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Sermon for the third Sunday of Lent, March 7, 2010

Readings: Exodus 3:1-15; psalm 63; 1 Corinthians 10:1-13; Luke 13:1-9

Sermon text: There the angel of the LORD (YAHWEH; I AM WHO I AM) appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a bush; he looked and the bush was blazing, yet it was not consumed. Then Moses said, “I must turn aside at look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not consumed.” Exodus 3:2-3

My friend Carol Mead wrote a book of daily meditations a few years back entitled The Holy in the Ordinary. I think the title plays a bit on a phrase of the English poet and priest, George Herbert. Prayer, he wrote, is, among other things, “heaven in ordinary.”

Last week I spoke about prayer as conversation, a heart to heart with Christ. But prayer—connection with the living God-- is many things:  an arrow of longing, a sense of presence, a glimpse of deep truth, an unveiling of glory. A finding of the holy in the ordinary.

In the way a child reaches up to hold your hand while walking, something that happens daily—yet you know or feel the grace of God in that moment. A sense of the fullness of life on a summer evening. A smile from a stranger. A fish breaking the surface of a glassy lake.

And the holy can be seen in the extraordinary too. As when the northern lights come overhead and for four hours shimmer with unworldly beauty (I was there that night thirty plus years ago). As when you stand by the bed of a beloved parent, spouse, sibling or friend as they pass out of this life into the next. As when a newborn baby comes into the world.

How about you? When has the holy come into your life and shimmered in glory, and you shivered in awe.

Moses was walking along, minding his father-in-law’s flock, when he noticed something unusual. A bush was burning, and yet it was not consumed. He went over to take a closer look and he could swear he heard a voice calling his name and telling him, this was holy ground—God was here—take off your shoes, and bow down your head. 

And then God disclosed to Moses his future—to be the liberator of his people—and revealed the sacred name, one that even now we seldom if ever pronounce—but custom has it we use the honorary title Lord. But the name was Yahweh in Hebrew, which has a range of possible meanings, including I AM WHO I AM or I AM WHAT I AM.  And although in our media saturated age we may hear echoes of Popeye (I Yam who I Yam), for most of history people have seen the disclosing of an identity as BEING, from which all other being flows or is created. This is the God of creation.

But Yahweh disclosed another identity marker as well. He is the God of history as well as nature. He told Moses I am the God of your ancestors, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. This is the God who made a covenant and promise to Abraham, who has promised a future of abundant blessing and everlasting life, who has heard the cries of the people in bondage. This God will continue to be with and disclose God’s self in many ways to the people, to David, to the prophets, and most of all through the Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth. He is the one in whom the promise is fulfilled and who begins another chapter in the history—and gives another name we may call, another name by which we may be saved. And who has left us with a companion, the Holy Spirit, to guide our prayer and understanding.

This is the God of the universe appearing also as the God of history—as one who may be seen, occasionally, who reveals new aspects of his nature and our destiny. If we have eyes to see and ears to hear.

This is the God on whom we may call—and who we will someday see face to face, our judge as well as creator and redeemer.

Thank God when that last day comes we believe we will behold the merciful face of Christ—our brother and friend as well as Lord and Savior. But Jesus is not all kisses and pats on the head. Look at today’s reading. He tells a parable the point of which is that God is patient but also demanding—we are to bear fruit with our lives—and our time is running out (we are only here for a short stay). So fertilize and get on with the work.

And I want to comment on another thing in the gospel reading. And that is a lesson on where God is not to be seen.

Jesus asked, “Do you think that the eighteen who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell were worse sinners than all the others living in Jerusalem. No, I tell you, but unless you repent you will all perish just as they did.” 

I interpret this a s meaning that God is not to be easily seen or judgments made about those involved in natural or manmade disasters. We see this temptation still today, in comments made by such would be guides to the mind of God as Pat Robertson. But Jesus clearly says that those who perished were not better or worse—they were run of the mill sinners in need, as we are, of repentance. And when the end comes suddenly and unexpectedly—perhaps tragically or unfairly—the question to ask is not, why did God single those out for judgment? But, am I ready to meet my maker? We can put off amendment of life day after day, month after month—but don’t count on deathbed conversions to save you. Get right with God right now.

See, now is the acceptable time, Paul wrote. Now is the day that God has appointed. Now is always the time to wake up, sleeper, and see the new day dawning. 

Never look at others and say, I think this is what God has in mind. But look at your own life—and wonder where God is active in it. It is for the people of Haiti or Chile, New York or New Orleans to say—we see or don’t see the hand of God in this disaster. It is up to those on the outside to respond with compassion and with a look to their own state of readiness.

I am not privy to the details of God’s providence. But I believe the outlines of the story are clear enough. We are born into a great story—and have our part to play in it. It started in the beginning—and one day the world will end, just as for each of us. In the meantime keep your eyes open, walk in the light as long as there is light, Jesus said, for the time if coming when there will be night and no way to see. Don’t put off until tomorrow your resolutions, but turn even this morning to light of Christ. Repent of what you know is not of God in your life—and embrace the truth and beauty of the way of Christ.

Well, I suppose I have preached an old-fashioned come to Jesus sermon. That’s okay. You can take it however you choose. But I want to finish by returning to the story of a bush that is not consumed. In a little while the children will come in bearing a painting of the burning bush they have been working on this morning. We will bring it up and place it in front of the altar. Think of it as something more than just an illustration of an old story. Consider the meaning of this verse—“and the bush was not consumed”—to the Jewish people. It is inscribed above the entrance of the Jewish Theological Seminary in new York City—right across Broadway from my old seminary, Union Theological. It means that the Jewish people may suffer, have suffered, but God has never left them, there has been and always will be a faithful remnant. The bush will not be consumed.

And consider the children who will carry it in. It is their feet whose prints you see on the canvases string up as a cross in the back window—a project from last week’s wonderful “Messy Church.” You will hear more about this in Amy’s presentation after church this morning. They are learning to walk in the way of Jesus—like their parents—and their parents’ parents. God of our ancestors. Back we go to Abraham, Moses and Jesus. And on we will go as long as God is willing. Generation after generation walking, carrying the cross, and beholding the beauty of the Lord, seeing the holy in the ordinary, and, /God willing, the extraordinary scenes from our lives. 

See, what glory there is the ordinary passage of a life, of a generation, of a people. What glory there may be in seeing the print of a foot, the wonder of a child. We are blessed to be alive. Open our eyes O Lord, to see your hand at work in the world about. Give us strength to do what you have called us to do and shown us is right. Comfort us in our sorrows and forgive us for our sins, as we forgive others who sin against us. And lead us in your time to the glory you have prepared for us from all eternity.

In Christ’s name we pray, Amen.
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