25th September 2011
Moses and the Exodus        
Readings:
Exodus 3:1-12
Moses and the Burning Bush
 1 Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, and he led the flock to the far side of the desert and came to Horeb, the mountain of God.
    2 There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up.
    3 So Moses thought, I will go over and see this strange sight— why the bush does not burn up.
    4 When the LORD saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him from within the bush, Moses! Moses! And Moses said, Here I am.
    5 Do not come any closer, God said. Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground.
    6 Then he said, I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob. At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God.
    7 The LORD said, I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering.
    8 So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey— the home of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites.
    9 And now the cry of the Israelites has reached me, and I have seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them.
    10 So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt.
    11 But Moses said to God, Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?
    12 And God said, I will be with you. And this will be the sign to you that it is I who have sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain.
  Hebrews 1:1-3
1 In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways,
    2 but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe.
    3 The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.
Sermon
This has been a bit of a comic weekend.  Some of you might have seen in the paper yesterday that Rowan Atkinson has accused Church of England vicars of being arrogant and smug.  On the other hand, Frank Skinner (another comedian) said last week that we need to be more confident in asserting our beliefs - once you say that God exists (as he does), then miracles are in and it's all right to talk about things like the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.
 
And then there's yet another comedian, Marcus Brigstocke (you might recognise the face if you don't know the name), who's just brought out a book called 'God Collar'.
A couple of years ago on Radio 4, he released a tirade against all religion, particularly Christianity, Judaism and Islam - accusing them of being all sorts of bad and unhelpful things. 
It caused a bit of a stir at the time and he received lots of speaking invitations from a number of famous atheists - believing they had won over a well-known public figure who would be good for their cause.  But it turns out that he's passionately searching for God - and he accuses many atheists like Richard Dawkins of being far too smug and arrogant for his liking. 
Here are some of the opening words from his book...
"I am an atheist. Well, I think I am; or I was. Or I might be a lapsed atheist, having a crisis of whatever the opposite of faith is - facts? I'm having a crisis of facts. My atheism is quite wobbly at present and I'm failing in my irreligious observance. Forgive me, Secularism, for I have sinned. I've had thoughts of a spiritual nature. I'd like to be comfortable with my atheism. It would be good for me and probably a relief for my family if the absence of a God in my life made me feel happy, but it doesn't." 
Marcus Brigstocke is struggling, but there is some good news - we have a God who is desperately keen to be known, to be found, to show us his love, mercy, beauty and grace.  I don't know where he stands now, but I hope his search for God will be successful - it should be, because God doesn't hide himself from us. 
Many centuries ago, Moses was a man in need of God, and there were thousands of Israelites enslaved in Egypt also desperately wanting to know where God was.  God wants to be found, and is so keen to be that he uses whatever comes to hand in any given situation - a reluctant messenger, burning bush, or even a tiny baby.  We have a God who comes to us and walks alongside - through thick and thin.  He's a revelation - he revealed his hopes to Moses, who was then able to reveal his plan to the Israelites. 
But there is a problem.  For Marcus Brigstocke, it's the fact that God seems to reveal himself in pretty odd ways at times - ones that sometimes involve death and destruction (as it did in the Exodus out of Egypt and the crossing of the Red Sea), and ones that sometimes involve you, me and other human beings, and we disappoint.  It's sometimes hard to see God in these people and in these events. 
A bit more from our reluctant pilgrim...
"If you think you want God, and I'm pretty certain that is what I'm after, it's very difficult to know where on earth (if that's the right place to start looking) you might find him. Where is God? I know how to get next to God - you do that through cleanliness.  I know how to meet my maker - you do that by picking a fight with someone devoutly religious.
God is in your heart. I've heard that a few times, but He doesn't show up on a CAT scan, and open-heart surgery to see if He's in there seems dramatic and dangerous. Sure it might end up with my death and then I'd get to meet Him anyway, but that's not the point.
I had a heart murmur once. If that was God then I wish He'd speak up.
I want to know where to find God while I'm still alive, and I can't find Him anywhere. He'll probably be in the last place I look. That's where things usually are." 
Those of you following the E100 readings will be looking at the life of Moses this week.  As you go through it, try to see where and how it is that God drops hints of his existence into the story - but do so with the privilege we have of knowing what happened hundreds of years later.  The problem for many searching for God is that they look in the wrong places, or they expect too much from others - and that's one reason why they're still asking, 'Where is God?' 
God is revealed in the burning bush, but most notably in Jesus Christ.  "In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son - the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being." (Heb.1.1-3) 
Marcus Brigstocke is looking in church, in you and me, in the God of the Old Testament, but of course, Jesus is the only 'exact representation of God's being.'  If you want to know God, you have to meet with Jesus Christ.  I know that many people often struggle through these early chapters of the Bible because, gripping though they are, they don't appear to offer the picture of God that Jesus shows in the gospels.  I believe they do, but just not in the same way or to the same degree - we have to read the hard passages, but also recognise that Moses is not an exact representation of God, and neither am I.  Unfortunately, the beginning of the Bible is not the best place to begin reading it.
We have such good news in Jesus Christ that we must show him more in our lives and speak of him more with our tongues. 
But even if we do start with Jesus, even if we recognise that he is at the heart of it all, there's still a problem.  The way to this Jesus, this perfect picture of God, is sometimes obscured.  When John the Baptist went public, he was charged with clearing the way, straightening the road, filling in the potholes.  Even before Jesus came unto the scene, God knew that people would get in the way and make it hard and so he sent John to prepare things.  But those problems are still with us - because the church is always full of frail and flawed human beings. 
But we can try, we must have a go at being better at letting people meet with God, letting people experience that revelation for themselves. 
And that's the second part of the Moses story.  Moses meets with God, God reveals his plan to Moses... and then sends him on his way.  God comes to us and then sends us out.  A meeting with God always has consequences, but if we don't see what those are, we will just end up getting in the way.
Again, I saw in the papers last week that science is about to be re-written, but for now, I want you to consider Newton's Third Law of Motion, which says that, 'every action has an equal and opposite reaction.'
A rocket flame pushes down onto the launch pad, the rocket itself therefore lifts off the ground with the force that’s pushing up.
You pull an oar through the water one way and the boat moves in the opposite direction. 
And so it was with Moses - God came to him and he went to Egypt.
Jesus came to the disciples and then told them to go and make more.
Whenever God comes, there's a reaction that is 'equal and opposite', in other words, a reaction that is appropriate.  Of course we can't react as equals with God, and by opposite I don't mean 'opposite', but the point is that the way we react has to make sense of what God has revealed to us, it ought to reflect something of his power and love and mercy and justice and joy.  Too often God has revealed generosity and we have shown meanness.  God has revealed salvation and we have shown condemnation.  God has revealed a love for all but we choose who to be nice to.  Too often our reaction just doesn't make sense of the revelation. 
Again, quoting from Marcus Brigstocke, from his chapter about where you might go to find God, he writes about the wonder and majesty of a cathedral, but goes on...
"I don't think God's in the big cathedral, and even if he is, that's not where I want to meet him. It's too quiet and too removed from the life I lead. If I met God I'd want to be excited by it and do some shouting. Wow! It wouldn't do at all to meet God, stand face to face before the Lord and, before you could begin to express your excitement at this defining event, be shushed into embarrassed silence by a lady with a cat's bottom where her mouth should be." 
I think he feels that an appropriate reaction to meeting God is not the reaction that many Christians show - moderation, embarrassment, hushed whispers (and I'm no less guilty than anyone else).  In his chat with the Archbishop last week, Frank Skinner was saying much the same thing - if you believe, don't hush it up, shout it out.  Marcus Brigstocke wants faith to be life changing. 
We must rejoice in a God who comes, who reveals his glory here on earth, and we must respond to the plan he shares with us in a way that makes sense.  As he comes, so must we be sent.  As he shows us, so we must show others.  As he reveals a wonderful world, so must we respond in joyous thanks and praise.  For all his faults, Moses reacted and joined in with God - and what an adventure they had together.  God has the same exciting journey planned for you and me - and the good news is discovered in following that plan.
May God give us the grace and strength to do just that.
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