TEXT  Exodus 3 v 1-14

Moses led his flock across the desert.
Perhaps he enjoyed the simplicity of it after Egypt where he’d been the cuckoo in the nest.  He was free of responsibility, except for looking after sheep; free of the competing demands of his Egyptian family and Hebrew family; free of the accusation of murder (though the king could have pardoned him had Moses wished).  Perhaps he enjoyed the solace of solitude.  He was no longer torn 2 ways; he could be himself.

Or perhaps the emptiness of the desert resonated with an inner emptiness.  Perhaps he missed the little luxuries of palace life, the buzz & excitement of being at the centre of things.  Or maybe that inner emptiness existed, despite having wealth & pleasure even before he fled from Egypt.

Anyone who has visited the Trossachs or the Highlands has been attracted & afraid of the desert.  At times we may welcome the solitude, the freedom, the solace.  But at other times, the desert is a place of dryness, of threat, of barrenness.  Inwardly, the desert may be the illness that won’t go away, the work pressures that make us hate Mondays, the family upset that separates us from those we love, the inner emptiness when we feel that something vital is missing from our lives, the perversity that encourages us to do and say things we later regret.

Moses led his flock across the desert.
And he came to Mt Horeb, the Bare Mountain, with his unanswered questions, his mixed motives & emotions.  There was nowhere else to go.  And as so often happens when we come to the end of our resources, it was there that God met him.

There the angel of the Lord appeared to him as a flame coming from the middle of a bush.  An ordinary, inoffensive bush.  On fire but not burning up.  It matched the small flame burning passionately inside him.  That small flame would burn in Jeremiah when his passionate desire for his people’s well-being was matched by their apathy.  That small flame would burn within 2 friends of Jesus on that desolate road to Emmaus as they picked over the bones of Jesus’s life & work until a stranger joined them & interpreted Scripture in such a way that their passion was rekindled & drove back the shadows of defeat & despair.

A small flame.  Renowned violinist Anne-Sophie Mutter regrets the uniformity of young violinists who leave college all sounding the same, such is their desire to not offend audiences.  She believes that “As a player you have a duty to find new ways of expression, to provoke new thoughts.  I oppose the impersonal: we need people who fascinate..., we need someone who is burning up in front of us!”

An ordinary, inoffensive bush.  On fire but not burning up.  It fascinates Moses.  As does the God who is burning up in front of him.  Moses sees that the world is not a place of emptiness where we inoculate selves against the prevailing culture of cynicism & despair.  Rather it is full of the mysteries of faith and the purposes of God. 

And God said, “Don’t come any closer.  Take off your sandals, because you’re standing on holy ground.”  So Moses takes off his shoes.  He stands barefoot in the presence of his Creator.  Barefooted, he feels the ground beneath his feet, its warmth, its sharpness.  Barefooted, he is vulnerable, aware of the world around him.  Barefooted, he is in touch with his innermost self.  And barefooted, God puts him back in touch with people.

“I am the God of Abraham, Isaac & Jacob...I have seen how cruelly my people are being treated in Egypt.  I have heard them cry out to be rescued...”   They want to leave the desert of slave labour & find freedom.  They long for a spacious & fertile land of their own.  They long for an end to the loneliness of being unwanted, despised, feared; they long for a place of security and welcome.  They long to be on holy ground where G rules with justice & mercy.

And G still hears the cries of those who are lonely & troubled.  But while we support many good causes in wider world, let us not forget the needs of those around us.  How much someone’s day can be brightened by a phone call or an email.  How touched we are when someone remembers to send a card for a special occasion, whether happy or sad.  How affirmed we feel when someone truly listens to what we’re saying or looks us in the eye.  How big a difference a visit can make.  When I worked for the United Church of Zambia I made a routine call on a  Zambian woman who had been recently bereaved.  As I left she said: “Today God has visited my house.”  Yes, we stand on holy ground, even with these humble acts.

And God says to Moses: “I am sending you to the king of Egypt so that you can lead my people out of his country.”   Ordinary people can do extraordinary things with God’s help.  Well, others might, but me?  Sorry, God, but I’m no speaker, says Moses.  I’m the killer, the one who ran away, remember?  I’m the son of a Hebrew slave brought up in an Egyptian palace.  I’m not really one of them.  Don’t get me wrong, God, I’m happy for you to rescue them.  I’ll welcome them if they come this way.  And to be honest, God, I don’t know who you are and how will these people know that it’s you who sent me?  How about some sort of proof?

Ah, proof.  If only we had proof of God’s existence we could trust him more easily.  If only we knew what God wanted of us before we started, we would reach our goal more quickly with much less heart searching.  If only we could stay in our comfort zone of personal well-being, we would work with God more readily.

Proof? Says G.  When you bring the people out of Egypt you will worship me on this mountain.  It’s usually when we look back that we see how God has worked for good.  But first we have to journey in faith before we get the confirmation.  

In his book, The Solace of Fierce Landscapes, Belden Lane tells of his experiences of journeying in wilderness places, both in the American West and at Mt Sinai.  He sets alongside it his inner journey alongside his dying mother, through the crisis of cancer and the long wilderness of Alzheimer’s.  He also looks at the long tradition of faith that ties the outward journey in the wilderness with that inner journey.  And he shows how that painful yet purging experience can offer liberation and inner healing and the impulse to truly worship God on this mountain.

