10.26.25 Sermon Transcript — Numbers 27:1-11, preached by Rev. Shea James

First of all, let's give Becka a round of applause for all the names I threw at her this morning.

| know it was a little cruel of me. But when Pastor Cindy asked me to preach today, she said, “You
can preach on whatever you want to. Whatever you want to.” That is a very bold offer. “You can
preach on whatever you want to, but | have us going through Women of the Bible and | have that
Sunday morning slotted for the Daughters of Zelophehad.” And | got so excited.

I love this passage of scripture, but it is such a random passage of scripture and | think part of the
reason that itis so unique and hard to identify is that this is not part of our normal lectionary text.
If you preach the Common Revised Lectionary in a three year cycle, this is one of the passages
that never gets brought up. So this morning, I'm curious for how many of you was this a new
passage? How many of you was this a familiar story? Right. We can recite so many things from
scripture by memory, and then there are nuggets like this that are woven in there that we just never
ever hear about.

Transformation can happen in a flash. A bolt of lightning hits a hay bale, goes up in fire. This,
friends, would be one of the most exciting things to happen in the town that | grew up in, by the
way. Bolt of lightning hits a hay bale, goes up in fire, poof, it's gone. Transformation, right?

It can happen very quickly, but in my life and in my experiences, transformation is something that
happens really, really slowly. It's finally being able to go up in weight. After going through 18 million
reps and feeling like I'm going to be stuck lifting the same amount of weight. It's the transformation
that happens when checking on a chrysalis in a classroom and waiting and waiting and waiting for
that butterfly to break free. It seems like an all at once thing.

Suddenly there's a butterfly. Where previously there was a cocoon. Suddenly I'm able to lift more
weight. But all of that is only possible because of all the work that gone into it. Transformation
happens in this passage of Scripture because of five women. Five women who show up and who
then are later known as the daughters of Zelophehad. But their women and their names are given
to us in this passage of Scripture this morning. And so | want us to repeat them together because.
Because their names matter. So | will say it, and then you can repeat after me. My Hebrew
professor, who | loved dearly in seminary, just said, “Say it with confidence and people will go with
you.” And that's what we are doing today.

So if you have the correct pronunciation available to you, feel free to correct me after this. | am not
too prideful to be corrected. And so we have Mala, Noah, Holga, Milcah, and Tirzah. These women
are willing to show up and to challenge cultural norms to ask for their inheritance. “You have said,
o Israelite people, that inheritance will go from father to son. And our father has no son. Our father
has no sons.” | find it very interesting that so many hands went up when | asked about who had
heard of this passage of Scripture, because these women don't just appear here in Numbers 27,
they also appear in Numbers 26 and Numbers 36. And then they are also mentioned in Joshua and
in First Chronicles. These women should have caught our attention before now, and their names
are preserved.



| want you to notice that according to Carol Myers, who wrote the Women's Bible commentary,
there are 1426 personal names in the Hebrew Scriptures. And out of those 1426 names, 111 are
women. 111 are women. And five of them, five of them are in this passage this morning.

Nine percent of the characters in Hebrew scripture are female. And we are given five of them in
this story. We do not know their mother's name, but we know these women. So let's zoom out for a
moment so we can have an understanding of what's happening holistically in this text.

The Israelites have been wandering. It's been real and in the wilderness for them for 40 years. They
have just approached this promised land that they have been wandering and searching for. In fact,
just after this story of these five women, we get a text that tells us that Moses lays hands on
Joshua and anoints him. He commissions him to be Israel's next leader. Mala, Noah, Hulga,
Milcah, and Tirzah come and demand their father's inheritance. Because this land that they have
finally arrived to, this is the land that's about to be divvied up amongst the tribes. They go on to
explain, “our father died by his own sins,” which is how they separate him from this rebellious
faction, this group that went with Korah. And if he had been associated with Korah, there would
have been some legal reasons why they should not have received their inheritance. But they want
to be clear. They're proving that their father was faithful, and they're reiterating that they are worthy
of asking for this land.

But I'm already doing it. I'm already selling them short. Because, can | tell you something? They
don't ask for a thing. They show up. They show up and they say, “Give us our father's land.” They
speak boldly and they speak fiercely. They say, “Give us a possession amongst our father's
brothers.” They don't ask, they tell. They know what is right, and they aren't afraid to ask for it.

| love this picture that's being painted before us. | can see it. Old, wizened men who know exactly
what the law should say, who know exactly what they are called to do, being approached by five
young, unmarried women. We know that they're unmarried because later in 36, some men come
in and want to add some additional rules and regulations to this new law that we're about to make
to make sure that these young women only marry within their tribe.

But that's not the story we're in right now. But they're young and they're unmarried, and they don't
have any brothers. And they say, give us our father's inheritance. And Moses, to his credit, Moses
doesn't say to them, “Eh, that's not what the law says.” Moses actually, in this moment, gives us a
good glimpse on what we should do. When someone comes to us with a challenging message, he
says, “Let me take it to God. Let me take your challenge before the Lord.” And he does. And what
God says changes everything.

God says, “The daughters of Zelophehad are right, are right in what they are saying.” And | want to
draw your attention to that word, right, because the Hebrew word is kin. Now, my Hebrew classes
were pass-fail in seminary, thanks be to God. And so | will just own that. | am relying on the
translation work that's been done here by Wilda Gaffney in her Womanist commentary.

But she lets us know that the word that's being used there is not just “right.” It's more like, yes, this
is righteous. This is honest. This is just what these women have asked for aligns with who | am.



And friends, here we are just 7 verses into this narrative, and the world is upside down. A group of
women saying, give us our land, a divine agreement. And not just some placating affirmation, but
that what they have asked for is good and righteous. And while | love a good girl power moment, |
don't want to cheapen the story that's happening here by pretending that this is only about the role
of women and only about the role of girls. Because you see, by demanding their father's
inheritance, Mala, Noah, Holga, Milcah and Tirzah are not only personally benefiting from this,
they are also protecting their entire people, their entire tribe from getting split up and divvied up
into amongst other tribes in other places.

By demanding their father's inheritance, they are asking for protection for their people, they are
demanding their rights, and they are standing up for the rights of others. Which is why |l am so
perplexed by what happens next. Or rather, | should say, by what doesn't happen next. Because
plot twist. After Moses goes to God and says, what should | do? and God says, “They are honest
and righteous and just and asking for what they've asked for.” Moses does nothing. He lays hands
on Joshua and appoints him to be the next leader. But the women never get their land. God said
yes. And Moses does, I'm sure, not nothing. He had a lot of emails to do. You know, I'm sure a lot of
people needed him to weigh in on other important matters. But we know that they don't get their
land.

Because in numbers 36, these men come in and they say, “Well, if you're going to give the women
the land, we need to add some extra laws so that they can only marry people in their tribe so the
land can stay together.” And then later, after Moses death, when Joshua is leading the Israelites in
Joshua 17, we read these same five women, say them with me now. Mala, Noah, Holga, Milcah,
Tirzah. They show up and they say, the Holy One commanded Moses to give us our inheritance
alongside of our male kin. The Holy One commanded Moses to give us our inheritance alongside
of our male kins.

And Joshua does it immediately. Immediately, Joshua does it. Joshua wouldn't have had to do it if
Moses had just done what God had commanded him to. God agreed the daughters were right. But
the promise wasn't fulfilled until Joshua's leadership. Because sometimes, even when God has
spoken, human systems drag their feet. But God's justice does not give up. It does wait for the
faithful to act. And as bizarre as all of this may sound, | think there's good news for us in this
passage and in this larger story of Mala, Noah, Hulga, Milcah, and Tirzah.

You see, they did what they needed to do. They stood up and they spoke their truth. That matter
was taken to God. And while the system attempted to delay and beat around the bush, God's
commandment remained consistent. And it wasn't until Joshua showed up that Mala, Noah,
Hulga, Milcah, and Tirzah were awarded their inheritance.

Transformation happens when we speak, when we bring it to God, and when we follow God's
directive. Mala, Noah, Holga, Milcah, and Tirzah followed the call of God in their lives to preserve
the inheritance of the land that was entrusted to their people. Moses did the right thing by bringing
the matter to God, but ultimately failed at following God's directions. So then God uses Joshua,
but only after those same five women, Mala, Noah, Holga, Milcah, and Tirzah, kept showing up.



They didn't give up. They didn't say. We asked once. God said yes, but nothing happened. They
kept showing up.

They kept asking for what God had commanded. Because transformation is important work, but it
can be slow work that demands persistence. Transformation happened for the Israelites because
of the faithfulness of these five women. The laws were changed not only for them, but for all
Israelite people moving forward. Daughters were now able to get their inheritance.

Moses took the matter to God.

| don't know how many of you have made it to the bishop's district days. Anybody? Ooh. Okay, a
couple of us. We have hands back here. But our annual conference vision is “transforming
Appalachia through God's love.” Transforming Appalachia through God's love. Let's say that
together. Transforming Appalachia through God's love. Our apportionments are fair share giving.
Which, by the way, here at St. Mark's United Methodist Church, we have a history of paying 100%
of our apportionments. Thank you.

| want to celebrate that because that allows us to transform Appalachia through God's love. For
those of you who don't know me, my official role is that I'm the director for Young Disciples and
Outdoor Ministries, which means our apportionments help pay my salary. So thank you. It also
means that | get to walk alongside of uur young people at events like Fall Workshop and at our
summer camp at Spring Heights Camp and Retreat center where God shows up in real and
undeniable ways. Where they are able to take things to God to wait for God to respond and then
follow God's directives. Our young people are forever changed by the ways that they encounter
God in those spaces and in those places. They are opportunities for them to be transformed. And
your faithfulness, our faithfulness as a congregation allows that to happen.

| also want you to know that we have transformation hubs around our annual conference. We have
mission projects that are out here feeding and clothing and helping those who are hungry.

And that hits me extra hard right now with everything going on around SNAP benefits and the
reality that hungry people are all around us. And | want you to know that our mission projects have
been feeding hungry people long before those benefits have been in threat. And they'll be feeding
people long after those benefits have, good Lord willing, been reinstated. Our mission projects
reach the boundaries of our annual conference. We have House of the Carpenter up and
Wheeling.

We have Heart and Hand in Philippi, and we have Heart and Hand Outreach Ministries in South
Charleston. We have Scotts Run Settlement House which has several different things kind of in
the Clarksburg, Morgantown area, Tyrand Cooperative parishes, Ebenezer Community Outreach in
Huntington, the Upshur Parish House based out of Buckhannon, but that serves the whole entire
county of Upshur County. All of these ministries and missions are, are possible, all of this
transformation is made amazing and brought to life because of the faithfulness of our church. We
as United Methodists are able to do more and to reach more people for Jesus Christ together than
any one of us could independently or individually.



That transformation work is massive. The faithfulness of these five women in this passage of
Scripture is a glimpse of what can happen when faithful people show up and speak up. When we
take things to God, when we ask for God's guidance, and when we allow God to lead us. The
transforming work that we can do is so much more together than any one of us can do alone. So
take a moment this morning to think about the world that you live in. Not the big world, because
that's overwhelming, but the small world, your day to day life. How might God be calling you to
speak up? How might God be calling you to speak up? Or maybe you are really more of a Moses in
this story and you need to be ready to listen, to listen to someone who is speaking up so that you
can help to take that matter before God. May we be like Mala, Noah, Holga, Milcah and Tirzah.
May we find the courage to speak, the faith to pray, and the obedience to follow. Even when the
transformation work is slow and arduous and difficult. Because when God is in our midst, when
God is in the mix, transformation is always on the horizon. Amen.



