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Exodus 3:1-15; Psalm 105:1-6,23-26, Romans 123:9-21, Matthew 16:21-28

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


Can you remember a time when your name was called unexpectedly? Wouldn’t it be nice, for example, if your name was called for a raffle or as a lottery winner?  My one memorable experience at having my name called as a winner was when I was about ten years old.   I was at a church dinner with my grandparents and won a bottle of wine as a raffle prize.   I was thrilled to win something but my teetotaling grandmother was horrified and made them raffle the prize to another person.

My name has also been called quite a bit when it comes to our legal system.  Some of you who were really listening just perked up at that.  No, I haven’t been arrested or been involved in anything illegal.   But I have served on jury duty 11 times while we lived in Orange County, Calif.  It almost seemed like a curse because every time I would be called to court as a prospective juror, I would end up on the jury.  Sometimes we are delighted when our name is called and other times we are less than thrilled.  

Today’s Old Testament story from the book of Exodus about Moses and the burning bush is also a call story where names play a prominent part.  I, along with many people  have always been fascinated by this theophany or physical manifestation of God.   Let’s set the scene....Moses, after being rescued as an infant from the Nile River by the daughter of Pharaoh, grew up in the royal household.  However, after he killed an Egyptian who was mistreating a Hebrew slave, Moses had to flee from Egypt to the desert of Midian.  There he married, started a new life, and lived in the desert for forty years.   One day as Moses was tending his father-in-law’s sheep in the wilderness near Mt. Horeb, also known as Mt Sinai, his attention was caught by the sight of a bush that was burning yet was not consumed.   As Moses approached the bush, the Lord spoke and commanded him to remove his sandals, as this was holy ground.   And then we have a fascinating exchange between God and Moses in which Moses is called by God to lead God’s people out of their suffering to the promised land.   In today’s Old Testament lesson we have just part of the fascinating exchange between God and Moses.  After some prayerful reflection, I found some interesting and hopeful insights about God that 

might help our spiritual journeys as well.  


First, God doesn’t use perfect people and in fact seems to prefer to use people who have obvious flaws.   Second God knows us well enough to know what will attract our attention.   Third God is patient.  And fourth God seeks an intimate relationship with each of us.  


Moses is far from perfect.  He is a murderer.  He ran away from Egypt rather than face the responsibility of his actions.  He is content for forty years to remain in the desert tending sheep.  As the Holy One does with Moses, God delights in coming alongside of flawed people and with their permission, using them to accomplish great things.  Many of the people in the Old Testament have major character flaws, yet God uses them to bring about amazing things.   That use of “normal” or less than perfect people continues in the New Testament.  Look at whom Jesus picks for disciples, for example.  In the biblical world fishermen and tax collectors were very far from perfect.  In addition,  St. Paul when speaking about “the thorn in his side” which many believe was stuttering says “Three times I appealed to the Lord to remove my weakness.  But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.”  To Paul God shines through his weakness so others can see the divine at work.    Since I am obviously a flawed person as well, I find it hopeful and encouraging that God can use any willing person to bring about amazing things.


Secondly God knows us well enough to know what will catch our attention.  Obviously, Moses had quite a curiosity because he is attracted to the bush that burns but is not consumed.  I imagine that most of us would also be curious enough to investigate such a phenomenon as well. God knows each of us as well. For some of us God gets our attention when we lose our job. For others of us God gets our attention when we lose a close family member. For some of us God gets our attention with a medical event.   That is certainly true in my case.  A diagnosis of thyroid cancer when I was forty-two certainly caused me to re-evaluate where my life was going and make some major changes.  One of those changes meant answering the call to the priesthood.   I want to be crystal clear here.  God does not cause cancer, but can use the illness to bring about positive and more God-centered choices in our lives.  God also gets our attention in positive ways such as music, gorgeous sunsets, newborn babies and with those we love.


Thirdly God is patient.   Moses offers lots of excuses as to why God should find someone else.  The first one is in today’s reading when Moses says he can not go to the Israelites because they will ask him questions about God that he can’t answer.  Moses goes on in the verses beyond today’s reading to offer many reasons why he shouldn’t be chosen including offering his brother Aaron in his place. God patiently answers each question with a version of “I will be with you.”  God is patient with us as well probably because the Holy One operates on an eternal time line.  And because each of us is God’s creation, he knows that sometimes it takes a while for us to “get with the program” so to speak.  I find that incredibly empowering especially when I know that I have and will continue to make very human errors.


Fourthly God seeks an intimate relationship with each of us.  I have experienced that many times myself as well as through the stories that I am privileged to hear from other peoples’ interactions with the divine.   But in today’s excerpt from Exodus, God does something that was unheard of in ancient times.  God gives Moses his name.  In ancient times, only the people closest to you knew your real name because people believed that knowing a person’s name gave you power over them and implied a close intimacy.   God tells Moses his name   I AM WHO I AM ( Eh-he-yeh in Hebrew) and that name is eternal.   That naming tradition continues this(tomorrow) morning with our welcoming of Ryan into the waters of baptism.  The scripture says “This is my name forever, and this my title for all generations.”One person many years ago shared with me an interesting observation in regards to names and the way we introduce ourselves.    She said that when we introduce ourselves as “I am Ruth” for example, we are including God’s name with our name.   A thought-provoking idea that has stayed with me.  


The burning bush story in the book of Exodus has also been the subject of many amusing stories.  Perhaps you’ve heard this one.  Recently, while going through an airport during one of his many trips, President Bush encountered a man with long gray hair, wearing a 
white robe and sandals, and holding a staff. 
        President Bush went up to the man and said, "Has anyone told you that you look like Moses?" The man didn't answer. He just kept staring straight ahead. 
        Then the President said, "Moses" in a loud voice. The man just stared ahead, never acknowledging the President. 
       The President pulled a Secret Service Agent aside and, pointing to the robed man, asked him, "Am I crazy or does that man look like Moses to you?" The Secret Service Agent looked at the man and agreed. 

       "Well," said the President, "every time I say his name, he ignores me and stares straight ahead refusing to speak. Watch!" 
       Again the President yelled, "Moses!" and again the man ignored him. 

       Feeling the President's frustration, the Secret Service Agent went up to the man in the robe and whispered, "You look just like Moses. Are you Moses?" 
        The man leaned over and whispered back, "Yes, I am Moses. However, the last time I talked to a bush, I spent forty years in the desert and ended up leading my people to the only spot in the entire Middle East where there is no oil." 


Within the flames of the burning bush, among other things I find hope and empowerment.  I find a God who doesn’t use just perfect people.  I find a God who knows us well enough to get our attention.  I find a God who is patiently and constantly seeking an intimate relationship with me and all of us.   And I find a God who is a constant burning flame of love.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
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