under a new set of rules.  They say that the one thing that is constant is change.  The church is constantly changing and will continue to do so.  If we are to support the church and its leaders, we have to accept and adapt to changes.  As St Ronan’s moves into a new phase of growth, we need you and your support.

7. And finally Zipporah.  Sometimes there are things that we cannot understand or participate in.  What we can do though, is to give those who do and can, our blessing.
Those are the women we know about behind Moses.  Each was largely unsung and yet without the support of any one of them he’d have been nothing but a basket case!

If St Ronan’s is to grow, it needs you and me and everyone working together.  Some will be in front and some behind.  Some will be supported and some will be supporting.

The Maori proverb on the plaque on the new Dunedin Stadium reads: "My success is not the success of one but the success of many".

We will probably be getting a new minister one of these days. He or she will need our support.  110% of it.
His or her success will not ne their success alone.  It will be the success of all of us, the support team.

Amen.
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