“What Is His Name?”

Exodus 3:1-21

January 22, 2012

 Several men are in the locker room of a golf club.  A cellular phone on a bench rings and a man engages  the hands-free speaker function and begins to talk.  Everyone else in the room stops to listen. 
 
MAN: "Hello?"   
WOMAN: "Hi, Honey, it's me. Are you at the club?"   
MAN: "Yes."  
WOMAN: "I'm at the shops now and found this beautiful leather coat.  It's only $2,000. Is it OK if I buy it?"   
MAN: "Sure, go ahead if you like it that much."   
WOMAN: "I also stopped by the Lexus dealership and saw the new models. I saw one I really liked."   
MAN: "How much?"   
WOMAN: "$90,000."   
MAN: "OK, but for that price I want it with all the options."   
WOMAN: "Great! Oh, and one more thing. I was just talking to Janie and found out that the house I wanted last year is back on the market.  They're asking $980,000 for it."   
MAN: "Well, then go ahead and make an offer of $900,000.  They'll probably take it. If not, we can go  the extra eighty-thousand if it's what you really want." 
WOMAN: "OK. I'll see you later! I love you so much!"   
MAN: "Bye! I love you, too."   The man hangs up.   
The other men in the locker room are staring at him in  astonishment, mouths wide open.   
He turns and asks,  "Anyone know whose phone this is?"
It is really important to know with whom you are speaking. 
Read Exodus 3:1-21.
This is one of the most famous passages of Scripture, and rightly so. It is the real beginning of God’s decisive action on behalf of his people, Israel. It reveals a great deal about who God is, how powerful God is, and what God intends to accomplish. 

It also is revealing about Moses. Moses is remarkably human. His reactions are – for the most part – what I suspect my reactions would have been. I can understand completely the questions he poses and why he poses them.

Ultimately, this passage is one that reveals God’s power and authority. That is what it is about; much more than simply providing a name. 

Who am I? 

Our story begins with Moses tending his father-in-law’s flocks. A couple of things to know about this setting: Moses was way out. He was a trusted member of Jethro’s family; he must have been because he had control over a good portion of the family’s assets. He was grazing them beyond the ordinary fields the Midianites used for the flocks. As we peer into the situation, we certainly have the impression that Moses’ thoughts were anywhere but on his history and background in Egypt, having left there long ago. He was completely settled in his new life. There is no indication his thoughts were particularly spiritual or theological. He was simply tending the flocks, minding his own business. 

Scripture is imprecise on the location of these events. We get Mt. Horeb, but that is a notoriously indescript name. The geography is not the most important thing; rather, it is that God chose to enter this space to engage Moses that is the important thing.
So, there he was, minding his own business, when he saw this odd sight. A bush burning in the desert, but not being consumed. Fire in the desert is a big deal as anyone who lives in San Diego knows. Moses was familiar with the desert by this point and would have known that fire generates its own wind and can spread – well – like wildfire. His first thought must have been, “I’d better get Jethro’s flock out of here.” (I had originally written that line a little differently, but feared the chaos that would ensue if I mis-enunciated, “get the flock out of here.”) However, seeing that the fire was not spreading or consuming the bush, Moses got curious.
He approached it to get a better look and that is when the encounter began. God spoke to Moses from out of the bush. God called Moses by name. Now, out in the middle of nowhere, with no one else around, in a place where he had never been, to hear his own name being called out of the middle of a non-consumed burning bush must have struck Moses as a little unusual. I can picture a little head shaking here.

God then took control. “Come no closer! Take off your shoes, because you are on holy ground.” Holy – as we have mentioned here – means a common thing set apart for a holy purpose.  OK, so things are definitely unusual.

God introduced himself. “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” Note here, God was making the connection for Moses directly. “I am the God of your father,” means Moses’ father, not all the patriarchs that he would specify next. God was telling Moses that he was the God over all the generations, not just history and not just the present time. This will be significant in a few minutes. Moses recognized the names and, given the complete off-the-radar encounter, was afraid to look at God. His fear to look at God was a reflection of humility in response to the proximity with such an overwhelming power. 

Moses’ was such a normal reaction. When something happens that is beyond our ability to process, our first reaction is to cover our eyes. People put their hands over their faces and then begin to peer out to see if they can begin to get a handle on what is happening. It is amazing how much Moses was just like you and me. 
Now began the conversation. God said to Moses, “I have observed, and I have heard. Indeed, I know and I have come down to deliver them to take them to a land flowing with milk and honey.” Ok, you can almost hear Moses thinking, that is great. And? 

The LORD continued, “I have heard their cry, I have seen their oppression. So come, I will send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt.” 

Great, that’s good … wait, what?!
Moses’ response was one of utter surprise, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?”

In other words, Moses was saying, “Listen, God, that’s great you want to get your people out of Egypt, but how does your sending me mean you are delivering them? Seriously, I am nobody there; less than nobody – at best I have been forgotten, at worst I am a murderer in exile. Why would Pharaoh care what I had to say, why would Pharaoh even agree to meet with me?”
To put this in modern terms: how many of you have called the White House and booked an appointment with the President? Never mind your criminal record, it is just not done. It just was not done then, either. Not just anyone got to meet with the Pharaoh, the most powerful man on earth at the time.
The issue here was that Moses was looking with human eyes; the LORD knew his plan and was looking with divine eyes. It is important to remember that God sees things differently than we see them. God is not bound by human convention, human status, or human limitations. Moses’ response is so familiar to me; I have both experienced it and heard many of you describe the same thing: who am I? Why me? I am not qualified. What makes me the person to go share? What makes me the one you picked to risk everything for you?

God responded to Moses, “I will be with you.” In essence God was saying, “Moses, your status per se is not the important part of this partnership. Because I will be with you, this will happen.” 
Then, God did the very thing that frustrates us about God. “I will be with you, and you will have the sign of my being with you after you obey what I have commanded you to do.” Moses was promised that the sign of God’s being with him would be when the people of Israel worshipped God on this mountain – in other words, after Pharaoh agreed to let the people go. Until then, all Moses was promised was that “I will be with you.” 

Wouldn’t it make sense for God to give Moses something more than a vague promise? Don’t we all want to see the outcome before we take the first step? I have had that argument with God. Many of you know this story, but it was a major event in my life, so I share it here with you: for a number of years, I worked as the executive director of a private foundation with the purpose of equipping Presbyterians to make effective change in the life of the denomination. I traveled, I spoke; but mostly I wrote analyses and reports on-line. From 1996-2003, I spent a lot of time and energy helping people learn the process for decision-making in the denomination so that they could pursue the things important to them. 

Well, the chief constitutional officer in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is called the Stated Clerk. This person functions like a combination umpire and attorney general. He (because at this point we have had only male stated clerks) is responsible for advocating and representing the General Assembly in matters of process and carrying out mandates of the General Assembly. When the General Assembly votes to say something, it is the Stated Clerk who is responsible for making sure that statement is sent out, sometimes in the name of the Assembly and sometimes over his own signature.
In 2003, after months of prayer – and months of discussions at home about “why me?” – I was convicted that God was calling me to stand for election as Stated Clerk. It was not a position I wanted, it would have required us to move to Louisville (which also was something I did not want to do), and would mean I would have to change from one commenting on decisions to the person making the decisions that would be criticized. I was very young by Presbyterian standards (under 40 years old) and had limited visibility among the majority of those who would be voting. I would be standing against a popular incumbent who would be sitting in front of these same voting commissioners for a week before I was ever introduced; a half-hour to 45 minutes before they would cast their vote.
I could not understand why God would want me to do this and I really wanted to know how it was going to turn out. The thing that gave me peace – and the only thing that gave me peace – was the answer that God gave to Moses: I will be with you. 

At the time I could not see why God chose me to stand for election. Even though I did not expect to win, even though I prayed I would not win, there was the sense that God was able to orchestrate a win if he wanted. Fortunately, I did not win. To be honest I still do not know the full scope of why I was called to stand for election and probably will not know this side of heaven. I do know I was blessed in my obedience and experienced a peace that I could not generate on my own. 
In essence God offers us the opportunity to participate in what he is doing. He neither needs us nor is dependent upon our answer to accomplish what he has intended. This is difficult for us because we think when he asks, we are supposed to be something more than who he has created us to be. God’s power is demonstrated in our weakness, not in our strength. Our competence to do anything often stands in our way rather then helps us accomplish what God asks. This you can trust: when God calls you to do something in faith, it is something for which you will believe you are incompetent and ill-equipped. Your only hope will be to rely on him. Fortunately, your only hope is to rely on the one who is faithful.

Who are you?

All of which brings us to Moses’ second question. “If I come to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your ancestors has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?” what shall I say to them?” 

This is not an academic question. Moses is not simply asking for a moniker. Moses was rightfully noting that the Israelites would be skeptical of anyone claiming to speak for a God who had allowed them to undergo such oppression and suffering for such a long time. Moses basically was saying, “God, you do not have such a great reputation right now, your name does not carry the weight you think it does. Are you the one who is able and who is faithful? Your people have seen the Egyptian gods prevail and serve to oppress them and you have been nowhere to be found. So, now, what’s the deal? What do I tell them so that it will be clear that you are able to do what you are promising?”
It was a pretty bold question for Moses to be asking. He was asking God about his power and authority.

Isn’t this what we all ask, too? It is the same question that comes up in conversation today. It is the question that comes up whenever someone has a hurdle to faith; the kind of thing that is phrased like, “I would believe in God if he answered my questions;” or, “I would believe in God if I saw a sign;” or, “I would believe in God if I saw a miracle;” or any other variation on the theme of whether God has the power and authority to do the things Scripture reveals he can do.

The problem is that signs and demonstrations of power are fleeting. We are no different from children who see something that delights them and then say, “Do it again! Do it again!”

But for all that hedging and hesitating, the truth is that we need and desire a God who is able. We need and desire a God who is more powerful than we are. We need and desire a God who knows our situation, our frame, our weaknesses and can deliver us from them. We get frustrated because we cannot get God to act like we want him to act; the irony is that God is patient with us because we will not act like his children and trust him.

God’s answer was direct. YHWH. “I AM WHO I AM.” In surfer parlance, “Dude, I am God. I am being God.” The name indicated continuing unfinished action, as in “I am being who I am being.” It signified that God was not an amorphous concept, but an active player whose role as sovereign creator and active redeemer were being conducted on his own terms. 
God went on to instruct Moses how he should tell the leaders and people of Israel who he is and what they are to do in response to his command. “Go, tell them, ‘The LORD (YHWH, that is), the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob, has appeared to me,” – in other words, Moses was to be YHWH’s servant and witness – “ saying: 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” – saying he has the power, the authority, and the means by which to deliver them from their current bondage – “ to the land of the Caananites, et al., a land flowing with milk and honey.” 
There is no break in the narrative here, but my suspicion is that Moses was looking at his hands skeptically. God did not acknowledge a raised eyebrow, but that does not mean Moses was not thinking, “Promises, promises. How are you – who has been absent for all of these years – going to do that?”

How?
Like I said, there is no break in the narrative and God answered before Moses had to ask, “You and the elders shall go to the king of Egypt and say to him, “YHWH, the God of the Hebrews, has met with us; let us now go a three days’ journey into the wilderness, so that we may sacrifice to YHWH our God.’ Again, there is no break in the narrative, but God answered before Moses asked, “I know, however, that the king of Egypt will not let you go unless compelled by a mighty hand.” 

No kidding.  

So, here is the big news: “I will stretch out my hand and strike Egypt with all my wonders that I will perform in it; after that he will let you go.” And not only that, but also “I will bring this people into such favor with the Egyptians that, when you go, you will not go empty-handed; each woman shall ask her neighbor and any woman living in the neighbor’s house for jewelry of silver and of gold, and clothing, and you shall put them on your sons and on your daughters, and so shall you plunder the Egyptians.”

God was telling Moses that he would orchestrate the situation in such a manner that not only would Pharaoh allow the people to go, the Egyptians would gladly give all their precious silver, gold and clothing for the people to go. 

Is your God that big? Is your God bigger than the most powerful nation and government on earth? Is your God capable of doing things beyond your imagination? Is your God strong enough to deliver you from the most dire, oppressive, or difficult circumstances in which you can find yourself?


That is the God who introduced himself to Moses in the burning bush. He is the God who is, the God who is being God, the God who is able to deliver his people from bondage and slavery to the Egyptians -- or, later, from bondage and slavery to sin and death. He is the God of our ancestors, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob. He is the God of Moses and the prophets. He is the God who became incarnate in Jesus Christ not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many. He is the God who raised Jesus Christ victorious over the grave so that as many are baptized in his death might be raised in his resurrection and live eternally as children in the kingdom of heaven. 

Friends, these are not empty words. They are not frivolous promises. They are not concepts or myths to be enjoyed. This is the truth: God is real, active, and working to accomplish his purposes. He calls us to faith, faith that will be tested through difficult times and circumstances, but faith that yields a life filled with treasure beyond our imagination, beyond all the silver and gold in Egypt. He is worthy of our praise; he alone is worthy of our worship. 
Who are we to go to Pharaoh? Who are we to go out to Chula Vista? We are the ones God has called to be his witnesses and serve him.

Who is he? He is the God who is being God. He is the one who is able to do what he says he will do. He is the God who calls us; he is the God who leads us and is with us wherever we go; he is the God who is our destination. 
Today, as we hear the call for Moses, let us renew our commitment to be his witnesses, to tell of his amazing grace and power.
Amen.
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