September 12 & 13
Exodus 2:11-25
For the last few weeks, we’ve been revisiting Old Testament stories of God’s covenant. We began at the beginning, with God’s creation of the heavens and earth, and God’s special relationship with humanity – we, who were made in God’s own image. We heard how God made a Covenant with Noah, and gave us the sign of the rainbow as a promise. We listened to the stories of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs, beginning with Abraham and Sarah, and God’s special promise that he would be their God and they would be his people. Against all odds, God would make them the ancestors of a great and wonderful people.  
Their son Isaac had two sons, Jacob and Esau, who fought and strove; but Jacob, in striving with God, received a new name: Israel. Jacob married and had 12 sons, who would become the ancestors of the 12 tribes of Israel. The youngest, Joseph, was Jacob’s favorite. His brothers hated him so much they sold him into slavery, far away, in Egypt. But God had a purpose and a plan, and Joseph became the salvation of them all. He rose through the ranks to become the second-in-command to Pharaoh himself. When famine struck the family of Israel, Joseph’s brothers came to Egypt begging for grain. Struggling between revenge and compassion, Joseph came to forgive his brothers, and the family of God was reconciled once again. 
Generations passed, and the descendents of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob became numerous in the land of Egypt. The Egyptians grew fearful and resentful of the Hebrew people. A new Pharaoh came into power, one that didn’t remember Joseph and his special place. The sons of Israel weren’t important any more. So Pharaoh found a way to subjugate them; and in the way of all despots, enslaved them. When even slavery could not destroy them, Pharaoh issued an edict that all male infants should be killed. But with bravery and courage, the midwives of the Hebrews defied Pharaoh. 
Into this harsh climate, the child Moses was born. His mother, seeking to save his life, placed the infant child in a basket in the Nile. Discovered by Pharaoh’s own daughter, Moses was raised in Pharaoh’s household. But he always remembered who he was: a Hebrew. A son of Israel. So powerful was this identity that when Moses saw a Hebrew slave being mistreated, he killed the Egyptian who was abusing him. 
When his crime was discovered, he escaped with his life. 

Exodus 3:1-15

What would it mean to stand on holy ground? What happens when we encounter God? Moses sees the bush that is afire in the wilderness and stops dead in his tracks. Even if he had not heard the voice of God he would have known this was holy ground. How else can you describe such a place? 

In her book Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Annie Dillard tells of people who had been blind, and have been given the gift of sight. They describe what it is like to see for the first time. How astonishing everything is. One little girl visits a garden and sees a tree for the first time. Staring, speechless with wonder, she names it “the tree with the lights in it.”
 The  tree with the lights in it. That’s what Moses saw. And he, too, was speechless with wonder, standing on holy ground.
Holy ground. Some of us spend a lifetime searching for such a place – a place where we can see God. But revelation can’t be found; that is, you can’t decide to have it. You can’t plan for the Divine to appear, as if God arrives on demand, the way you call a devoted dog. But sometimes revelation comes, striking us with total surprise, as if we were hit by lightning. 

For the writer Annie Dillard, it happened one summer out at Tinker Creek, her out-of-the-way hideout where she went to write in solitude. 

[O]ne day I was walking along Tinker Creek thinking of nothing at all and I saw the tree with the lights in it. I saw the backyard cedar where the mourning doves roost charged and transfigured, each cell buzzing with flame. I stood on the grass with the lights in it, grass that was wholly fire, utterly focused and utterly dreamed. It was less like seeing than like being for the first time seen, knocked breathless by a powerful glance.
 

Is that what Moses felt, out there in the wilderness, staring at that burning bush that would not burn down? When he saw the tree with the lights in it?
Moses was not looking for God that day. If anything he was running from God, running from life, running from his past and from his people. He had a lot to run from. His crazy childhood, like some kind of half-breed, neither fish nor fowl, neither Hebrew nor Egyptian, privileged but a stranger. His anger and his rage rising at the injustice, watching his brothers and sisters break their backs under endless toil, burdened with the ambitious projects of the proud Egyptians. His utter powerlessness to make anything change. His failure to make anything of his privileged life. 
That’s what led to it all, that day he killed the Egyptian slave-driver, that rash act of fury that forced him out to this God-forsaken country away from everything, where he could begin again and just be left alone. 
Alone. He was alone that day, out at the far end of the wilderness, tending another man’s sheep. As far away from the hub and clamor of the city as you could be. Out in the desert, so far from the lush, green crops of the Nile river valley. As far as Horeb, the mountain of God. How could he know where he was? He was just tending sheep.  

Then he saw it. Was knocked breathless. Heard his name called. Hid his face in his hands in fear of this holy power. 

Here, alone, far from his people, his family, his past, Moses encounters God. The God of his people, his family, his past. “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob.” 

This is not some strange God-of-the-mountains, not a mysterious, magical power, but God. This is the God of his people, the Hebrew people, Israel’s children. What Moses experiences is not some mystical, Zen-like ‘enlightenment.’ He encounters Someone, a Being who is powerful and even frightening. A God who knows exactly who Moses is: where he’s come from, what he’s running from, who his people are. This God knows his name. Perhaps that is most frightening of all.
“I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob. I have seen the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry. I know their sufferings, and I have come to deliver them.”

And then he tells Moses, “And I am sending you.” 
The protests he makes are immediate, and brilliant. 

Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh?

I don’t know who you are who is sending me. What do I tell them?

What if they don’t believe me, that the Lord appeared to me?

I have never been eloquent – I am slow of speech.

The last one is my favorite - there he is, arguing with Almighty God, and he says he doesn’t have the words to fight Pharaoh?

But the Lord God, of course, has an answer for everything. There is no objection Moses can make that God cannot meet. Moses is the one whom God has chosen, and Moses it will be who will set God’s people free.

This is what the call of God is like. It has always been so, and so it will always be. God knocks us off our feet, when we least expect it. Even if we think we are running away from God, there is nowhere we can hide. What is it the psalmist says? 
Where can I go from your spirit? 

Or where can I flee from your presence? 

If I take the wings of the morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, 

even there your hand shall lead me 

and your right hand shall hold me fast. 

You hem me in, behind and before, 

and lay your hand upon me. [Psalm 139]
God lays a claim upon us. God lays a claim upon us because God has heard the groaning of humanity, their voices rising up in anguish. God’s call is for the sake of the world God loves. 

We may protest, we may argue, we may demure. But God, who is the Great “I AM,” this God will not be distracted by our arguments, no matter how eloquent we are. “You. I am sending you.” It does not matter who we are or what we have done, or not done. It does not matter how highly we think of ourselves, or if we are convinced that we have nothing to offer this world. It does not even matter if we run to the hills to escape. 
We have come here for a hundred reasons this morning. Maybe you are searching for holy ground, hoping for some sacred encounter with God. Maybe there is pain in your life, some failure, or powerlessness, something difficult to face, and you just want to get away from everything, if only for awhile. Maybe you are a parent, shepherding your children here because you think you should, not expecting much of anything for yourself. 

No matter what brings you here, God issues you an invitation. Look around you, and listen carefully. Keep your eyes open, the eyes of your heart; you may see the tree with the lights in it – the utter, breathtaking awesome wonder that the Lord is near, and you are standing on holy ground. 

Listen deeply. Try to listen with the heart of God. You may hear the cries of this world – the misery of the hungry, the cries of the sick who have no one to tend them, the pain of the poor who are enslaved by their poverty. 

Listen… And then you may hear something more: your own name being called. Your own name, in God’s voice, saying, “I am sending you.” 

“I am sending you.”

“I am sending YOU.”

Thanks be to God. 
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