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“Hit the Road and Hit the Books”

Gracious God, when we are stubborn forgive us; when we raise too many objections be patient with us; and when you call us give us the courage to respond with “Here I Am, Lord.”

Moses and the burning bush.  It’s a great story.  It’s one of those “need to know” Bible stories.  It’s a story that adults and kids can relate to.  
The adults here are probably familiar with the story because we’ve seen it played out in Cecil B. DeMille’s epic movie “The 10 Commandments”.  (How many of you have seen the “10 Commandments”?)

The Moses we picture looks strikingly similar to Charleton Heston.  This Charleton Heston like Moses is larger than life.  He’s strong.  He speaks eloquently.  He’s handsome.  And he never questions the God who speaks from the burning bush, a God who sounds a lot like James Earl Jones and Darth Vader!  Ah yes, Charleton Heston’s Moses lives on.

The younger ones among us are probably familiar with the story of the burning bush because they’ve seen it played out in Dreamworks’ movie “The Prince of Egypt”. (How many of you have seen “The Price of Egypt”?)

In this movie, Moses isn’t strong and fearless; he’s quizzical and willing to admit that he doesn’t understand why God has chosen him to be the Hebrew people’s liberator.  “I don’t understand” he tells God. I fled the country because I killed an Egyptian; I’m outlaw number one.  I’m not the right person for the job.
Now, all of your grown-ups here should know that the Moses in the “Prince of Egypt” is much more in keeping with the Moses we meet in the Bible.  Moses, despite what we may think, is not a superhero.  He’s just a regular guy.

Moses is a shepherd, and when we meet him today he’s tending sheep on Mount Horeb, also known as Mount Sinai, which is God’s mountain and the same mountain on which he’ll receive the 10 commandments.  When he sees the burning bush he’s curious, but timid.  “Hmm,” he says, “I will go over and see this strange sight-why the bush does not burn up.”   

So Moses goes over to the bush.  This is when God calls out, “Moses.  Moses.”  Don’t come any closer and take off your sandals; this is holy ground.

God then reminds Moses that he is the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and his father, and that he’s seen the affliction of his people and heard their cries and is concerned for their welfare.  “I’ve come down to rescue them and lead them out of Egypt to a land flowing with milk and honey,”  God says. “So go, leave this place, because I’m sending you to Pharaoh with the message that he is to let my people go.”

This is when Moses looks around and says, “Uh, are you talking to me?  Because I’m just a nobody.”  I can only imagine the editors of Exodus left out the part where Moses says, “In case you didn’t notice, God, I’m just tending to my sheep minding my own business.  So, you must have me confused with some other guy.”

“No,” God says.  “Nope.  I don’t think so.  But don’t worry.  I’m with you.”  In other words, no problem. It’ll be alright.  

You know when someone says that, there’s a problem.
So Moses says, “And what if they don’t believe me?  What if they ask, “Who sent you?  Then what do I say?”

God said, “Just tell them, ‘I am who I am’ sent me.  ‘I am’ has sent me to you.”  
God must figure that makes everything perfectly clear because God then launches into an elaborate plan for how all of this is going to shake out.  But Moses, ever the realist, knows an answer as cryptic as that one isn’t going to fly.  Plus, he doesn’t want to go.
So, he comes up with every excuse he can think of not to go.  I’m just a nobody; they’ll want to know who’s sending me; they won’t believe me; I’m a lousy public speaker; and please I’m begging you send someone else.  Those are reasonable, compelling excuses. Right?  But they’re not compelling enough.

For every excuse Moses comes up with, God has an answer.  God is unrelenting and unaccommodating.  God is as stubborn as Moses is persistent.  God is not going to let Moses off the hook.  So Moses, obligingly and begrudgingly, goes.
To say that God’s call changed Moses’ life is an understatement.  What began as an ordinary day doing the same old thing turned out to be an extraordinary day that changed Moses’ life.  Being the liberator of the Hebrew people was not in Moses’ plans.  Tending his sheep quietly and raising a family in the suburbs of Midian, however, was.  
Chris Hedges is a journalist and graduate of Harvard Divinity School who wrote a book titled, Losing Moses on the Freeway, in which he describes his experience as a student pastor of a small, difficult Presbyterian Church in a horrible neighborhood. It was an experience that utterly changed his life so much that he went from a career in the ministry to a in journalism and international politics. “If you want to make God laugh,” he writes, “tell God your plans” (p. 19).

The hard truth this story teaches us is that God will not be boxed in by our plans . . .that we don’t call the shots . . .and that, just like God said, “I am who I am” so therefore, “I will be, who I want to be”.  
That’s a hard lesson to learn, because we like to think that we are in charge of our destiny or at least can control our own destiny.  We don’t like to be at the mercy of other people or dependant on other people.

Moses was happy being his own boss, in control of his own destiny.  So when God came and tossed Moses’ life plan out the window, he was hesitant, scared, and unsure of what was next.

But of course, what Moses learned once he couldn’t weasel his way out of God’s plan, was that it was OK to follow God’s lead because, even though it may be scary on the front end, you learn along the way that you really can trust God because God knows what is best for us and wants what is best for us.  Moses learned that God didn’t come into his life to shred his life plan to bits for no apparent reason, God came into Moses’ life because God knew that Moses was the best person to lead the people out of Egypt.  Moses learned what is sometimes hard for us accept, and that is that sometimes other people really do know what is best for us.
But Moses also learned another important life lesson, and that is that in order to learn new things, you need to be open to other people’s viewpoints.  You need to be willing to listen to other people.  And you need to be willing to admit that you don’t have all the answers.
But Moses only learned that stuff, because Moses was willing to journey down the path God laid for him.  Had Moses not journeyed down that path, he probably would have been a faithful Hebrew shepherd living in Midian who goes to the temple and keeps the laws.  And that would have been fine.  
But sometimes . . .most of the time, heck-all of the time . . .God wants more than fine and predictable.  God knows that we can do better than fine and predictable.  But in order to experience a life that is better than fine, you have to be willing to set your foot on the path God has laid for you and permit God to reorient your universe.  As one writer said, “. . . you have to get up off the couch and get in the game, take a risk, try something marvelous, reach for something you thought unachievable, step out onto the winding road the end of which you can't see from your doorstep.”  (David Lose, www.workingpreacher.com, “Get Off the Couch and Into the Game”)

Now for those of you who know me, you know I’m not a big risk-taker or athletic.

But when we were on vacation, I tossed both of those aside and decided to venture down a different path, literally.

We decided that this was the year we were going to climb Mount Monadnock.  Mount Monadnock, which is about 45 minutes from cottage in NH, is the second most climbed in the world.  It’s an elevation of around 3200 feet, so doable for first time hikers but impressive enough for experienced ones.  Climbing Mount Monadnock is one of those rituals everyone in my family endures.

It won’t be that hard, I told everyone.  I did it when I was 10.  What’s 30 years? So off we went, Terry, Henry, Tommy, Julia, me and my two nephews who have climbed it a bunch.
Well . . .about ¼ of the way up, I started having second thoughts.  I may not get there with you!  But I kept climbing, and climbing.  And as we went further the trees started to thin out, so the views got better.  I can do this, I thought. And even if I can’t I have to because Tommy and Julia are up ahead and I can’t leave them alone.

Well, all of us made it to the top.  And it was beautiful.  On a clear day you can see as far as Boston.  And the view from the top was worth the hike up and something I never would have experienced had I not, literally, decided to venture down a different path.    

But there’s something more I learned, and it is this: journeying down a different path, doesn’t always need to be big and bold and life altering.  Climbing the mountain wasn’t exactly life altering for me.  I haven’t gone out and signed up to climb Mount Fuji or even joined a gym.  But I do have this really great picture of Julia and me grinning from ear to ear with a beautiful vista behind us.  And I did help to create a memory for her just like my Dad created for me when I climbed it with him at the age of 10.  Had I stayed on the couch, I wouldn’t have those things.  Had I done what I thought was best for myself, I would have stayed home.  But for some reason I decided that day, I was going to do something different.
The poet Eizabeth Barrett Browning once wrote:

“Earth’s crammed with heaven,
And every common bush afire with God:

But only he who sees, takes off his shoes,

The rest sit round it, and pluck blackberries.”

I suppose one could spend his or her life plucking blackberries, metaphorically speaking. But I truly believe that God wants something more from us.  But we need to be willing to listen, and learn, and take the path God has laid.  

So take off your shoes, step onto the holy ground, and experience the joy God has in mind for you.

Amen.

Ever loving God, on this last weekend of summer, we’ve gathered here in this historic church to worship you just like so many others before us have done.  We thank you for their labors, hard work, stamina, and patience that helped to build this church both literally and spiritually.  We pray that as we follow you into our future, that our labors to build the church, both literally and spiritually, will bear fruit for the generations that follow us.  And please, dear Lord, when our stamina wavers, when we question where and why you call us, and when we raise objections to where you lead, forgive us.  Be patient with us just like you were with Moses.  

Gracious God, there are many people who we have prayed for this morning.  There are others who remain on our hearts and minds.  Where there is need for healing, we ask that you bring wholeness; where there is need for safety, we ask that you protect them; where there is need for love, we ask that you hold them; and where there is need for comfort, we ask that you cradle them with in your arms.  And help us, dear Lord, to do the same; to be your hearts and hands to the world, to these people and people everywhere, so everyone may know your love, grace, and mercy.

And help us to see your presence burning in the hearts of others; grant that we may be united in a fellowship of love and prayer; and give us the courage to pick up our cross and respond to the needs of the world, We pray all this through the love your son, Jesus Christ, who taught us how to pray together saying . . .

