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This isn’t the first time I’ve preached on this text, but I am thinking that, times 
being what they are and the culture going through what it’s going through right 
now, I need to say a few introductory words about the main character in today’s 
Old Testament text before diving into the narrative.   

I’m talking about Rahab, or, as she is referred to in Joshua, “Rahab the 
prostitute.”  That’s what it says, as if prostitute was Rahab’s last name. I mean, 
look, would the author of an Old Testament book have called a woman, Ruth the 
weaver?  Or Miriam the needlepointer?  Probably not.   
 
But this author can’t seem to resist labeling Rahab.  To be fair, her profession 
does play a key role here, and to be fair, she is honored quite highly for her 
courageous actions in this story, but I still wonder if the word prostitute is like an 
astrix after her name.  Like the asterix after the baseball star, Barry Bond’s name 
in the record books. – meaning, great ball player, but he cheated.  
 
I mention this because there is a certain kind of shaming of women going on now 
that relates to Rahab and her activities.  It’s not like it’s brand new.  Monica 
Lewinsky was called “a little tart” in a Wall Street Journal editorial in 1998.  And 
just as it was pretty sexist then, it is sexist now.  Why? Because too often girls 
and women are called to task for their behavior, whether real or imagined, 
whereas boys and men are sometimes congratulated for the exact same antics.  
 
Here’s how that double standard is expressed: “Boys will be boys, and girls will 
be … “ An argument can be made, in fact, that this shaming is not really about 
women’s behavior at all. It is grounded in the belief that men get to assert 
themselves, and women do not.  
 
Now, let me step back and note that this kind of shaming is just a particular brand 
of name-calling.  I say this because, as we all know, name-calling is also in the 
spot light right now.   

Name-calling played a big part of the last election.  One might say name-calling 
got one of the candidates for president elected.  The other ill-advisedly used the 
word, “deplorables” to describe those in her opponents camp and it may have 
been the tipping point for her losing.  Kind of ironic.   
 
Fact is, Jesus was called names. Friend of sinners. Beelzebub—the devil. 
Blasphemer. Or simply “that man.” 
 
Yes, and to be fair, Jesus called whole groups of people rather unflattering 
names himself: among them: fools and hypocrites. Interesting, eh? 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/22/style/monica-lewinsky-is-back-but-this-time-its-on-her-terms.html?_r=0


                                                                                                                            
This is old stuff. I mean, what is it in the human condition that causes us to bully 
others? That we attack them not only with weapons, but with words?  

We may think of ourselves as a very civilized society, but hate crimes and racist 
intimidation are on the rise and name-calling is at the heart of it all.   

Why am I bringing this up?  Well, the question arises – what are we to say to our 
children in light of this situation? If name-callers prosper, is that all right?   

You know, what is playing out now in our nation’s history is partly about whether 
we in this country are going to sanction this kind of behavior and the shaming 
that goes with it, or not.  A lot is at stake now, and it has everything to do with the 
world we will leave to our children and grandchildren, and what we hope they will 
be like as inheritors of the legacy of our religion and nation.  

Now to the story.  After 40 years of wandering in the wilderness, the people of 
Israel are waiting to cross over into the land of milk and honey. Moses had died 
at the top of Mt. Nebo. Like Dr. King centuries later, he only saw the Promised 
Land from afar.  

Now Joshua has been called to lead the Hebrew people to the place Moses 
couldn't go. But it wasn't as simple as crossing the river! There was a problem: 
Canaan, "the Promised Land," was not deserted. Canaan was already somebody 
else's home: Canaanites, Jebusites, Edomites and Hittites lived on the far side of 
the river. They tended flocks, grew grain, built cities; cities like Jericho, twenty-
three miles east of Jerusalem. 

It must be a sad thing to arrive at a land you believe you have been promised 
and discover that someone else is already there. It was definitely a 
disappointment for Joshua.  

So before crossing the river, he sent out spies: "Go, view the land, especially 
Jericho." Find their weak points. Count the troops. See if there is any way to 
penetrate the city walls.  

The spies slipped inside the city and entered the house of Rahab the prostitute. 
She was a woman who lived on the very edge of the city -- so far on the edge 
that her apartment was built into the city wall. She lived in the wall between 
Jericho city people and those who lived outside the walls, and I imagine she and 
her friends served both. So there she was, in a space that divides insiders from 
outsiders.  

Perhaps the Hebrew spies came to her apartment first because that’s just where 
all outsiders wound up first.  



Maybe it was the one place in Jericho an outsider was welcome.  Yes, and 
maybe once they got there, they decided it was a good place to do their 
reconnaissance. What better spot but the house of a madam to over-hear 
soldiers' stories. The Hebrew text says they "lay there” for the night. So it goes.    

Well, the next day the king sent orders to Rahab. "Bring out the men who have 
come to you.” Word gets around fast in Jericho because, well, it’s just another 
“small lake city.” What is she supposed to do? Who is Rahab to defy the king?  

Well, in spite of obvious dangers, Rahab took the two men and hid them up on 
her roof. Then she says to the king's messengers: "True, some fellas came to 
me, but I had no idea where they came from, and when it was time to close, they 
exited the gate at sundown. The men paid their bill in full and got outta town. 
Where’d they go? Beats me. But I imagine if your soldiers pursue them quickly, 
they’ll be in your hands by morning."  

As she spoke, she thought of those two spies up on her roof, of course, hoping 
they were well-hidden among the stalks of flax bundled for drying. What if the 
king's men insisted on searching up there? Well, the king’s men took her at her 
word and Rahab heard the gate close as they went out to into the night.  

Now, why did she lie in order to save the lives of two Hebrews? Well, why did 
some people lie to hide runaway slaves in the Underground Railroad? Why did 
some people lie when the Gestapo came knocking at their doors looking for Jews 
hidden in the attic or under the floorboards?  

There are times when bearing false witness is the only way to save your 
neighbor. But these men on the roof were not Rahab's neighbors: they were 
outsiders to her. She was an outsider to them. Yet on the rooftop of her house 
the distinctions blurred.  

Rahab had not stood at the foot of Sinai with Moses, nor had she been 
numbered among the tribes of Israel. Yet her testimony is bold: "The Lord your 
God is indeed God in heaven above and on earth below," she says, Maybe she 
had heard what happened at the Red Sea.  

In any case, she is a very brave woman, and she is also nobody's fool. "Swear to 
me by the Lord," she says, "swear to me that you will deal kindly with my family. 
Give me a sign of good faith that you will spare my father and mother, my 
brothers and sisters, and all who belong to me." Before she lets them down by a 
rope from her window, she asks them for a sign. (She learned early on not to 
trust any of the men who came to her house!)  

The spies say, "Tie a crimson cord outside this window.” "Gather all your family 
in your house in the wall. And you and all your household will be spared."  



Could she trust them? Would they bother to tell anyone to save the life of a 
prostitute? "She sent them on their way ….Then she tied the crimson cord in the 
window." It was a sign of hope. 

Well, that red cord was God's own sign of Passover; the blood-red sign at the 
window in the wall. Would anyone look for the red cord at the window when the 
attack began?  

The army surrounds the city. Joshua instructs the two spies to bring Rahab and 
her family out of the city. Then subdue it, "But Rahab was spared along with her 
family and all who belonged to her.  

And her family has lived in Israel ever since." Like the Hebrews saved by the 
blood on the doorposts, Rahab was saved by the blood-red cord. The forces of 
death passed over her house, and the walls between insider and outsider 
crumbled in her presence. 

Is that why Rahab is here?  To remind us to beware of arbitrary distinctions we 
often make between "insiders" and "outsiders?” 

The image I think we are called to remember here is Rahab standing watch at 
her window in the wall. She was remembered for centuries. She's there as the 
New Testament begins.  

Maybe you will remember -- In the very first chapter of the gospel of Matthew 
there's a long genealogy of Jesus' ancestors. The oddest thing about Matthew's 
list is the four women who appear there: Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and the wife of 
Uriah (that is, Bathsheba). All of them are a bit suspect for one reason or 
another. Rahab and Ruth are both foreigners and the other two are unfairly 
portrayed as being promiscuous. There she is--Rahab the prostitute in Jesus' 
family tree!  

Don't overlook the red thread in the window. The red thread is woven throughout 
the tapestry that tells God's story. Without it we might only see a story of 
conquest and holy war. But the red thread draws us to the window where we can 
see hope for better on Rahab's face.  

Her story bids us to be attentive to those who live on the margins of life: those 
who live in the walls of the city, under its bridges and in the doorways. She 
pleads with those who would conquer any thing in the name of God – be it an 
addiction, maybe; or maybe any power greater than they are that is unholy and 
needs defeating.  

Rahab knows that the Lord is God of heaven and earth and will not be held 
captive by any particular nation, or religion for that matter. She is exhibit A of 
that. 



I wonder if Rahab had been wanting to find a way to undermine the rule of her 
king, the king of Jericho – a ruler she may have found to be capricious or unjust.  
Let me explain why.  As I intimated earlier in this sermon, there have been 
millions of Rahabs who, over millennia have lived and who have put themselves 
in danger in order to shelter those innocent ones who would otherwise die.  

Oscar Schindler was not, by any means, the only German gentile who used his 
position to save many Jews from the wrath of Nazi Germany.  Hermann Graebe 
is also remembered to have, in fact, saved many more.  Let me tell you about 
him. 

Graebe was an engineer and a contractor who learned early in the war what 
Hitler was doing to the Jews and he worked hard to hire as many Jews as he 
could to protect them and their families from the murderous wiles of Adolf 
Eichmann and Martin Borman.   

But saving Jews by hiring them to do work for the German Reich, as Oscar 
Schindler was doing, was easy, comparatively.  Graebe did much more.  When 
he saw the German occupiers of Poland turn the Jewish Ghetto in the city of 
Warsaw into a holding pen for Jews, Graebe went around the city and got 
agreements from people he trusted to hide Jews who he planned to liberate from 
the Ghetto.   

Here is how he did it.  First he bought a long black leather overcoat (known to be 
worn by Gestapo operatives).  Then he purchased a tommy gun to look even 
more menacingly like a member of the Gestapo. Next he walked into the ghetto 
one sunny day and rounded up 125 Jews who he instructed to walk out of the 
Ghetto with him, their hands up behind their necks as if they were under his 
arrest.  He cut a fearsome figure. No one, either Nazi or Jew, dared ask him any 
questions.  He then delivered the Jews to the people waiting to hide them. 
Marching behind Graebe they expected to be executed and instead were given 
their freedom and their lives.   

Like Rahab, Graebe lived out the war and eventually died in San Francisco, 
California in 1986.  At his funeral a rabbi delivered these words as part of the 
eulogy.   
 
On the first night of Passover, the children around the seder table ask the age-
old question, "Why is this night different from all others?" The question is central 
to the seder and to the life of free men and women everywhere. So sacred is the 
question that even the person who is alone at a Passover table must speak it 
aloud, for the Talmud teaches that the voices of free men and free women must 
be never be silenced. Those who suppress the question are those who learn to 
follow orders. Those who do not question are those who adjust--to anything, to 
any system, to any order, to any master.  
 



The adjusters are the moral chameleons, the subservient accommodators who 
accept muteness as their natural lot. Silence is tantamount to consent. 
 
The rabbi continued:  On the day before Passover this year, 1986, a Christian 
man who would not be mute was laid to rest at a cemetery in San Francisco. He 
was born Hermann Fritz Graebe, but many knew him as the Moses of Rovno for 
his role in helping hundreds of Jews to escape captivity in Nazi Germany. 
 
Graebe was brought up with his mother's repeated question, "And Fritz, what 
would you do [in the face of injustice]?"  That existential question carried within it 
the seeds of his healthy conscience, freeing him from paralyzing obedience to 
authorities. 

 
His mother's question was Hermann Graebe's answer to the question put to him 
repeatedly in later years: "Why?" Why did he, a German Christian, endanger his 
life and those of his wife, Elizabeth, and son, Fred? 
 
Why did he, an engineer, risk his position, security, safety, to hide the hunted 
from predators, to shelter, feed, smuggle Jews into freedom; why did he exhaust 
his health and wealth to shield a vilified people; why did he risk, and then suffer, 
vilification himself by coming forward as the only German citizen to testify 
[against the Nazi leadership] at Nuremberg? 
 
Why? Because Graebe anticipated the question that every child is bound to ask: 
"And what, Father, did you do in those terrible days?"  
 
The question penetrates the outer layers to touch the inner nerve of our moral 
identity. It is the first question that God asked Adam: "Where are you?" All of our 
lives are directed to answer that inquiry. Hermann Graebe answered it 
unambiguously, with his entire being. He would not be an adjusted man. He 
would not accept brittle rationalizations [such as]: 
 
"There is nothing to be done." 
"I am only one man, alone." 
 
No! There is an alternative to passive complicity with evil. There is always 
something to be done, something to be tried, something to be said. 
 
Graebe knew fear. He also knew that …"there are times when a man [or a 
woman] ought to be more afraid of living than of dying." (F.J.E. Woodbridge) …. 
 
And so he became a "hiding place" [as Rahab became a hiding place] in the very 
meaning of the words when the prophet Isaiah declared: "Human beings shall be 
as a hiding place from the wind and a covering from the tempest; as rivers of 
water in a dry place, as the shadows of a great rock in a weary land."  
 



In Hermann Graebe hundreds of Jewish men, women and children found shelter 
from the tempest.” (Harold M. Schulweis of Valley Beth Sholom Temple).  
 
That too is our mandate as human beings.  May we be courageous when it is our 
turn to stand up for what is right. I suggest we do our best to remember the 
question our children or grandchildren will eventually ask us.  "And what, Mother, 
did you do in those terrible days?" 

Amen 


