PAGE  
2

[image: image1.jpg]Amersham
Free Church



Exodus 3.1-12

Matthew 28.1-20

31st August 2014

Finding your Footing
Gracious God – we open the bible and long to receive your word – open, we pray, our minds and hearts to receive that word with all its comfort and in all its challenge. Amen.

One in three women are in domestic service.  That’s not a headline statistic from the majority world but from the history books as they describe the British workforce of 1900.  My grandmother, just a few years later than that, was one of them, a cook cum housekeeper for a Chorleywood family just down the road. At the beginning of last century, up until the Great War, domestic service was the largest type of employment in Britain.

Although the noun ‘servant’ is rarely used today we still value and promote the idea of the verb ‘to serve’. Our Guides and Brownies have it as part of their ethos as does any young person working through the Duke of Edinburgh’s award.

Of course it’s part of our vocabulary here at church too.  When Michael was ordained Elder just a few months ago we talked of him being called and elected to this piece of Christian Service.  In fact the titles Minister or Deacon literally mean servant, and even those of us who struggle at languages probably know the Greek word doulos means the same thing. 

The Old Testament lectionary reading for today is one of the major passages in the Book of Exodus and it’s a ‘Commissioning Narrative’ – that is it’s all about a call to service.  At first it feels like a chance meeting but it soon takes on the dynamics of a divine encounter.  Moses senses a call from God – a commissioning to what, for him, became a life-long vocation.

It’s written up in much the same way as other, similar accounts of say the call of Gideon or Jeremiah: there is a charge to complete a task, some reticence shown by the one being called, an assurance given by God and then a sign to confirm the authenticity of the commission.

I’m a great fan of the one time TV series The West Wing – a fictional drama about President Josiah Bartlett’s two terms at The White House.  In fact we have become such sad devotees that it dawned on us recently that we’ve watched the seven series in the box set no less than five times now – I think we need therapy!  Well you soon get to learn in the drama that if The White House requires a person to come and work for them the offer of a job isn’t really optional – the technical term is to be invited to ‘serve at the pleasure of The President’ – to which an American citizen is really always expected to give an instant ‘yes’.

God, on the other hand, doesn’t seem to be so fortunate.  So Moses is in good company with others who weren’t backward in coming up with reasons why God might have got it wrong, someone else would surely be better, I haven’t got quite the right qualities you are looking for Yahweh, try my neighbour, he’s just your man.

In Exodus 3 God is commissioning Moses and the drama of a burning bush seems to be part of his strategy.

So what’s going on here?

At this time Moses was a shepherd looking after Jethro’s, his father in law’s, sheep.  Jethro was not only a farmer he was also a priest of Median.  His people were, like many others in those far off days, nomadic.  They wondered from one good grazing place to another, where the sheep went the people followed.

One day, out on shepherding duties, Moses finds himself on a range of mountains in southern Palestine called Horeb.  One of these peaks was soon to become famous, the summit called Sinai, on which he would receive the Ten Commandments.  But that was for a different day; today he is doing nothing much, simply watching out for the sheep as they grazed on the Horeb ridge.

Of course Moses is a shepherd with a rather unusual past.  He’d grown up in Pharaoh’s house, but after killing an Egyptian for beating one of the Hebrews he fled the land.  A long time has passed since that episode in his life and the Pharaoh who sought his life has died.  But what hasn’t subsided was the oppressive conditions of those Hebrew slaves in Egypt, their plight, their suffering and their humiliation continued.

So on this ordinary day when nothing much seems to be going on the story goes that this Prince cum Shepherd stumbles upon a burning bush.  A shrub on fire yet not consumed.  

From within the flames the Angel of the Lord appears to him – that’s Hebrew Scripture speak for God.
All this seems to have understandably baffled and intrigued him.  

Around this incendiary phenomenon Moses hears the call of God.  He is standing on Holy Ground and here he meets the God of his forefathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  

An integral part of the story which has intrigued me this week – something I’ve never read up on before – is the significance of the sandals – or at least taking them off.

Scripture mentions this sort of foot-ware now and again.  Later in Exodus the Hebrews are instructed to prepare for their journey out of Egypt having a staff in their hand and sandals on their feet.  In the books of Deuteronomy and Ruth we’re told that removing your sandals nullified a previously binding legal agreement or social ties thus creating the conditions for new claims, new responsibilities and new relationships.

Might it just be, suggests some commentators, that as he removed his sandals that day God was, as it were, asking Moses to come to the end of his present journey.  To lay down his present tasks.  To conclude this phase of his life and in the release of this moment, as the sandals are removed, to accept God’s challenge for the next step of the journey.

Sandals were discovered in the tomb of the Pharaoh Tut-ankh-Amon.  These were elaborate sandals and what was fascinating for those who discovered them was that this Pharaoh had the image of foreign captives inscribed upon his insole.  As if in every step he took this king was literally walking on his enemies!  Now there’s a selling feature that Clarks have yet to develop!

Well the sandals that Moses is being called to wear have nothing to do with status, stability and success. This was a tough call – he was being asked to find his footing in this holy soil – to speak up for the oppressed – to speak truth unto power – and to lead a people into a new understanding of nationhood under God.

As he takes off his sandals he takes the next step in his call from God.

Now the truth is I’m always just a little uncomfortable about what the Church does with this theme of ‘calling’.  Uncomfortable in that we inevitably emphasise it in relation to the ordained ministry and vocations within the orbit of the church, or even professions such as nursing and teaching – yet we talk too little, in my opinion, about a person’s sense of call to their job as an accountant, banker or shop keeper – a parent’s call to be a mother or father.  And maybe that’s not too surprising because perhaps these tasks and opportunities just seem to have come our way naturally and delightfully. Yet, looking back and speaking personally, I can’t think of anything I’ve done in life that’s been more important for me than being, for example, a dad – it’s up there with that sense of calling I had and have to ordained ministry.

You might have an equally strong sense of call to be a carer for a family member, a committed school governor, the best business manager you can be or the most supportive friend to someone in need.

I’m glad in a way that Moses seems to have stumbled upon his calling and that he even argues with God about what it all means. Discerning God’s way and the part we play in it can be equally ambiguous today – so much so that although the call may be for us as an individual it’s nearly always the case that it’s best discerned by talking it through with someone else.


I love the way that Mother Theresa described the moment she felt God was speaking to her, urging her to move out of a comfortable teaching job as a Roman Catholic sister and set up a house in the slum area of Calcutta.  She had been ill and was on a train travelling towards the hills for recouperation.  As the mountains approached she sensed that God was prompting her to take this new direction in her life and she called it ‘The Call within the Call’.

I wonder what chimed with Moses that day?  What prompted him to say ‘yes’ to God?  Was it the spectacle of the burning bush?  Or was it that deep sense he had that God actually cared about a hurting people – that somehow the cries of the Hebrew slaves in Egypt had made their way to heaven’s door.

I think Exodus 3 presents it as the later.

Verses 7-8: God says:I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt, so I have come down to rescue them.

That’s a phrase, God coming down, which may seem a little strange to our ears.  It’s one of those Old Testament ways of speaking which describe God in human terms.  We bump into it in other passages from the Hebrew Scriptures.  In the Adam and Eve story God, we are told, came down to speak with them during the cool of the day.  He came down to frustrate the building of the Tower of Babel, and so here in Exodus he once again is depicted as the rescuing God, coming down to save his people from their maltreatment by Pharaoh.

It’s all part of the writer’s intention to communicate a theological idea about the nature of Yahweh – that he is not a God who is distant and uninvolved with his creation, but a deity who loves and cares for his world.

You can say a lot about a book by its title.  Many of us ministers have one or two books on our shelves by the Christian scholar Jurgen Moltman.  One of his famous works is called: The Crucified God. Just the title makes you think - it’s so profound.  In a way it seems such a contradictory statement: how can any self-respecting God be crucified?  But that’s the God of Easter. The God who shares our pain.  The God who ‘comes down’ to be with us, to walk beside us through the valley of shadows. The Crucified God.

I have seen your misery, says God to Moses at the burning bush, and I have come down.

I guess I sense, like you, that there is sometimes a gap between Egypt and the Promised Land, a time lapse between our own Good Friday and Easter Day.  In those moments when little makes sense, when loneliness is intense, we it takes us everything just to get through, when holding on to faith is as much a matter of the will as the inclination of the heart – we remember it’s the Crucified God who walks alongside us. The God who has come down and is with us in a wilderness that may last 40 days or even, as Moses was to experience, 40 years.

We must close.  

Eventually Moses said ‘Yes’ to God.  He became a thorn in the side of Pharaoh, an unwelcome disturber of Egypt’s status quo.  It was God’s agenda, God’s business and Moses signs up as God’s servant.

The bible has many accounts of God calling men and women to be his servants.  It’s a recurring theme; God does not press gang us into his service but invites us to be part of his team, to come on board.  He did that with Moses, Isaiah, with the disciples and Paul.  Sometimes it took a vision, a burning bush or simply a meeting by the lakeside with the parting challenge, Come and follow me.

He still invites us, you and me.  Invites us first of all to be his disciples, to put our trust and confidence in him.  And then he calls us to a variety of work and challenges as we walk beside him and seek to serve him.


Taking off the sandals, standing on holy ground, putting on new shoes and finding a fresh footing – it’s all about God’s call and our response – may some of these themes find a resonance in our own journey of discipleship, in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.
