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This coming Thursday, Americans will gather for the annual ritual of gratitude and feasting we call Thanksgiving. In parades and speeches and sermons on that day we will encounter again the story of the Pilgrims arriving at Plymouth from England aboard the Mayflower in 1620. 

Americans have long associated the flight of the Pilgrims from religious persecution in the old world to the freedom of a new land, with the biblical story of the Exodus of the people Israel from bondage in Egypt. As Pharaoh oppressed the Hebrew people, so the Puritans found themselves on the receiving end of discrimination by the dominant forces of their time. Their decision to flee to these shores paralleled, in their view, the Israelites’ departure from Egypt.

The Pilgrims consciously adopted the language of Moses to frame their exodus. They likened King James of England to Pharaoh of Egypt. As they set out for America, their leader William Bradford said their journey was as significant as that of “Moses and the Israelites when they went out of Egypt.” Bradford himself would later be called the “Moses” of Plymouth Colony. 

From the start, our national narrative has held deeply within it the story of Moses and the Exodus.  Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Paine, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson all linked the great American experiment in liberty to the Israelites’ coming into the Promised Land. Even George Washington used a biblical lens to view the birth of the new nation. “May the same wonder-working Deity,” Washington wrote shortly after his election as president, 

“who long since delivered the Hebrews from the Egyptian oppressors (and) planted them in the promised land, whose providential agency has lately been conspicuous in establishing these United States as an independent nation, still continue to water them with the dews of Heaven.”

In the last century, Presidents Wilson, Roosevelt, and Johnson all invoked the name of Moses to rally Americans in times of war. Even Hollywood got into the act when Cecile B. DeMille cast a brawny Charlton Heston as the fierce leader of the Hebrew people in The Ten Commandments. 

Since our nation’s early days, Moses has been portrayed in our political discourse as a great liberating leader. 

The use of the Moses narrative in our land has not been limited to those in power, however. The African people who endured the yoke of slavery in America saw their own oppression as a recreation of the Hebrew experience under Pharaoh in Egypt. The resistance against slavery drew inspiration from the Exodus story. Harriet Tubman even adopted the name “Moses” in the Underground Railroad – and James Weldon Johnson picked up the theme in his great hymn, written in 1921:


“God of our weary years, God of our silent tears,


Thou who hast brought us thus far on the way;


Thou who hast by Thy might led us into the light;


Keep us forever in the path we pray.”


(Third stanza, Lift Every Voice and Sing; 1921)

And who can forget that on the night before he was killed, Martin Luther King, Jr., used the language of Moses: “I’ve been to the mountaintop,” he said, “and I’ve seen the Promised Land.”

For four centuries, Moses has been the quintessential American hero. Against all odds he leads the people out of oppression. After a long, arduous journey he eventually brings them through the darkness into the light of a new day. 

Some of you will recall that 12 years ago Westminster faced difficult circumstances when two pastors left suddenly. At the same time we were in the midst of a campaign to restore the sanctuary, which meant we had to vacate this room. Dan Little, our Pastor in Residence, brilliantly used the language of Exodus to move us out of this sapce and into a journey of nearly a year, until we could return. The image of Moses and his story helped our congregation leave behind its past and live into the future.

In his book America’s Prophet, Bruce Feiler argues that Moses is America’s true founding father. Feiler says, “Moses helped shape American history and values, helped define the American dream, and helped create America.” (New York: William Murrow, 2009; p. 297. Much of the preceding discussion draws on Feiler’s work.)

But the character of the Moses we meet in scripture is not so clearly one-sided. Far from being only a powerful liberator whose mighty image we conjure up when we hear this story, it turns out that Moses actually is a much more complicated, complex, and flawed human being. We see that at the burning bush, where we discover something about what it means to live faithfully. In that biblical account we learn at least three things from Moses.

First, we learn that God wants us to pay attention, especially in the darkness. As the story opens, Moses has fled Pharaoh because of his murder of an Egyptian. He is a fugitive. He moves to the countryside to hide; there, Moses falls in with a local family, marries, and becomes a shepherd of their flock. 

The flame-throwing bush Moses encounters must have lit up under cover of darkness – otherwise the burning might have gone unnoticed. So one night there is Moses, the secretly frightened, guilty-of-murder shepherd caring for his flock under the dark sky when fireworks erupt in a nearby shrub. Rather than flee with his flock as fast as he can, which is what I would have done, Moses is curious. God gets the shepherd’s attention. “I must turn aside and look at this great sight,” Moses says, “and see why the bush is not burned up.” (Exodus 3:3) 

It may be that our first step toward God begins with paying attention, particularly when the darkness closes in on us, the darkness of fear or brokenness, of grief or suffering, of guilt or anger. God will be present most likely in those time, in our alone times, when there seems to be no way forward. As is true of many of us, Moses was living in denial out there in the wilderness, hoping that what he knew about himself and about the oppression of his people would simply go away. The journey toward the Land of Promise begins that night for Moses, in the light of that bush burning in the dark.  

The first thing we learn from Moses at the burning bush is that God wants us to pay attention, especially to the darkness.

Second, the Almighty wants Moses to let God be God. This is especially hard for those who think we are in control of our lives, who think we can manage our way through anything – and I see some of us today in this room. God is sovereign over this world and over our lives; we are not. As the psalmist reminds us, “The earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof, the world, and those who live in it.” (Psalm 24:1)

Moses is not in control that night when the bush flames on. He is told to take off his shoes, because he is standing on holy ground. There is nothing casual about this encounter. It is serious business: the divine comes close and Moses is appropriately terrified. God is not to be trifled with. God will be God.

Our worship of God ought to be something like that. It ought to convey the profundity of what is happening here. What we do in worship ought to awaken us to the power of God’s presence. Worship should not be a haphazard or careless affair. It should not be about trying to please those in the pews. Worship is about God. That night at the bush, Moses enters into worship. He humbles himself before God.

Last week a number of us attended Friday prayer at Masjid an-Nur, a mosque in north Minneapolis. I came away with the impression that the worshippers in that mosque understood that they had come into the presence of God. They removed their shoes, they bowed to the floor in prayer, they gave themselves over physically to their worship. They were on holy ground, where God is God and we are not. 

Have you ever seen the ordination of a Roman Catholic priest? Usually several of them are ordained at the same time. During the mass they come forward and lie down, face down, on the floor – typically a hard, stone floor. In God’s presence it is holy ground.

A person seeking to live faithfully sees holy ground all around. The hospital ward, the school room, the homeless shelter, the city jail, the psychiatric unit, the shopping mall, the army base – all of them are made sacred by the presence of God. If we pay attention to it, we see it; when we do, we know we are on holy ground. We might want to take off our shoes.

Finally, When God calls, Moses – against his better judgment – responds, even when he feels inadequate to the task and lacks confidence and is sure he is not the man for the job. He is not eager to go to Pharaoh. He knows what God wants him to do and tries repeatedly to wiggle out from under the assignment, but in the end he goes. 

We respond to God in tangible ways. We leave the comfort of the quiet fields and head into the city. We give up a week of vacation to volunteer to build a house. We show up to sing or teach or usher or greet every Sunday. We make a financial pledge to support the church. When we take God seriously we respond in concrete ways. Ways that make a difference to us and to others.

God is not interested in our being bystanders – although that is what Moses would prefer, as would many of us. Moses is given a direction in life. He is told to seek justice for his people. Moses has been called, and so have we. John Calvin wrote, “Each individual has his own kind of living assigned to him by the Lord as a sort of sentry post so that he may not heedlessly wander about throughout life.” (Institutes of the Christian Religion III.XI.6 [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960], p. 724) 

At the burning bush, Moses becomes aware of what “kind of living” God has assigned him. The cause of God is just; Moses knows that, for he has seen the oppression of the Hebrews. He can no longer “heedlessly wander about throughout life.” There is lot of that around these days – heedless wandering. His job – and ours, too – is to say yes to God, and that takes courage. The courage comes from trusting God, not from our own resources. 

Moses learns at least three things at the burning bush, and so do we: that faithful living means paying attention, especially to the dark places. It means letting God be God. And it means responding when called. 

The myth of Moses, so popular in the narrative history of our country, is tempered by the reality of Moses the man. The hero who leads God’s people out of bondage does not start out that way. He begins more like you and me. We find ourselves a lot like Moses before God:  reluctant, perhaps; hesitant, yes; maybe even trying to run the other way when God calls. 

But God will not let us go. Fires will light up the night sky if necessary, for our God intends to call us into the journey toward the land of promise.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Like Moses before God


Psalm 24; Exodus 3:1-8


Timothy Hart-Andersen
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