THIRD SUNDAY OF LENT: MARCH 7th 2010

Exodus 3:1-15; Luke 13:1-9

Notes: Exodus 3:1-15

· Biblical scholars describe this text (in part) as a “theophany” and a call story.  A theophany is literally a “God-noise”, it is what happens when God makes an appearance.  Being God he cannot appear and everything stay as it is.  

· The call element to the story represents the response the person makes upon discovering that God has made an appearance.  Some response must always be given.

· This presence-of-God and the subsequent human-response-to-the-presence is a literary form that is found in narratives of the Exodus event. 

· The fact that the fire does not burn the bush is meant to indicate that this is a special presence-of-God fire and that its importance is simply in pointing to the Divine activity.

· The text makes a point of clarifying the name of God:  he is the God of Moses Father (singular).  He is therefore the same God who was involved with his family as the Hebrews made their way to Egypt.  This is clarified later as him being the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  

· At this revelation Moses responds by covering his face as he understands that he is standing before his own God.

· The desert in which this event took place is very rocky and not a great spot for sheep.  Much of the rocky ground is shaped by the wind into razor sharp ridges.  Asking Moses to take off his sandals means he will cut his feet to ribbons as he moves towards the bush.

· The text contains a number of word plays on the name of God: I am.  This is the most significant name used throughout the whole of the Old Testament and is considered to be so sacred that even today Jews will not pronounce it.  When they are reading the Bible and come across the name I am (translated as YHWH or Yahweh) they will not pronounce the name but rather use the word Adonai meaning Lord).

· Verses 1-12 are basically an introduction to the important verse 13, the revelation of the name of God.  It is also looks forward to the revelation of God on Mt Sinai, though there God will reveal himself to all Israel.

Today’s reading from the Book of Exodus has a very simple message:  God is with his people.  They may be slaves in Egypt but he has not forgotten them.  He has heard their cries and has seen their predicament and what we begin to see unfold now is the great drama of God saving them and leading them to freedom in the land of Canaan.  What happens to Israel is meant to be the model of how all men and women are called to be living under God. And we are invited to make the Exodus journey our own spiritual journey.

To do that, of course, means that we first of all have to appreciate that we are in our own unique ways slaves in our own Egypts.   In simple biblical terms that means that we begin by acknowledging that we are sinners in need of God’s merciful forgiveness.  But one of the problems for disciples today is our not being able to appreciate that we are living in an Egypt of our own making.  All too often sin can become such a part of the way of life in the world in which we live, that it is extremely difficult for us to even accept that we behave in sinful ways.  Which of course is exactly the reason for having the season of Lent.  

The story begins with a clear affirmation that God is present.  This is the theophany.  Moses sees and hears the presence of God.  The journey on which he and Hebrews are to embark is a massive undertaking and the odds are loaded against his success.  This is why it is essential, here at the very opening chapter for it to be made clear that what is unfolding is not about Moses.  It is about God.  And, if it is about God, then it has success built into its very genes.  They will reach the land of milk and honey – because God will make it happen.  All they have to do is remember who is in control and walk under his guiding hand.

This is brought out clearly in two important ways.  The first one is in the response of Moses at the burning bush.  He had to make his way to this mysterious bush he had seen burning off in the hills.  In that terrain it would not have been easy.  Even if the bush was just over on the next ridge, getting there would have involved struggling down into ravines and climbing up crumbling slopes.  This is important to the story.  It is one thing to see a sign of God in the distance.  It is another to change the direction of your life to engage with God.  God calls Moses out of his work of tending the sheep.  He invites him into a discussion with him but it is up to Moses to respond. He could have left the revelation as a mere curiosity and kept on with his shepherding.  But he did not, indicating that God must have been a presence in his thoughts and in his living.

Then, when he discovers he is in the presence of God there is the divine demand that Moses remove his sandals for he is standing on holy ground.  The removal of the footwear means that Moses has to approach the presence of God in bare feet and that is the next challenge for him.  He would know that the razor sharp rocks will cut his feet to ribbons and there is his choice.  There will be pain if he dares to come to the God who is revealing himself to him.  He cannot walk into God’s presence with his head held high, as though in some ways they were equals.  He has to hobble and so he staggers to the bush with bloody and painful feet, knowing that before God he is a weak and sinful man.

The other way the key element of the story is made clear is in the revelation of the name of God.  We have Moses bruised and battered prostrate in God’s presence and God presenting himself as the one who is.   Moses might be weak but God is the opposite.  He reveals himself as being I am.  This is notoriously difficulty to translate but is essentially the verb “to be”.  The most useful way of translating it would be something like this:  I am the God who is now, as I have always been in the past and as I will always be in the future. 
You can see how important this revelation would have been to a people setting out on a journey such as the Exodus was going to be.  The God calling them out of Egypt is the same God who created the universe, who called Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and who has done so many great and wonderful things in the past.  He brings with him into the Exodus even all of that power, all of those promises and all of that strength.  This is the God calling them, this is the God leading them and this is the God who will be with them when they arrive in Canaan.  While Moses might appear to be weak and bleeding, it is upon him that the success of the journey rests.

There is the model for we who are disciples of Jesus Christ today.  We are invited in this season to acknowledge that we are sinners in need of salvation.  IF we cannot do that then the whole of Lent and Easter remains meaningless to us.  We have to want to change and if we listen hard enough to the scriptures and to our times of prayer, we will hear the theophany:  God calling us forth out of our Egypts.  And the journey to new lives, to fresh beginnings is guaranteed to be successful as long as we undertake it with God by our side.  We have to be willing to endure some pain, some difficulty and some sacrifices if we are to hear God and respond to him but the guarantee of “milk and honey” makes it all that much more worthwhile.

Notes:  Luke 13:1-9

· It is difficult to put an exact historical note to the stories here in Luke but clearly the reign of Pilate was not a pleasant time of the Jews.  The point of the text is not so much the evil of Pilate as much as the need to repent.

· In popular religion suffering was seen to be a consequence of sin.  Jesus does not question the truth of this.  Rather he asks whether or not they were greater sinners than the others might be.  

· Both Matthew and Mark have fig tree stories:  Jesus finds a fig tree without fruit and curses it.  In Luke it is seen as a symbol of blessing.

· The eighteen years the woman struggled with her illness matches the eighteen people who were killed when the tower collapsed.  

We see the prophet Jesus in today’s story taking an account of what has happened in the city and turning it into a powerful lesson and warning for the people who have gathered around him.   The people who were killed are not necessarily more sinful than the people anywhere else.   It is not possible to equate the terrible deaths to terrible sins behind those events.   The real point the prophet Jesus is making is that death is always close at hand and we need to live in that state of vulnerability and uncertainty.  Those people were eating, drinking and enjoying life right up until the second the tower collapsed.  They had no idea their death was upon them until it happened.  The question with which Jesus leaves us is this:  were they ready to meet their maker?  This was a significant question for the Jews of that time.  The disciples of the famous Rabbi Eliezer taught that because no body could work out the exact time of their deaths their whole lives should be lives of repentance.

This is what is behind what Jesus is saying though he is adding a little more to his message.  The people should repent because they are in the presence of the Son of God.  A visitation has taken place, one that is far more significant than the visitation of God to Moses at the start of the Exodus, but a visitation nevertheless.  

This is why the way Luke deals with the fig tree is important.   The tree is not cut down when it fails to bear fruit.  Time is given to it so that it can bear fruit, so that it can do all that fig trees are created to do.  And so it is with the disciple.  Jesus might be on his way to his death in Jerusalem but there is still time for the people to repent and to live in his Kingdom.  Fruit is demanded but there is always an opportunity for people to pause, to look at their lives and to do what is necessary to meet the demands of God.   But the time is not unlimited and at that divinely chosen time, if there is no fruit being produced, then an axe will be taken to the tree and it will be chopped down and destroyed.  Luke does not have to offer any further explanation of what he means.  The image says it all.

There are not too many places in the Bible where the warnings about judgment are any clearer.  We are told quite explicitly that God expects something of us.  Jesus calls it fruit.  In fact the parable indicates that we were created with the express purpose of growing fruit and the meaning of that is spelled out in many places in the teaching of Jesus.  He tells us how we are to live, a way of life that can be summed up in the command to love God and love neighbour.  That must manifest itself in real, actual fruit.  That is, there must be evidence of this love.  It has to be much more than just words.  God wants fruit!  He wants this love to be seen, experienced, evident in all that we do, think and say.  

But what if we do not think we can do that or if we think that there are some areas of our lives where the production of the fruit (love) is not necessary or is impossible?  That is, we want to restrict our love in some ways, limit to people we like and keep it from people, for whatever reason, we do not like?   Jesus would reply:  prepare for the axe because what God wants is an abundance of fruit and not just fruit when and where it pleases us.

This is also where the opening stories heap a bit of pressure upon us and what should keep us focussed this lent.  The question we are asked is again very blunt and very simple:  If we were like the people in Siloam and were to be killed by some terrible accident on the way home, would we be comfortable standing before the Judgement throne of God to answer for our actions?  Could we point to the fruit he expects of us?  

This is a horrible thought and one we do not like to ponder all that often.  In our modern Church and world the idea of being punished by God is rejected or at least put somewhere off into the fringes of our lives.  This is why during the season of Lent we are invited to face up to the reality of a judgement, of being called to account for our actions as well as for our failings as disciples.  And, in that context we are reassured:  it is not too late.  We have a chance and we should make use of that chance.

Conclusion:

As is usual, our readings today offer us a mixture of hope and warning.  We are invited to come before God and to allow him to lead us on our journey to eternal life.  He will lead us through a time of milk and honey but we have to allow him to do the leading.  While we take charge of our lives and insist on operating under our own agendas, we can do nothing more than wander around in the wilderness, always looking for something more, always knowing that there is something more but never quite getting it.   We are invited to accept that we are people in need of God.

But then we are also told that to come to the presence of God in our daily living, we have to remove things from our lives.  For Moses it was his shoes.  For us it will be a whole lot of ways of thinking and acting, a range of priorities that are not in accord with the gospel and habits and characteristics that are contrary to the way of life demanded by disciples in the kingdom  God knows that it hard and can be painful, just as it was for Moses but it is the only way to stand in God’s presence.  Lent helps us work out what it is we need to be tackling and changing

And, of course, we do not dare to ignore the opening warning.  Time is short and we should not put off God’s invitation to repent.  We never know just how short that time may be.  

