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This Scripture reading sounds a little different to us today than it would have if we listened to it
together even last Sunday. Last Sunday was worship and fellowship as usual. The LaGrave campus was home
to two buildings with stained glass sanctuaries. Both structures that housed them had all of their exterior walls
and a capable roof. There was no water in the basement next door, and the smell of smoke didn’t hang heavy
in the air. But that’s different now. Now half of the historic building our church owns is gone.

| pondered whether the planned Scripture passage for tonight was still appropriate for us to focus on
the Sunday after the Wednesday of a church fire. Do you preach a Bible passage featuring a bush that doesn’t
burn up right after you’ve watched part of your church burn down? Isn’t that a little too close for comfort?

Although Exodus 3 has been the same for thousands of years, we’re a little different. Many of you
came by the church on Thursday; I’'m sure others were following the news where you were. Some of you
seemed a little bit shy about stopping down here, and honestly, | felt that a bit too. We're not firefighters.
Would we be in the way? Were we just being nosy in wanting to come down and see for ourselves what was
happening? In most cases, | don’t think so. Instead, | think the impulse to come and be here, to want to be
with the people of the church, to experience the truth of Thursday morning was a different kind of act. | think
most of us wanted to bear witness — to witness a historic moment for our church; to stand in awe of the
consuming power that is a fire; to pray; to be assured by our presence together that the church is more than
its buildings. Like Moses tending his father-in-law’s flock on the far side of the wilderness, the glint of a
flickering blaze has caught our attention. Like Moses, we’ve been inclined to go out of our way to see this
strange sight. Like Moses in the face of something he cannot explain or control, we’re paying attention to see
what God has next.

From inside the fire, God calls to Moses, # “Moses! Moses!” Moses makes his way toward the thicket.
But as he comes closer, he sniffs. The air is strangely fresh. He looks more closely. There is no ash on the
ground. And in fact, he sees leaves waving from woody canes, green as you please. Nothing on this bramble is
actually burning up. Before Moses can reach out a hand to see if this fire is even warm, God stops him.
“Moses, do not come any closer, and take off your sandals. For the place where you are standing is holy
ground.”

Of course, it makes just as much sense to remove your shoes in the rocky desert as it does to say
you’ve witnessed a brush fire that doesn’t scorch the ground. Thorns and gravel hurt tender bare feet just as
surely as flames turn bushes to ash. But the God calling Moses commands the created world in ways Moses
and the Israelites—and Pharaoh and the Egyptians—could hardly have imagined. Not even if you had told them
about the flies and frogs and boils and hail ahead of time.

So, Moses listens to God’s warning to stops and stands and slips off his shoes. He is barefoot. On holy
ground. The arches of his feet recoil at the pressure of sharp stones. Pieces of gravel embed in his callused
heels. His eyes witness a fire that does not consume and his ears hear a voice unlike any he’s ever heard. From
the soles of his feet to the top of his head Moses is confronted with the Holy. It is terrifying. He can feel his
smallness and vulnerability in God’s presence. The experience will stay with him long enough to give him what
he needs for his immediate task. And the stories passed down about it will stick around long enough to shape
how future generations approach God - in awe, shoes off.

For many people, hearing about God’s holiness or things that are holy makes us think of God’s moral
perfection - that he is, as we said together earlier, completely “wise, just and good, the overflowing source of
all good.” When we’re aware of God’s moral perfection, we’re also aware of what follows from it - anything
contaminated by sin can’t be in his presence.



If God’s moral perfection comes to mind for you when you think about his holiness, you probably have
a good appreciation for the book of Leviticus. You've seen the need for atonement for sinful people in order
for them to come into the presence of a Holy God. And that’s certainly part of Scripture’s testimony about
God’s holiness. So just as we remove our shoes when we enter a house to keep from tracking dirt onto the
clean floor, there is something here about not bringing in the dirt of ordinary life—much less smudges of sin—
into God’s holy space.

But if we think of God’s moral perfection alone when we think of his holiness, we miss something.
God’s holiness certainly includes his moral perfection. But in our passage tonight, God’s holiness means
something more. It means everything about God that inspires awe. God’s holiness is a little like the strength of
the sun. This is the best comparison | came across this week. The sun is the one-of-a-kind source of light and
heat and life in our solar system. From a distance its brightness and warmth feeds and sustains all of life on
earth. But get too close to the sun and its radiance and what happens? You get burned. Not because the sun
wants to torch you for making the mistake of coming too close, but because the sun by its very nature is as
dangerous as it is lifegiving. The sun overpowers the chemical building blocks that make up a human. Get too
close and the sun’s strength consumes.

So, for Moses’ protection a Holy God says, stop and stay where you are. Before we get acquainted,
there’s something you should know. You should know that | am holy. You should see that I’'m completely
different from you. My goodness is powerful. The appropriate response here is awe. Take off your shoes. “l am
the God of your Father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob,” God says. “l have
indeed seen the sight of my people’s misery in Egypt. | have heard them crying out because of their slave
drivers, and | am concerned about their suffering. 8 So | 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....° And now the cry of the
Israelites has reached me, and | have seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them.”

Had Moses not been so terrified, he may have jumped up and cheered right there. Could it be that the
God of his fathers, this powerful God, has seen, heard, and is concerned about his people? After 400 years of
silence is today the day? This God has chosen, NOW, this moment, to march himself into Pharaoh’s throne
room and demand an accounting? Well, yes. And...not exactly. The players are just getting recruited. 1°So
now, go,” God says to Moses. “l am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt.”

Oh dear. That’s unexpected. Moses swallows. God’s sending him to Pharaoh? The risks of his
obedience just increased exponentially. In the space of two commands plus a couple of explanatory
paragraphs God has moved Moses from a small thing the simple removal of shoes to lacing them up again to
confront an enemy king. Moses has lots of questions. He'll ask and object in this chapter and in chapter 4. But
fascinatingly, God doesn’t show Moses who he is all at once. And God doesn’t outline his divine plan to deliver
the Israelites all at once either. Yahweh, the covenant God of Moses’ fathers, teaches Moses who he is and
what he wants to do gradually, bit by bit. That seems to be God’s usual way of working. Patiently. Through a
process. Knowing this God means something more than knowing things about him, like his Holy Name.
Knowing this God knowing his name, yes - but also interaction, relationship. Worship and conversation and
dependence and love and steps of trust.

Moses standing barefoot on the edge of God'’s turf. He witnesses evidence of God’s powerful holiness
and begins to know this God more fully. God gives a halting Moses enough courage to pick up his part of the
intimidating task God has for him a little at a time. But make no mistake. It's God’s task. Not Moses’s.

When Moses removes his sandals at the burning bush, some scholars think by doing that he is
releasing any claim he might make to the land where he stands. In support they point to the story of Naomi’s
relative in Ruth chapter 4, who relinquishes his legal right to claim Naomi’s property and marry her daughter
in law. Do you remember what the closer relative does to demonstrate release of the property? He takes off
his sandal and gives it to Boaz, who will make the claim instead.

“By having Moses remove his shoes,” Professor and Rabbi Rachel Adelman writes, “God forces him to
acknowledge this as holy ground and effectively declare: “No man may lay claim to this place (Sinai).” Sinai
sounds like the Hebrew word for the kind of bush - saneh - that was not consumed by the fire of God. The land



around the burning bush is holy, set apart by God’s presence. God has moved in and claimed it. It belongs to
him. Similarly, the task that Moses is called to take up is holy. God will be on the move in the midst of it. It
belongs to him.

As he heeds and holds his call, Moses will feel the heat of conflict and the fire of adversity. Yahweh'’s
claim to free his people directly conflicts with the claims of Egypt and other loyalties that oppose God’s claims.
Despite the adversity, Moses will not be consumed in his call.

But what about us and our call as LaGrave Church? If you feel a little burned up or burned out as you
look at the building outside it would be understandable. The fire we had here this week did damage. It did
consume. No voice called out of the blaze and no immediate evidence gives us reason to think we were visited
by a manifestation of God’s presence overnight on Wednesday. But that doesn’t mean for a minute that God
has moved out or released his claim on us. It doesn’t mean for a minute that God has pulled back his call on
our church. It does not mean for a minute that Yahweh, the God who IS, is not ever patiently at work to do
what he sets out to do, and to use us to do it.

There are many things to take care of and respond to in the aftermath of the fire. All that
notwithstanding, one of our first steps might be to take a moment of barefoot awe. We stand with our
vulnerable, bare, going-nowhere-fast feet and acknowledge God’s ownership and claim. God owns the
building. God ensures his kingdom’s presence right here at Cherry and LaGrave. God continues to hold onto us
as a church body. The fire might give us many reasons to stand with God in questions about what he’s up to
and what he has for us now, and to lean into him for the next step.

The time will come when, like Moses leaving the fire of God to meet with Pharaoh, we will put our
shoes back on and go forward into the call. But in our first steps let us recognize again the facts that the fire
just illuminated. Our resources, our church, our very selves - are God's.

Moses had evidence of Yahweh'’s presence with him, and a sign that would be a future fulfillment of
the promises. Did you catch it in the passage? The current sign of God’s faithfulness with him is of course the
burning bush; and the future sign that will confirm God’s promises is that Israel will worship at that very spot
in the future.

We who live 3000 years later have signs from God too. The God whose holiness is like the burning sun
came to this earth. He was born of a woman, and though the Holy One was inhabited her very womb, Mary
was not consumed. That God walked the streets of Galilee and Judah wearing the same sandals as everyone
else, sandals someone as great as John the Baptist said he was unworthy to untie.

When his disciples’ feet were dirty he himself washed them clean, a picture of his sacrifice to make
clean forever all those he is making holy. And he taught them to go serve in his name, by his Spirit to carry his
good news and his presence everywhere they went so that in love he might draw all people to himself. He
won’t give up until the work is done. And he will give us what we need for what he has for us to do, too.
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