12th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 9.4.11
Scripture:	Genesis 3:1-15
		Matthew 18:15-20

It wasn’t a burning bush, it was frost-crusted piles of clay.  And it wasn’t necessarily holy ground, or at least not self-identified as such.  It was the 11th tee.  If you’ve ever been to Maine from here, chances are good you’ve passed it.  As you head north on Interstate 95 in New Hampshire, just beyond the Hampton tolls, Sagamore-Hampton Golf Course is there on your right.  The 11th tee is barely visible through a thin veil of trees, but this was November so they were already denuded.  This means that, if you were driving there that day, then you might have seen me, working the shovel, scoop by scoop moving these mounds of clay—gray and dense—to the back of the Gator, one of the few vehicles we were allowed to drive on the tender turf.
This was an organic course, one of the few in the country—in the world, really.  Peter, the man who built it, considered himself a farmer.  That might sound funny to you all—so many of you unmistakably farmers.  But the land was healthier for his having built his course on it—the wetlands left to be wet, the natural contours taken into account in his charting of the course, the worms left to serve as aerators, the grasses of many varieties to be tough enough to withstand the late summer dry periods and the fall and spring flooding.  We greens-keepers began each day with the hour-long task of changing the cups on the greens, something we did on foot because we could, carrying with us the small bucket of tools you need for the task.  Vehicles were allowed only for the tasks that demanded them—like shoveling piles of clay to be taken into the woods.
I wasn’t much of a greens-keeper, myself.  But the crew tolerated my efforts.   Changing the cups each day on the greens was easy enough, even for me.  I could knit the sod circle into its new spot without much of a seam showing, and without any bump or dip at all (something that would be unacceptable: greens need to be smooth and even because golfers are touchy and carry big sticks).  Mowing the greens on the tri-plex mower was another matter.  Keeping their curves evenly curved—no juts or jags, no overly quick corrections to cutting the curve too tight or veering into a straighter line—wasn’t something I ever mastered.  I probably could have with practice.  But I knew—probably everyone on the crew knew—I was only here for a time.  Even at a family-run course, where people spent the length of their working lives (30, 40 years) earning a respectable living, it was obvious that I was only there for a time.
It’s possible Moses was thought of in these same terms.  The flock he was keeping was, after all, his father-in-law’s.  Moreover, he considered himself “an alien residing in a foreign land,” as evidenced in his naming his son just this—Gershom, which he did, according to the story, “because I have been an alien living in a foreign land.”  And so he was, a Hebrew born in Egypt at the time when all Hebrew boys were to be put to death so afraid was the Pharaoh that the Hebrew slaves would come to outnumber the Egyptian masters.  Moses’ mother, though, hid him away for three months until the time when she could keep him hidden no longer and so sent him in a basket downriver—a scattershot act of hopeful desperation.  
It paid off: Pharaoh’s daughter found him, floating away; and she decided to keep him as her own.  It was a decision that had her hire as a wet-nurse Moses’ mother as it was the custom for the high-born to farm out their children to the low-born to be raised until they were of a tolerable age—eight or ten or twelve.  It was around then that Moses’ mother would have sent him back to the Pharaoh’s daughter that, having essentially been raised by his natural mother, he could now live the life he’d been adopted into in Pharaoh’s palace as one of his own.
Except not quite.  
One day when Moses saw an Egyptian slave-master beating a Hebrew slave, he looked up and down the street and, when he saw that no one was coming, he killed the slave-master and hid his body in the sand.  Whatever confusion or doubt there might have been as to who Moses and who were his people was laid aside in that spontaneous act: he was a Hebrew.  Later, he saw two Hebrews fighting each other, and he reprimanded them for such in-fighting: why fight each other when they had an external enemy to worry about?  One of them called him on his zeal for justice: “Who made you a judge over us?  Are you going to kill us now, too?”
Moses took this to mean that word was out about his killing the slave-master and it had him fleeing Egypt for the land of Midian.  But here, too, Moses would make a name for himself—and almost immediately.  The priest of this land had seven daughters, and they came out to the village well for water on the same day, at the same time, that Moses was there resting from his journey.  Some shepherds began to harass the women, but Moses defended them and helped them with their water.  And in thanks for this, the priest gave Moses one of them to marry—Zipporah, with whom he would soon have a son, whom he would name Gershom, for he, according to the story, was an alien residing in a foreign land.
This would always be the case, since Moses would end up leading the people to their promised homeland yet he himself wouldn’t live to enter it.  But the alien land that he was now residing in, Midian, he would not reside in much longer.  The burning bush would catch his attention and the voice that spoke from it would have his ear: “Go to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt.”
That this took place in the wilderness is crucial.  So much, according to Scripture, happens there—and not just for its metaphorical power, but also for its real power.  The wilderness lies just beyond the edge of the known world.  Beyond what’s predictable and provable, beyond what’s conventional and civilized, beyond what’s agreed upon as important and commonly held as a value: the wilderness is that formless void, that darkened deep; and thus we’re wise to be frightened by it.  But it’s also the place where God begins to speak and to act, which should pique us, should arouse us as if from sleep.  In sum, the wilderness cuts both ways: according to scripture, it’s a place of terrible chaos and also naked promise; it’s a terrifying place to be warned away from and a promising place to be beckoned into.  And thus, when the people are in the wilderness, God gives them the Law to build a society that they might live together and thrive together.  But when they are under the Law, God calls them in Christ out to the wilderness—out to the river to be baptized; out to a high plain where they’d eat and be satisfied, 5,000 people off five loaves of bread and two fish; out across the lake where they’d witness Jesus walking on water.  
So here is one more moment in the wilderness where, absent what’s known, what’s predictable, there is room for God to speak and act and to be witnessed as doing so.  And so we have one of the more iconic images from Scripture.  Even in this biblically illiterate time, everyone knows the so-called burning bush.  But even this easy referent misses the point—“the burning bush.”  For the point of it, and the unlikeliness of it, isn’t only that the bush is burning but moreover is that, though burning, the bush isn’t consumed.    
This is what I like about.  The stuff of New Yorker cartoons and idiomatic speech, this bush might flicker a bit in finding its way into our lived faith and our experience of God.  But it has for me become a lived part of my faith and moreover my hope in God.  Here’s how: as I live in a consumer culture and am commonly called a consumer (remember when we were considered citizens?), I’m troubled by our consuming ways.  We’re encouraged by our culture to feed our ravenous appetites.  We’re spurred to devour for the sake of the global economy.  We’re never asked to accept less; we’re often told to expect more.  And when less looks like what we’re going to get, it’s a deeply depressing experience, which is where we are right now, as a nation, as a culture—depressed that the next generation won’t necessarily have it better than the previous one.   For we’ve been conditioned (or we’ve conditioned ourselves) to assume that more and better is what we want, and at whatever cost.  Or maybe there’s no conditioning in this at all: maybe this is just constitutional to the human being.  Maybe “grow or die” really are our only two options.  
Once, my sister and her husband planned a trip to the Northeast to visit their childhood homes.  They first went to Jon’s in upstate New York, up by Lake Ontario, where homes were sagging and fields were growing wild and main streets were empty.  Then they came to Seacoast New Hampshire, where Sue was dismayed to find our once small town now an extension of suburban Boston.  At her dismay, Jon spoke with conviction, “This is better than the alternative,” something he said while inside an upscale big-box store that was where a forest once had been.  “Grow or die,” he said.  As an economist he spoke, “Grow or die.”
The burning bush is testimony that in God we have more than these two choices of grow or die.  And I like that.  No, I stake my life on that—that in God there is an equilibrium to life, a sustainable balance that makes for all that is to be justified and justifiable.  In God, there is justice that has no one’s living cause someone else’s dying.  In God, a flame might give heat and light yet at no cost to the kindling. 
Surely, this is the meaning of God’s name: I Am that I Shall Be.  Written as an unutterable phrase, YHWH, surely God’s name is the perfect name for such a self-fueled fire.  God is the Being whose being begets being—I Am that I Shall Be.  God is the fire whose fuel is the fire—I Am that I Shall Be.  
Given all this, the only thing that seems strange now—at odds, really, with what’s been revealed—is the choice of Moses as the man to be commissioned for this high calling of bringing God’s justice to God’s people.  Yes, he was a nobody, as he pointed out.  And yes, perhaps he had a stammer, which made him an unlikely choice for this task that would no doubt require oratorical skill.  But most of all, there’s the apparent fact that Moses had a quite blunt understanding of justice.  He’d once murdered a man because he’d thought him unjust.  And though he was probably right in his judgment, his execution was hardly in keeping with a bush burning but not consumed… 
Or perhaps it’s true that no one is beyond reformation in God, that no one is beyond transformation at God’s hand.  
And so the story begins, of Moses and the people Israel and their journey from serving Pharaoh in their building of great tombs to serving the Lord in their building a great community.  
It’s a foolish pastor who publicly likens herself to Moses in her call to ministry.  A beginner’s error, like thinking you’re Chekov the first time you write a short story or fancying yourself Dick Tryon the first time you milk a cow, feeling like Moses when you’re standing in the pulpit is likely to wear off by week 2.  And if it doesn’t, it should.  
But, if it’s a beginner’s error, it’s one we’re set up to make.  Many first sermons preached to a congregation are done so by those who’ve recently been called to ministry: they’re heading off to seminary and their home church wants to hear from them and the go-to texts are one of the call narratives—the call of Moses, the call of Samuel, the call of Isaiah or Jeremiah or (God forbid) Ezekiel (forced to eat the Torah was he: Isaiah was to look at it, Jeremiah had it touch his lips, but Ezekiel had to swallow it whole).  Well, how exactly are you to preach from such a text about your own call without sounding self-important?
I tried.  Believe me, I tried.  Even so, in the coffee hour following the service where I told my home church about those frost-crusted piles of clay and my heading off to Harvard to be made daily to feel a fool, an old acquaintance approached me, Kim.  She happened to be in town and in church that day, and she came with news, that she’d decided to become a midwife and was about to begin her studies.  “It’s not a call from God,” she said to me, somewhat resentful.  “But I’m excited.” 
We make a mistake when we think that God has called only those who end up in ordained ministry, that everyone else has been left to find their own way.  We’ve narrowed the concept of vocation to mean only the call to religious life—and that’s a mistake.  This is one memorable moment in the movie Chariots of Fire, a movie I haven’t seen but have heard Mary Kate talk about.  The runner, whose parents wanted him to go into the religious life, had this to say:  “I believe God made me for a purpose, but he also made me fast. And when I run I feel His pleasure.”  I think I’m not spoiling the ending when I say he became a runner.  And I can only hope that, every time Kim helps a woman deliver a baby, she can likewise feel God’s pleasure.  
That said, I do want to talk for a moment about ordained ministry.  I want to take the occasion of my 10th anniversary here not to celebrate me and my astounding—awesome really!!—accomplishments but to celebrate being a pastor in Christ’s church.  I want to do this not only because I think it deserves celebrating for its own sake but also because I think we have people in our midst who would be compelling pastors and who should therefore listen closely for a call—listen even now, because this might be it.
 Being a pastor is a wonderful way to spend your life.  To speak of it technically, it’s equal parts intellectual pursuit of something that will always outpace you and faithful wondering about something whose boundaries you’ll never find yourself beyond, equal parts social interaction (and with all sorts of people!) and sweet solitude, daily and weekly tasks that come to completion yet amidst a journey that never ends.  For some it will bear resemblance to Moses’ work of leading large groups of people toward liberation and transformation.  For others it will resemble more the ministry of reconciliation that Jesus encouraged the church to live by this morning, simple, even small.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]To speak more personally, it’s a tremendous challenge, of my character, of my courage—going weekly as I mean to, to the edge of my known world that I might meet God and hear God’s word and sense God’s truth so to return to you all with something worthwhile to say.  As an aside, and as a warning to those who might be discerning such a call, this, I believe, is one major cause of clergy burnout that no one else seems to recognize.  Because God could drive you crazy because God will never leave you alone, and meditating on scripture can freak you out because the stories of God among God’s people outsize most other stories we tell ourselves, and standing on the edge of that wilderness will leave you wind-whipped, even wind-ripped at least from time to time, or else you’re not doing it right.  
What makes it tolerable is doing it with you.  What makes it tolerable is that the church can handle it, can handle the truth, because that’s what we do.  If nothing else, the church is the people who can handle the truth—who can hold the impossible vision of living as God lives, burning but not consuming, as if it could be done.  After all, I’ve heard it said the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand.
Thanks be to God.
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