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Exodus 15:19-21 

 

 Of all the women mentioned in the Bible, Miriam is the first one designated as a 

prophet.  And “prophet” is not a title to be taken lightly.  Yes, Miriam was a political and 

spiritual leader for the people of Israel, right alongside her brothers, Aaron and Moses.  

Miriam was a poet and a writer and singer of songs, including the song she sang on the 

far side of the Red Sea in this morning’s Scripture lesson.  But more than anything else, 

Miriam was a prophet.   

 

 All of which is fascinating because Miriam doesn’t say anything in this morning’s 

Scripture lesson.  When we think of prophets in the Hebrew Scriptures we think about 

major prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah and Ezekiel, who spoke on God’s behalf and 

interpreted God’s word to God’s people non-stop.  Thumb through the Old Testament 

and there are pages and pages, chapter after chapter, of words spoken by male prophets 

down through the history of Israel   

 

 Yet all we read in the Hebrew Scriptures related to Miriam are snippets here and 

there.  And none of those snippets include lengthy pronouncements or dire warnings or 

extended sermons by Miriam, as you would hear from male prophets.  Just small 

vignettes that give us a glimpse into who Miriam was.  

 

 I’m curious why.  How can Miriam be the first woman identified as a prophet in 

the entire Bible and yet so little of what she said is actually written down?  After all, she 

certainly had dramatic stories to tell and plenty of vivid personal experiences upon which 

to draw.  Especially as it relates to the Exodus event and the bondage and oppression that 

led up to it.   

 

 While the Book of Exodus focuses primarily on the exploits of Moses, as I 

mentioned earlier, Miriam was Moses’ sister and right there by his side.  When Moses 

heard God speaking through the burning bush and God told Moses to deliver God’s 

people from Egypt, I suspect Miriam was one of the first ones to listen to Moses recount 

the tale.  When Moses questioned whether he was articulate enough to speak 

authoritatively as the leader of God’s people and asked God whether Aaron would be a 

wiser choice, Miriam was likely the go between right in the middle of her two brothers.   

 

 Miriam witnessed firsthand the devastating plagues God rained down on the 

Egyptians, each one more brutal than the one prior. Plagues which culminated with the 

tenth and final plague as God killed every firstborn Egyptian child while passing over the 

firstborn in each Hebrew household.  In the aftermath of the Passover, Miriam was there 

to see the anxiety on the faces of Egyptian leaders, who finally reached the breaking point 

and could no longer risk God’s wrath by enslaving the Hebrew people one more day.  

 



 When Pharaoh commanded the Hebrew people to leave his country immediately 

before any more damage could be done, Miriam was one of the people who hastily 

packed up their belongings.  Along with her neighbors and friends, Miriam had to make 

quick choices about what to take with her and what to leave behind.  So sudden was their 

departure the Hebrew people didn’t even have time to wait for their bread to rise before 

they wrapped up some unleavened loaves and set off from Egypt. 

 

 Miriam was up at the front of the line, heading the long caravan of newly freed 

Hebrews.  When she looked over her shoulder, she could track the progress of all the 

familiar men and women and children as they trudged ahead and gradually left the land 

of Egypt behind.   

 

 Surely Miriam was in the loop some time later when rumor reached the Hebrew 

convoy that Pharaoh had a change of heart.  Remarkably quick to forget the plagues his 

people had just endured, the lure of free slave labor was simply too enticing for Pharaoh 

to abandon.  So, Pharaoh and his army began their pursuit.  

 

 That pursuit extended for Miriam, Moses, Aaron and the Hebrew people all the 

way to the shores of the Red Sea.   Where Miriam gazed over the water and saw no way 

to cross the Red Sea safely.  Simultaneously, she could only bring herself to glance 

behind for fleeting moments.  Because every time she looked out of the corner of her eye, 

she could see more clearly the unmistakable outlines of Pharaoh and his rapidly 

advancing army. 

 

 When it looked as though there was no way forward, no way back and no way 

out, Miriam shared with her people a sense of panic and impending doom.  Then all of a 

sudden, when Moses raised his staff and parted the Red Sea waters, Miriam was 

awestruck.  However, there was work to do and no time to waste.  And Miriam was there 

to help shepherd her people across the dry land to the distant shore. 

 

 Eventually, every Hebrew made it across the Red Sea and Miriam stood among 

them and watched Pharaoh and his army approach the same shoreline.  When they too 

began to cross on the dry land, horses, chariots, soldiers and Pharaoh himself, Moses 

stretched out his hand again and instantly the waters returned to their normal depth and 

tide.  Thereby engulfing Pharaoh and his entire brigade under waves that would drown 

them en masse.   

 

 Miriam lived through all that rich narrative.  The struggle and the hardship of 

slavery in Egypt.  The rise to leadership of her brother Moses.  The progressive 

inconvenience and ultimate devastation of the ten plagues.  The abrupt and rushed exit 

from the land of Egypt.  The journey to the Red Sea with Pharaoh in the rearview mirror.  

The transcendent miracle of the Red Sea and the gruesome, yet liberating, spectacle of 

Pharoah and his army meeting their watery demise.   

 

 There was so much about which Miriam could have spoken.  And yet she didn’t.  

At least not in any lengthy way that’s recorded in the Bible.  As a result, we’re left with 



Miriam the first woman prophet in the Bible…who according to Biblical accounts had 

almost nothing to say.  

 

 We could certainly chalk Miriam’s relative silence up to Biblical patriarchy.  In a 

time when men were dominant, as evidenced by a Biblical record where women are 

constantly diminished and consistently shortchanged, it’s no wonder Miriam’s story fails 

to live up to her title.   

 

 Or maybe we need to come to a different conclusion about Miriam.  For not every 

prophet needs to speak.  Some prophets, like Miriam, need to dance instead.   

 

 You see as soon as the Hebrew people found out they were being released from 

slavery and told to leave Egypt asap, people started gathering their stuff together and 

figuring out what they had room to carry with them.  They packed up food and clothes 

and various necessities.   

 

 But do you know what Miriam packed up?  A few essential items…and her 

tambourine for when it was time… 

 

 After years, generations of bondage in Egypt.  After God sent the plagues and 

Pharaoh gave his word.  After the Hebrew people left their old, miserable lives behind 

and tasted freedom.  After fear and the doubt took hold on the near shore of the Red Sea.  

After the waters parted and the Hebrew people crossed over bone dry.  After Pharaoh and 

his chariots and horses and soldiers sunk to the bottom of the sea.  After all those things 

happened and there was nothing left to say, it was time.   

 

 It was time for Miriam to pick up the tambourine.  It was time for Miriam to lead 

the other Hebrew women singing about all God’s glorious deeds and God’s amazing 

triumph over Pharaoh.  It was time for Miriam and all the Hebrew women to dance…    

 

 The world is desperate for prophets who will speak on God’s behalf and point the 

way to what God is doing day in and day out.       

 

 At the same time, the world is desperate for prophets who will pick up a 

tambourine.  When we look over our shoulder and out of the corner of our eye and we 

know the worst is behind us.  We might not understand everything that awaits us down 

the road.  Yet we recognize how far we have come.  And we have faith enough to trust 

we couldn’t have made it thus far without God’s grace and God’s guidance.   

 

 When the time comes, we are desperate for people who will start dancing.  In the 

Book of Ecclesiastes, it says, “there is a time to mourn, and a time to dance.”  We have to 

have prophets who know what time it is.   

 

 Miriam knew the time.  She knew what she saw and what she felt.  She knew the 

items to pack and the songs to sing.  She knew how to lead and how to invite others to 

join with her.  Miriam was God’s first and God’s foremost dancing prophet.  Amen.    



 

 

NOTE:  The seed for this sermon was planted by Bishop Yvette Flunder, pastor of 

the City of Refuge, UCC in San Francisco, California.  Bishop Flunder opened my 

eyes to Miriam’s story and her dancing at the Festival of Homiletics in Washington, 

DC in 2018, when she preached a sermon entitled, “Does Anybody Want to Dance 

with Me?”        

 

             

 

     

 

    


