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At the Mennonite Church USA convention in Orlando a couple of 
months ago, I attended a seminar on the use of technology and social
media. The presenter at one point asked the somewhat rhetorical 
question, “If someone were to come to your door with a mask over 
their face and ring the bell, would you let them in without first 
verifying who they are?” The inter-generational group of attendees 
pretty much all agreed that this would not be a very wise thing to do. 

She then went on to point out that this is exactly what a lot of us
do all the time online when we accept a Facebook friend request from 
someone who doesn't include a picture on their profile. Her point is 
that our online behavior should be the same as our behavior in real 
life. If, for example, we have information that we wouldn't want to 
share with current or potential employers, then we shouldn't be 
tweeting about it, either.

Our Old Testament text for this morning was written thousands 
of years before anyone had to worry about online behavior. But 
judging by his actions, I'm guessing Moses would have been pretty 
savvy about how much information to share on social media. For 
when he is told to go back to Pharaoh and help liberate the Israelites 
from slavery, Moses asks the rather obvious question of the one 
speaking to him: “Who is this?”

Pastor Barb spoke last week about Moses' beginnings. You may 
recall that he was born to a family of Hebrew slaves in Egypt. But 
through God's amazing providence—and the simple but heroic acts of 
five women—he was rescued from a death sentence decreed against 
all Hebrew boys, and raised as a member of the Egyptian royal court. 
He would have grown up in the lap of luxury, educated in the most 
advanced learning of the day and enjoying the finest life anywhere in 
the entire ancient world.

Yet Moses seems to have always been keenly aware that he is, in
fact, a Hebrew. And one day, when he sees an Egyptian beating a 
Hebrew slave, Moses rises up in anger. He kills the Egyptian, and is 
forced to flee for his own life into the desert of Midian where he lives 
for the next forty years.(Exodus 2:11-15)

That's where we find him at the beginning of today's reading. As 
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he is in the wilderness tending sheep for his father-in-law, he 
encounters a bush that is burning, but not consumed. It's a 
fascinating sight that Moses can't keep himself from turning aside to 
look at. It's kind of like that classic click bait that you know you 
shouldn't fall for because it's going to take you on some tangent to 
parts of the web that you never intended to visit. But you just can't 
help clicking to see what happens when six puppies visit a college 
campus. (Spoiler alert: lots of cute frolicking.) 

In Moses' case, however, the tangent he finds himself on is far 
more legit. For, as the readers are told at the end of chapter 2, “The 
Israelites groaned under their slavery, and cried out. Out of the 
slavery their cry for help rose up to God. God heard their groaning, 
and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them.”(Exodus
2:23-25) And because God takes notice, God appears to Moses to 
enlist him in the effort to free the Hebrew people from their 
oppression.

As Pastor Barb noted last week, because he was born to the 
Hebrews but grew up in the house of Pharaoh, Moses is uniquely 
placed to have access to both peoples. At the same time, however, 
both groups also have reason to be very suspicious of him. After all, 
he fled from Egypt as a wanted man after killing an Egyptian slave 
master. And when he tried to break up a fight between two fellow 
Hebrews, they dismissed him, asking, “Who made you a ruler and 
judge over us?”(Exodus 2:14) So while he has a foot in both the 
Egyptian and the Israelite worlds, he isn't fully accepted in either one.

So one can easily understand his suspicion when he wants to 
know who is really behind the voice speaking to him out of the 
burning bush. I mean, I'm not willing to share account information 
with some widow in Sierra Leone promising me millions of dollars. So 
why should Moses be expected to go back to the land that he fled 
from forty years earlier in order to get himself involved in a cause that
appears to have very little chance of success? His question, “Who are 
you?” is quite reasonable.

God's response to this question, however, is not so 
straightforward. But if we look at it carefully, we find that it actually 
tells us a great deal about the very nature of God.

There are three different things that God tells Moses when he 
inquires about the name of the One sending him. God's first response 
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is, “I AM WHO I AM.”(v. 14) Most Bibles include a footnote indicating that
God's reply can also be translated as “I WILL BE WHAT I WILL BE.” That 
may not seem like it really says much. But it does reveal a key aspect
of God's nature.

Simply put, God is the one who IS, and who always WILL BE. All 
that is, all that ever has been, and all that ever will be exists because 
of God. If this God did not exist, neither would anything else. In the 
thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas wrote of God as that “which is to 
all beings the cause of their being.” Some eight hundred years later, 
German theologian Paul Tillich would speak of God as “the ground of 
being.” This is the God first revealed to Moses out of the burning bush
—the transcendent mystery that lies beyond our comprehension who 
brings everything into existence: the God who cannot be contained or 
defined in a single name. The God who simply IS.

Of course, this is a rather abstract notion. By itself, the name I 
AM is probably not going to be very useful in convincing Moses—or 
the Israelites to whom he is being sent—that the call from the burning
bush is legitimate. But God quickly moves on to give a second 
response to Moses' question, “Thus you shall say to the Israelites, 
'The LORD, the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God 
of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you': This is my name 
forever, and this my title for all generations.”(v. 15)

In other words, the God who IS is not just some mysterious 
power or “force” that somehow undergirds all that exists. I AM is not 
the one who set the universe in motion and then just sat back to 
watch it run its course. God is the one who has continuously and 
repeatedly sought out relationship with humanity. By invoking the list 
of ancestors, God reminds Moses that God had already called 
Abraham from a distant land, promising to bless him and to make of 
him “a great nation.”(Genesis 12:1-2) God reminds Moses of the birth
of Isaac in fulfillment of that promise.(Genesis 21:1-7) God reminds 
Moses that God led Jacob and his family to the land of Egypt to find 
food and safety in the midst of a great famine, promising to continue 
to be with them in this new land.(Genesis 46:2-4)

So the God who IS is also the God who relates. God desires 
relationships, and seeks to connect with humanity. God is not just out
there somewhere. God is also right here. Yes, God is inexplicably 
mysterious. But God also deeply personal.

There is, then, one further answer to Moses' question. For God 
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tells Moses to tell the elders of Israel, “I have given heed to you and 
to what has been done to you in Egypt. I declare that I will bring you 
up out of the misery of Egypt, to the land . . .  flowing with milk and 
honey.”(vv. 16-17) This might not seem like a response to the 
question of who God is. But it does indeed tell us another key 
component of God's nature. The God who IS and the God who relates 
is also the God who acts.

This is not just any act by God, either. The act that God proposes
to do here is an act of liberation from oppression, an act of justice in 
the face of persecution, an act of salvation in the midst of suffering. 
Today, the term “act of God” is a legal phrase that means one can't 
blame anyone for what's happened because it is outside of human 
control. The ongoing damage from Hurricane Harvey is a prime 
example of what insurance companies refer to as an “act of God” in 
order to limit their liability. Indeed, past events such as Katrina in 
2005 and Sandy in 2012 have spurred some religious leaders to 
proclaim God's judgment against places like New Orleans and New 
York City. Such pronouncements have been far more muted regarding
the more religiously conservative city of Houston.

As Moses eventually responds to God's call, however, the 
greatest acts of God are not those that bring such indiscriminate 
destruction. Rather, they are the acts that bring liberation and 
freedom. When, for example, Moses and his brother Aaron try to 
impress Pharaoh by turning Aaron's rod into a snake, it doesn't work. 
Turns out Pharaoh's palace magicians can do the same trick.(Exodus 
7:8-11) The same thing happens when Aaron stretches his staff over 
the Nile River, turning it to blood and causing a massive fish kill. 
Again, Pharaoh's magicians pull off the same feat and he's not 
impressed.(Exodus 7:19-23) As one plague follows another, the King 
of Egypt remains unmoved by these acts of God. And even when he 
finally relents and allows the Israelites to leave, he quickly changes 
his mind and pursues them with his army.(Exodus 14:5-9)

It is at this point, then, that the true nature and overwhelming 
power of God are fully revealed. As the most potent military force in 
the ancient world bears down on a band of runaway slaves in what 
looks to be a genocidal bloodbath, God acts. God opens up a way 
through the sea for the Israelites to pass through safely. They 
successfully make their way out of slavery into freedom. And the 
military machine that is Pharaoh's army is utterly destroyed.(Exodus 
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14:21-29) The scriptures rejoice that “the LORD saved Israel that day
from the Egyptians.”(Exodus 14:30)

This is who God is. God is the one who saves the oppressed 
slaves. God is the one who stands on the side of the persecuted in the
face of Empire. God is the one who acts on behalf of the poor and 
downtrodden in confronting and overturning injustice. God is not 
impartial when it comes to matters of abuse and exploitation and 
inequity. God stands firmly on the side of the destitute and the 
outcast and the refugee. So if we want to experience this God—the 
transcendent God who IS; the intimate God who relates—then we are 
most likely to find this God in the places where God is most inclined to
act.

There is a blessing that we often use at the end of our services 
that affirms that “you cannot go where God is not.” And that is 
absolutely true. The God who IS and who WILL BE is always present. 
So I have no doubt that God is present in the White House and on 
Wall Street and in Hollywood. I have no doubt that God is present 
even in the Kremlin and in Pyongyang, just as God was present in the 
house of Pharaoh thousands of years ago.

But Pharaoh consistently and repeatedly refused to acknowledge 
the presence of God. So God became far more visible at the sea 
where the Israelites made their escape. God was far more visible in 
the wilderness where the Hebrew people were sustained by manna 
that appeared overnight and by quail that flocked into their camp and 
by water that gushed forth from a rock. In the same way, God is far 
more likely to be experienced today not in the halls of power, but in 
the overcrowded shelters of Houston and in the relief efforts among 
Congolese refugees and in soup kitchens and halfway houses and 
group homes across the country and around the world. So it stands to
reason that if we really want to experience the God who IS—if we 
really want to engage with the God who relates—then we may want to
go to these places where we are most likely to witness the God who 
acts.

The truth is, however, that we generally don't want to go to such 
places. Peter certainly didn't want to go to those places in our New 
Testament text this morning. This passage follows immediately on the
heels of the one that we read last week where Peter declares Jesus as
the Messiah, the son of the living God. It is a moment of great 
recognition—much like Moses' recognition of God in the burning bush.
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It is a bold statement upon which Jesus enthusiastically offers his 
blessing, saying, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! . . . I tell you,
you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of
Hades will not prevail against it.”(Matthew 16:17-18)

In today's text, we find that the rock is perhaps a lot more shaky
than is implied by Jesus’ earlier statement. For when Jesus starts to 
talk about what’s going to happen to him—including his suffering and 
death—Peter quickly turns around and rebukes him for being so 
pessimistic. Jesus’ response to Peter is just as strongly negative as his
earlier statement had been glowing with praise. “Get behind me, 
Satan!” he says, and declares that the solid rock has turned into a 
stumbling block. (v. 23)

I can understand why Peter is reluctant to embrace the agenda 
that Jesus is setting forth. This talk about “taking up the cross” is no 
small matter. Today, we may talk about an annoying person or a 
frustrating situation as “our cross to bear.” But in Jesus’ time, the 
cross was a cruel instrument of torture and death. The cross was the 
means of executing those who stood opposed to Roman rule. The 
cross was the excruciating sentence handed out to those who 
interfered with the reign of Caesar. So I understand why Peter is more
than a little squeamish when Jesus says, “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and 
follow me.”(v. 24)

Just as God does with Moses, so also Jesus calls Peter out of his 
place of comfort to find the place where God is most at work. God's 
activity is to be found in response to situations of suffering and 
injustice. There is no liberation without time in bondage. There is no 
resurrection without crucifixion. 

Right now the attention of the nation is focused on the effects of 
Harvey, and understandably so. Tens of thousands of people 
displaced. Billions of dollars in damage. The full impact—including the 
number of deaths—still being calculated. And God is clearly at work in
the midst of it all. 

Last school year, the adult Sunday School class studied The 
Gospel Next Door by Marty Troyer, the pastor of Houston Mennonite 
Church. Not surprisingly, that congregation is actively responding to 
the needs of those around them, sharing God's love in the midst of 
the tragedy. They are partnering with local organizations to make sure
that the most down-and-out people especially are being served. The 

http://store.mennomedia.org/The-Gospel-Next-Door-P4689.aspx
http://store.mennomedia.org/The-Gospel-Next-Door-P4689.aspx
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=371448605


church is accepting donations to Black Lives Matter Houston to target 
communities of color. They are doing the same for United We Dream, 
an organization serving undocumented residents who are fearful of 
seeking government assistance. The God who IS and the God who 
relates is revealed in these efforts as the God who acts.

As often happens in such highly publicized tragedies, however, 
there are ways in which the publicity is actually getting in the way of 
real relief and drawing badly needed resources away from other 
areas. One volunteer for Church World Service, for example, reports, 
“Shelters are being swarmed by people wanting to volunteer, and they
can't utilize them all...In neighborhoods affected by the storm, 
volunteers arrived in large groups going door to door asking who 
needed help.” And if you go to the Mennonite Disaster Service web 
site right now, you'll find a note that they're still assessing the 
damage and are not yet ready to take volunteers in response to 
Harvey. They do note, however, that MDS has “urgent needs” for 
volunteers in several other areas where survivors have been without 
homes for a year or more.  

If you've been paying close attention to the news, you might 
have also caught some stories about flooding in South Asia that 
dwarfs anything we've seen with Harvey. More than 1200 people have
dead from monsoons. 41 million affected by floods and landslides in 
Pakistan, India and  surrounding nations. Roughly two-thirds of the 
country of Bangladesh underwater. And the day after we received an 
email with the insert about Harvey that you'll find in today's bulletin, 
we also received an email from Mennonite World Conference with 
news about Anabaptist responses to the 1.4 million people displaced 
by armed conflict in Congo and to floods in Peru nearly seven months 
ago that killed more than 100 people and left some 19,000 still in 
temporary housing. 

As Americans, we may not be as concerned about suffering in 
such far-flung places. But as followers of the God who acts, we are 
called to join in God's action wherever it may be taking place. 
Whether it's in our own back yard or halfway around the world. 
Whether the people affected look and sound like us or have strange 
customs and languages. Whether the situation is one that dominates 
the headlines or one that none of us have heard anything about. The 
call to take up the cross continues to come to each of us who seeks to
follow Jesus.
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Some of us might indeed be called to go to Texas or Louisiana to 
clean up and rebuild in the wake of Harvey. Some might even be 
called to travel as far as Bangladesh or Congo. But we might also be 
called to stay right where we are to join in God's action right here. 
After all, on the one hand, Moses was called to cross a vast desert to 
liberate people from the far-off land of Egypt. On the other hand, it 
was a call to simply go home and do God's work among the people 
where he grew up.

All of us are called to work in some way with God in the midst of 
suffering and oppression. For when we do so, we experience the 
mysterious and transcendent God, I AM. We experience the intimate 
and relational God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, of Miriam and 
Mary and Martha. We experience the powerful and dynamic God who 
acts on behalf of the persecuted, who brings release to the captives, 
who feeds the hungry, who gives shelter to the homeless and who 
moves beyond the cross to bring new life to us all.


