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The account that rises from the 27th chapter of the Book of Numbers is striking for so many reasons; chief among them is the role names play in the unfolding of the story and its meaning.  You see, in the Ancient Near East names signified more than a moniker, more than a form of address.  In the time our text was written names were a portion of one’s portfolio and, they were given only after deep thought and long consideration.  A name said something about the person to whom it was given; something about the place from which the person came, or the circumstances under which he or she was born.  Names were often used to signal the hopes of a family for a child and the accomplishments that might lie ahead.  Adam’s name means man or mankind, and Eve; life giving source.  Abraham’s name presages his role as the progenitor of many nations.  And Isaac, Abraham’s second born son, was given a name that meant “laughter” for when Abraham’s 90 year old wife, Sarai, hears that she is to bear a child she laughs, portending the name of her child.  

Names given in the ancient near east carried with them such importance and meaning; and that is why when we encounter named Biblical characters it is important to understand something about their names because, in so doing we might better understand something about them.  Now I noted that the story of Zelophehad’s daughters was striking for many reasons, including its usage of names.  One of the arresting characteristics of this story is that Zelophehad’s daughters, who by any other measure are minor characters in the biblical narrative, are named.  It is truly amazing that these five women, who show up in the Book of Numbers, are named not once or twice but three times in chapters 27 and 36.  The very presence of their names causes me to be curious. What is it about these five women that inspired the writer of the book to include them, by name?  Well if we examine the story of the daughters, we might glean some understanding regarding the purpose of their names.  
It is well known that during the time of Moses women were accorded a status not equal to men.  In fact, in that time, women, though held in regard by God as evidenced in the scriptural texts; were often relegated by society to positions of second class.  Women could not choose whom they would marry; neither could they work for wages.  Women were not allowed to inherit property or to own anything of their own outside of the vessels and vital implements necessary to orchestrate life within the home.  Women had a place but it was not equal to men.  Women were bearers of life, keepers of home fires, tenders of children, possessions of men and often they went without a name.  Oh but something quite different is afoot in the story of Zelophehad’s brood.  

For when we meet the five sisters we find first that their father has died.  And what is more, in this patriarchal system, Zelophehad has left no sons; no one to inherit his possessions, no one to care for his daughters, no one to continue the line of his name.  
This is catastrophic; without sons, the power of his prowess will fade.  According to cultural mores, without sons, the legacy of his lineage will be lost forever.  Into this scene of family disaster – caused by death of a father and the dearth of a son – the daughters of Zelophehad step; the named daughters of Zelophehad.  
Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and  Tirzah.  And I love their story.  First they approach, or in the Hebrew, they amad (עמד), they take a stand before Moses, Eleazar the priest, the leaders and the whole assembly at the Tent of Meetings.  This in and of itself, took nerve.  These women, these five sisters, take a stand at the tent of meetings where men go to worship and pray, where men go to make the decisions that order the life of God’s people, where men go; these sisters go and they say, “Our Father died a natural death”; that’s what they mean when they say he died of his own sins.  In other words he was not causing trouble with the group who hung out with Korah.  Now, we just don’t have time to take up Korah’s issues, but if you are interested you can find them in Chapter 16 of Numbers.  Suffice it to say, Korah was a trouble maker.  In fact, following up on our expose of names, Korah’s name means bald or exposed and by the end of his story he is exposed and left with nothing, not even his hair.  But I digress, Zelophehad’s daughters express to Moses that their father was a good man whose name did not deserve to be wiped from the annals of Israelite history just because he had no sons.  
Then Z’s daughters demand the unspeakable; in a culture that hands down property, possessions and power through the male side of the family; these women amad, they take a stand a say, give us our Father’s property.  
Now, Moses could have ignored them, could have silenced them, but instead he goes to God and God responds yes, the daughters of Zelophehad are correct!  Give them their father’s land, and not only that Moses, because of the wisdom and the rightness of Zelophehad’s daughters, let’s change all case law in Israel.  From now on if a Father has no sons, then his daughters are next in line to receive his property as their rightful inheritance.  
Zelophehad’s daughters did it, they changed the way Israel functioned, they changed the way Israel lived.  Now, the story could end right here, but because we know that in the culture of the ancient near east, names mean something, and because we know that so often women are not named; the fact that these women are present and named must bear import.  Let’s look at the meaning of their names to see if we might mine further meaning from their already powerful story.  Mahlah, the first among the list, bears a name that means sickness or disease.  Noah’s name means motion or movement.  Hoglah’s name is interpreted as partridge or cunning little bird.  Milcah’s name means queen and Tirzah’s name carries with it the meaning of favorable.  

What’s in the gift of a name?  Though there are many interpretations that may be applied to the meanings behind the sister’s names, I just believe they are placed in our text so that we might see that each of the sister’s brings to the task at hand a special gift, a unique gift that is indeed a part of who she is, part of her very being.  Mahlah may have been named disease because she was born with a malady that made her different.  Oh but don’t feel sorry for Mahlah; for it may have been her illness, her disease caused the sisters to approach the tent of meeting in a different way.  Maybe if Mahlah had not been unwell, maybe if in her being she had been robust and strong, the sisters would have stormed the tent of meeting and upset the delicate balance of approaching Moses and the boys in a way that allowed them to be heard.  The gift of Mahlah’s name, the gift of her condition of her being, may have made possible the right approach, the right stance for the sisters. 

And Noah, sweet Noah, her name suggests that she was a woman who knew how to move, who knew how to overcome the inertia that can sometimes stall momentum when one is headed through what is hard to what is righteous and just.  Noah’s ability to move, and to move others along with her, may have provided just the impetus the sisters needed to get out of their misery and into position at the tent of meeting.  

Oh and then there is Hoglah.  In some ways, she is my hero; because she is the one who I am most unlike.  You see, when ever you are going to be about the business of creating change, when you are going to be about the business of taking that which is not right and setting it aright you are going to need a cunning little bird.  Someone who has the ability, the wisdom, the cunning to find out the information, to gather the facts and to bring it all back so that what you are up against is known.  Someone has to be able to do what the Gospel of Matthew urges disciples to do when among wolves; and that is to be as wise as serpents.
  When you are trying to change that which is unequal and unfair you do well to have one among you who can be a partridge, a cunning little bird.

And then, it helps to have one who can command the attention of those who would ignore you, it helps to have one who can move with elegance and grace among those with power and position; it helps to have one who is like a queen.  You know the one who can walk into a room and everyone turns; the one who those predisposed not to listen will yet hear.  Milcah was their queen.  
And finally Tirzah was the one whose name meant favored.  Quite possibly she was the one who was favored; who was thought to be kind and fair, honest and of integrity.  Maybe she was the one who found favor with Moses and Eleazar and those who were in positions of leadership.  Five women who bring all of who they are to the tent of meeting, to the task at hand and who, through who they are, make a difference for themselves and for those who will follow.

And the same possibility is available for us today.  Each of us has been given a name.  And if you were able, you picked up a card with the meaning of your given name before you entered the sanctuary.  Each of us has been given a name and it is possible that our names provides a glimpse of who we are or a sense of what we bring to our own tent of meeting on the corner of Lincoln and Grove and to the tasks at hand. 

Like Zelophehad’s daughters there are some things we can see, some outward things on which we must work, some things we just ought to want to change.  We can see that there are people in Barrington who are without basic needs.  We can see that there are people in Lake and Northern Cook County who are hungry and cold.  We can see that there are outward tasks of justice making that we might consider and on which we can move and make a difference.

And there are some tasks that are less outward, more inward, that require we bring our best being as well.  There are tasks of learning to pray more intimately, tasks of learning to read our Bibles more cogently, tasks of being in God’s presence more purposefully.  There are tasks of understanding more deeply what it means to be a child of God; tasks that are not outward but inward.  There are tasks of taking up our own crosses and following God into the wilderness so that we too might be transformed; by the way that’s a commercial for our Lenten series.
Yes, there are tasks that are inward and tasks that are outward; tasks of righteousness and tasks of justice and just like Zelophehad’s daughters we need everyone’s gifts to accomplish these tasks.  And our gifts, like the gifts of Zelophehad’s daughters, rise first not out of what we do but out of who we are.
My brothers and my sisters, each of us has something important to bring to the inward and outward work God is calling us to do.  And I believe God has placed on this corner those who, like Zelophehad’s daughters, are equipped in their very being to lead where we need to go.  I know it based on your very names.  There are those among us whose names mean “virgin”; you may guide us to keep our thoughts on the pure word of God.  There are those among us whose names means “bitter”.  You my sisters may have to help us remember that though there will be times that may be bitter, God can move us through that which is bitter to that which is better; and your lives, my sisters, are testimony to this fact.  
There is one sitting in our midst, who like Mahlah has a name that means lame.  But do not despair my sister, for your deliberate and soft spoken nature, will guide us in ways we surely need to go.  Another bears a name that means “wagon builder or driver”.  It may be you, my dear brother; that helps us, drive forward toward a deeper sense of our selves as children of God.  Yet another was given a name at birth whose meaning is “carrier of Christ”.  You beloved of God may be called to remind us that in all we do, in all we are, we must always carry with us the call of Christ, the cross of Christ and the love of Christ.  Each of you bears a name that has meaning and helps create your being; and in your being, you are important to the work of this church.  
And just in case your given name does not provide for you a clear connection to working on the inward and outward tasks of our church, then let me share with you the gift of another name so precious that is without compare.  The New Testament text Kim read is from the letter to the church at Ephesus.  In it the writer says “For this reason, I kneel before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and earth takes its name.”  The writer of this text is saying that every person, every family and every tribe takes its name from God.  That means each of us, and all of us, are the children of the creator whether we know or claim that name or not.  But once we do acknowledge God, then we may fully claim the right to be called children of God, and happily take on a new name.  You have a name beloved, it is not only the name that your mother and father gave you, it is not only the name that your family, stretching back through the generations, gave you; you have a name that is derived from the one who created the universe, it is a name derived from the one who created the first man and woman; it is a name derived from the one who longs to be in deep and true relationship with you; it is derived from God.  
The gift of your name as the beloved of God, given before you were born, insures that you are loved, that your are wanted, that you have been given special gifts and that you are welcomed and invited to bring them into the inward and outward work that God has given our hands to do.   

Come, bring the gift of your name, the gift of your being and join it with all of the other gifts in and beyond this place as we learn of God and deepen our walk with God; as we serve as God’s hands and feet, God’s voice and heart.  Come beloved of God, for as Christ ambassadors we must learn deeply of him and then as he was given as gift to the world, you and I are called to give our gifts in the very same way.

Let us pray.
� Matthew 10:16





PAGE  
3

