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Rivers of the Bible: Mother River 
 
Last Sunday we began our 6 week sermon series on the Rivers of the Bible, 
and to remind us, or if you weren’t there to fill you in on the background a 
bit, last week we tried to begin at the very beginning, both at the beginning 
of the Bible focusing on how rivers show up in the original creation myth in 
the book of Genesis alongside Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden, the so-
called “rivers of paradise,” and also from the perspective of nature, and from 
thinking about the general course and flow of a river system, we tried to 
begin at the source last week, up in the mountain headwaters, literally as I 
told the story of hiking up Mount Tabor in Southern Vermont last week to 
try to find the headwaters of Otter Creek,  trying to literally get back to that 
first point when a river begins, as a metaphor for trying to get back to that 
first point when life begins, even trying to get back to the source of the 
source of it all, to God as the one from whom all of life can trace its 
beginning. 
 
Along with thinking about the connection between the source of rivers and 
the source of life, we reflected on the connection between rivers and the 
evolution of life in general, as Charles Darwin used the metaphor of a river’s 
“tangled bank” to describe how life evolves such a diversity of forms, and 
from there also on the connection between rivers and human evolution, 
about how we too from our earliest ancestor fossils found along the Awash 
River in Ethiopia, to our earliest civilizations along the Tigris and Euphrates 
Rivers, to the more recent Industrial Revolution ushered in by rivers 
powering mills, we too as humans have also it seems evolved as part of that 
“tangled bank” of life that rivers give rise to.  
 
Given the connection between rivers and life, rivers as givers and sustainers 
of life, it’s not surprising that in many myths and cultures around the world 
rivers have been closely associated with motherhood and fertility. When we 
look at the cultures and languages that have been born along the banks of the 
world’s mighty rivers, in many of them we find traditions and myths of 
referring to River as mother – the Yellow River in China is known simply as 
“Mother River,” the Volga River in Russia, known as “The Mother of the 
Land,” the Thai word for river in general, mae nan, translates literally “water 
mother.”  



 
And so too with the River Nile that shows up in our scripture for today, in 
Exodus, the second book of the bible, as with the ancient Egyptians, with 
their 8,000 year old civilization based on the banks of that great River that 
flows north to the Mediterranean, beginning as far south as Uganda and 
Rwanda, this river that flows for more than 4,000 miles and is neck and neck 
with the Amazon as the longest river in the world, this river whose waters 
that still flow today support the life of 11 countries and over 300 million 
people, the ancient Egyptians would address this great river with great 
reverence, giving her the title, “The Mother of all Men.” 
 

*** 
 
The brief background of our scripture today is that because of an extended 
draught and famine in their homeland of Canaan, the Hebrew peoples, led by 
the patriarchs Jacob and his son Joseph, migrated to Egypt in search of the 
greener pastures, as it were, that the Nile River delta provided as it flooded 
on a regular basis—the “tears of Isis,” as the Egyptians referred to these 
regular rain and flood events.  
 
The relationship between the immigrant Hebrews and the native Egyptians 
seems to have been peaceful and mutually beneficial for a few generations. 
But then “a new king,” as we heard at the beginning of Exodus, who had no 
knowledge of the original generations of Jacob and Joseph, came to power.  
 
And so Exodus begins on an ominous tone with this note about the new king 
coming to power. And what we heard next follows a formula that is all too 
familiar when it comes to totalitarian political regimes. Unfortunately, we’ve 
seen this movie before. The ruler, wishing to secure his base of support, 
identifies a common enemy, a scapegoat to blame for things, and to focus 
the society’s fear and insecurity on. In this case it’s the Hebrew immigrants 
farming the land. The ruler fears that the immigrants are becoming too 
powerful, and in response he first orders their workload increased, and then 
second, orders their male children slaughtered.  
 
Against the background of this blatant oppression, racism and attempted 
genocide or filicide, an undercurrent of resistance starts to take shape in 
Exodus as well.  And strikingly, it is the women who lead this undercurrent 
of resistance and civil disobedience, beginning with the Hebrew midwives 
and mothers who find ingenious ways to resist and defy the decrees of the 



Pharaoh, and then ending with even the Pharaoh’s own daughter joining in 
in the resistance. There’s a striking irony here, that while it’s the men and 
the male babies that the Pharaoh seems to fear the most, it’s the women and 
mothers who are actually the powerful ones here.  
 
This moment when the Hebrew midwives and mothers work together to defy 
the Pharaoh is a significant moment and turning point in the Bible. Up until 
this point throughout the book of Genesis the narrative of the Bible is 
decidedly Patriarchal, where many of the classic failings of masculine power 
when it’s motivated by fear and pride and jealousy are revealed. The 
beginning of Exodus is the first time when Matriarchal power rises up in 
resistance, here with the Hebrew women confounding the Pharaoh’s fear and 
power with creativity and compassion. The sacred vocation of the mother 
and the midwife, of course, is to bring and preserve new life in the world. 
And so their vocationally-inspired attempts to defy the Pharaoh’s decree of 
death and save the Hebrew babies has been called nothing less than the first 
act of nonviolent civil disobedience for the sake of justice in the Bible. And 
that is no small thing, as the history of the river of nonviolent resistance for 
the sake of justice, which traces its source to these Hebrew women, includes 
in its main current such figures as Jesus, Henry David Thoreau, Gandhi, 
Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela and most all the great civil rights 
movements throughout history.  
 

*** 
 
Well, it’s into this context, or into this current, of women-led political 
resistance that baby Moses is born. The same Moses who would go on to 
liberate his people from slavery in Egypt and guide them back to the 
Promised Land. The same Moses who would receive from God the Ten 
Commandments. The same Moses who is said to be the founder of 
monotheistic religion, the belief in one God.  
 
Our scripture says that right after Moses was born, his mother looked at him, 
and she saw that he was a “fine child.” The translation is a little misleading. 
The literal Hebrew reads more like, “she looked at the child and saw that it 
was good.” It’s the exact same phrase that we find at the very beginning of 
Genesis, when after each day of the original creation, God looks out over 
everything that God has made, and God sees that it is good.  It’s a beautiful 
little detail in the Bible, that when Moses’s mom looks at the newborn, just 



as still to this day when we look upon new life, that same original goodness 
of creation, “Eden’s first light,” as its called, still shines through.  
 
Given the original, sacred goodness and blessing of the child, Moses’s 
mother does her best to keep the child alive. First she hides the baby for 
three months. But there came a point when she couldn’t hide him any long, 
babies you know, tend to make noise whenever they want. And so next she 
made a basket for him, and hid him among the reeds along the banks of the 
Nile. Another interesting detail in the text is hidden here. The same word 
that’s translated here as basket, is translated earlier in Genesis as “ark,” as in 
the ark that Noah built to survive the great flood. Just as Noah built an ark to 
save creation and humanity during the flood, so Moses’s mother builds a 
little mini ark to save the one who would eventually be the savior and 
liberator of his people.  
 
So the mother builds a little ark, a little basket, and places the basket among 
the reeds along the banks of the Nile River. The mother of Moses releases 
and trusts her child to the care of the “Mother of all Men.” She puts her faith 
in the life-giving, life-flowing waters of creation, that through the river life 
might find a way to preserve life.  
 
And so, like with other “baby left in a river” stories—like with the Roman 
myth of Romulus and Remus being left to the care of the Tiber River, like 
with the story of the ancient Sumerian king Sargon I who was left in a 
caulked basket in the Euphrates, like with the Indian myth about the warrior 
king Karna who was found in a basket in the Ganges—Moses began his life 
among that “tangled bank” of the Nile riverside.  
 
In Moses’s case the mother’s trust that good things would come from the 
river pays off in spectacular fashion. Just downstream of where she left the 
baby, the Pharaoh’s daughter came down to the riverside to bathe. She saw 
the basket among the reeds, and moved by compassion, she couldn’t let the 
baby die. In good, sneaky planning-ahead fashion, Moses older sister 
approached the Pharaoh’s daughter, and told her she just happened to know 
of someone who could nurse the baby. And so in the most wonderful irony, 
the Pharaoh’s daughter invites none other than Moses’s real mother to nurse 
her newborn adopted son, who the Pharaoh’s daughter names Moses, a name 
which means, “I drew him from the water.” “He came from the river.” He 
came from the Nile. He was born from the Mother of all Men.  
 



*** 
 
This is a story in which we can see so powerfully how God works through 
mothers and through the mothering instinct and the mothering power of life, 
bringing to mind the old adage, “because God couldn’t be everywhere, God 
made mothers.”  The midwives and mothers that trick the Pharoah’s plans 
for death into life. Moses’s mother, who trusts that the river will help her in 
her attempts to confound death with life. The river itself, that gives its 
generous and abundant life to all who come to it. The river which is also a 
mother to Moses in a sense. And finally, even the Pharaoh’s very own 
daughter—Moses’s third mother as it were—who felt the irresistible 
motherhood call to compassion.  
 
This is a river story of justice, of compassion, of life-sustaining-life. And it 
all happened, it was all given birth to, in the great Mother River of Africa, 
where the waters of this fallen world mingle with the waters of paradise to 
bring forth and sustain the fragile miraculousness of life.  

 
*** 

 
I want to end with a contemporary poem about one of the great rivers in our 
own time which, not unlike the Nile during the time of our Exodus scripture, 
is the setting for one of our own great struggles for justice and humanity.  
 
The Rio Grande begins in southern Colorado, and flows 1200 miles 
southeast towards the Gulf of Mexico, forming, along the way, the principal 
border between the US and Mexico. The parallels between having a new 
ruler spending so much focus on the immigrants between Exodus and our 
world are undeniable. The Rio Grande today is our own Nile. It’s where our 
great political and moral questions of justice and compassion are unfolding. 
If this story were being told in the Bible, how do you think the story would 
go? Where would we see God moving and yearning? What would justice 
look like?  
 
Ricardo Blanco is a Cuban-American poet who joined the prestigious ranks 
of Robert Frost and Maya Angelou when he became just the fifth poet, and 
the first immigrant poet, to read at a Presidential inauguration when he read 
his poems at President Obama’s second inauguration in 2013. He describes 
his call to poetry as the call to build what he calls “bridges of empathy.” 
 



In a poem called “Complaint of El Rio Grande,” Blanco imagines our own 
historical moment from the perspective of the river itself. Just as with our 
Nile River story and its role in the first nonviolent justice moment in the 
Bible, what might listening to the wisdom of the Rio Grande River have to 
teach us in our own time?  
 

Complaint of El Rio Grande 
 

I was meant for all things to meet: 
to make the clouds pause in the mirror 
of my waters, to be home to fallen rain 
that finds its way to me, to turn eons 
of loveless rock into lovesick pebbles 
and carry them as humble gifts back 

to the sea which brings life back to me. 
 

I felt the sun flare, praised each star 
flocked about the moon long before 
you did. I’ve breathed air you’ll never 
breathe, listened to songbirds before 
you could speak their names, before 
you dug your oars in me, before you 
created the gods that created you. 

 
Then countries—your invention—maps 
jigsawing the world into colored shapes 
caged in bold lines to say: you’re here, 
not there, you’re this, not that, to say: 

yellow isn’t red, red isn’t black, black is 
not white, to say: mine, not ours, to say 
war, and believe life’s worth is relative. 

 
You named me big river, drew me—blue, 
thick to divide, to say: spic and Yankee, 
to say: wetback and gringo. You split me 
in two—half of me us, the rest them. But 
I wasn’t meant to drown children, hear 
mothers’ cries, never meant to be your 
geography: a line, a border, a murderer. 

 
I was meant for all things to meet: 

the mirrored clouds and sun’s tingle, 
birdsongs and the quiet moon, the wind 
and its dust, the rush of mountain rain— 
and us. Blood that runs in you is water 

flowing in me, both life, the truth we 
know we know: be one in one another. 


