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Last Sunday, we met Jacob: the third in a series of the patriarchs we hear 

God mention in today’s reading, after Abraham and Isaac. Jacob would also be 

given a new name: Israel. He would be the father of Joseph (of the many-colored 

coat) who – after being sold into slavery by his jealous brothers and taken in Egypt 

– rose to power as the Pharaoh’s second-in-command through God’s gifts of dream 

interpretation and administration. In time, his family reunited and settled in Egypt; 

but a new Pharaoh arose, who did not remember Joseph, and was jealous and 

afraid of the Israelites living in their midst. He ordered them into slavery, then for 

their children to be thrown into the Nile.  

The daughter of this Pharaoh found the infant Moses floating on the river 

and brought him up in the palace as her own son. But as an adult, Moses saw an 

Egyptian beating an Israelite; he killed that Egyptian and buried him in the sand. 

When found out, Moses ran away to the Sinai Peninsula to make a new life for 

himself as a shepherd. As the close of Exodus, chapter two, God hears the cries of 

the suffering Israelites and vows to set them free. We pick up the story, today, at 

the beginning of the third chapter. Listen to hear God’s word. 

 Read Exodus 3:1-15 

 If there was ever any question whether God is mysterious, we witness it 

today in this bush that burns but is not consumed. Moses, out in the desert – 

tending the flocks of his father-in-law Jethro – comes across this mysterious sight. 

How long must he have watched it burning until he noticed that the bush was not 

being consumed? How closely must we pay attention to the environment around us 

to notice all the miracles taking place around us? 

 Moses is patient and curious enough to take notice of this mystery and 

wonder why it is happening; he did not simply walk by with his head down. Would 

God have taken some further action to make Moses take notice? Was God waiting 

for someone, anyone, to stop and look? 



 We soon learn that God is in this burning bush; and calls out to Moses by 

name. The response of Moses is one that has already become familiar in the Old 

Testament: Moses says, “I’m here,” meaning, I’m ready to listen, to engage, to act. 

 This desert place, seemingly an ordinary location, is declared by God to be 

holy ground. This is in Sinai – not in Israel, not in Egypt. Later it will be known as 

Horeb: the holy mountain of God; but at this point it is holy, special, because it is 

where God comes to encounter and be in relationship with Moses; on behalf of his 

people 

 God has seen the suffering of the Israelites; heard their cries of lament; and 

knew their pain. Even though God had been silent – the Egyptians had, after all, 

enslaved the people of Israel for centuries – God was neither distant nor detached 

but showed compassion for the oppression that the people endured.1 

 In the eighth verse, God tells Moses: “I’ve come down to rescue them from 

the Egyptians in order to take them out of that land and bring them to a good and 

broad land, a land that’s full of milk and honey.” The Hebrew word for Egypt 

means narrow place: the Israelites had been experiencing the constriction of 

slavery and anxiety over their connection with the divine. God will instead move 

them to a spacious land – a broad place – where they will be fully free.2 

 While God is coming down and taking the initiative to act; in verse ten, 

Moses is told that God is sending him to Pharaoh to bring the Israelites out of 

Egypt. What is being described here is a partnership: human and divine working 

together to respond to the suffering of God’s people. To save the Israelites, God 

chooses not to work alone; but neither will Moses be working alone. God will be 

with him every step of the way. 

 This is the way that God always acts: in partnership with those willing to 

stop and take notice; to hear when they are being called to help alleviate suffering; 

to bring people out of a narrow, constricted place and into one that is broader, more 

abundant. Thus, this story is one that gives hope to all people and peoples that are 

suffering and oppressed; who dare cry out to God. God sees and hears; God comes 

down and finds those who will become freedom partners. 

 Despite his initial courage, Moses soon begins to doubt that he is ready or 

able to fulfill this calling. He is a man without a people or a country: having been 
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rejected by the Egyptians and Israelites alike, forced to run away to the Sinai 

desert. God, instead, looks at this weakness as a strength: Moses will be able to 

straddle these two worlds; speaking both to Pharaoh and the Israelites; he is in a 

unique position to carry out God’s purpose and plan. 

 Looking for assurance in his doubt, Moses says to God, “If I now come to 

the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your ancestors has sent me to you,’ they 

are going to ask me, ‘What’s this God’s name?’ What am I to say to them?” God 

recognizes this plea for assurance but refuses to narrow Moses’ conception of who 

God is. The answer, “I Am” or “I Will Be” is again mysterious: God is impossible 

to predict or control. God refuses to be like any limited human partner but will 

remain broad and beyond imagination. 

 We can identify with Moses because he is being called to do something that 

seems beyond his readiness and capability. His preference would be that God find 

someone else who has greater access or is better equipped. And while God shows 

patience with these objections, God has chosen Moses as a human instrument of 

healing and liberation and persists in pursuing this partnership. When Moses said, 

“I’m here,” God takes it seriously; the mystery about what is going to happen, how 

it will all work out, cannot deter God from joining human frailties to the divine 

will. 

 As God’s people, we are also called to be human instruments and partners in 

the divine purpose. Our own objections might be just as plentiful and valid as those 

Moses claims: we don’t have access or power; we don’t know what to say or why 

anyone would listen. And yet, every one of us knows people or peoples in need of 

care and compassion, who cry out in pain and long to be set free. Sometimes, we 

convince ourselves that the situation is too constrictive for us to make any real 

difference; but the truth that scripture reveals to us is this: God will not act alone; 

God’s way into the future is not dictated solely by divine will. By design, God is 

not in total control of what will follow. What human partners like Moses – and like 

us – do and say in relationship with God and each other counts to what shape the 

future takes.3 

 Maybe Moses is told to remove his shoes because where he is standing is 

holy ground; a sacred place where he can listen and hear God’s purpose for his life. 

But, in addition, maybe it is because he needs to give up his resistance to getting 
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involved; to take off that which is separating him from the earth on which he walks 

and that he shares with his people, the Israelites. They are crying out because of 

their suffering and – though he may not realize it – God sees in Moses the very 

person that is uniquely positioned to partner with the divine to set them free; to 

lead them out of a narrow place and into a broad land: the one promised to his 

ancestors long ago.  

 It may not have been easy or comfortable to accept God’s call and take that 

barefoot journey, but Moses is promised that he will not have to do it alone: “I 

Am” will go with him. God promises the same for us: not only in what is, but also 

with what will be. Amen. 


