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God who knows our suffering

Refugee and Migrant Sunday is the perfect day on which to hear of Moses’ call to 
deliver the people from slavery. The Israelites migrated to Egypt, became slaves and 
then refugees. When we think of this church, the story of the Midwives could be 
described as its outer story while the Burning Bush could be said to represent its inner 
story. It was the central symbol chosen by one group of our spiritual ancestors to reflect 
who they knew God to be.

The young man Moses fled to the Land of Midian for safety after he had killed an 
Egyptian who attacked a Hebrew. Ironically he who belonged to an oppressed 
immigrant community himself became an Asylum Seeker in another place. There are 
other ironies too. The Midianites were the camel people. In some parts of the Old 
Testament they appear as the dreaded foes of Israel. Here they provide a place of refuge, 
without razor wire, for a fleeing child of Jacob’s flock. St Catherine’s Monastery at 
Sinai, built in 527 AD, commemorates the alleged place of Moses’ encounter with the 
Burning Bush. It is remarkable that such a key Christian site is noted for its openness to 
Christian and Muslim people, both of whom worship within its walls. At a time when 
we are increasingly being led towards fear and suspicion of difference, a fear sometimes 
fuelled by sectarian religious polemic, how important it is to know and heed this 
example.

Moses was not wandering in Midian seeking God. It was there God sought him. Moses 
was going about his ordinary work tending the sheep and may often have passed this 
way before. This time his curiosity was aroused. The phenomenon of burning bushes is 
known in the literature of Syria and Palestine, which may mean that while the sight was 
wondrous, it was not supernatural. But as soon as he turned aside to look the burning 
flame became a means to another end. From the centre of the flame, upon which he 
feared to gaze, came a voice which disturbed Moses’ life forever.

In what follows God presented the ancient equivalent to a calling card, identifying 
himself as the one who was known to the forebears. This God is no General Principle of 
the Universe. This is the God who has been with these people in ages past, whom they 
had trusted with their life. As Moses’ resistance continues God takes him into even 
greater intimacy by giving him the sacred name. To know the name of a person was to 
have access to their power and to understand their fundamental reality. That is why, in 
biblical times, the name of God is not spoken, because God cannot be controlled by 
mortals. But here Moses is given the name, because God has grasped him. Understand 
the relationship here. Moses did not invent God’s name. It was not a trendy human 
concept for God; it was a gift of God to him and a token of a real relationship. I Am 
who I Am. The name is based on the verb “be”. It is unpronounceable and virtually 
untranslatable - it is beyond our grasp. Scholars suggest its meaning can be summed up 
as I will be there for you. The central quality of the God of the ancestors was not his 
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Being, or his Existing. It was his Active Being on their behalf, now demonstrated in this 
text. The God who addressed Moses has a compassionate heart: the cry of the oppressed 
people has been heard and their suffering understood. God has “come down” - is 
already moving to deliver them, and bring them to the land promised long ago. In 
pursuit of this goal God chose to work with a human agent - an ordinary person who 
was called to bring them from a dark context. 

Moses was reluctant to heed the call and bold in his resistance, but God was not put off 
by this. Many called by God have felt the same. Who wants their life to be messed up? 
Wouldn’t it be better to stay where no one talks back? The thing that has even more 
urgency today is this. Moses was not called to be a philosopher or a preacher. Moses 
was called to challenge the power relations in Egypt. The encounter with Holy Mystery 
led straight to a confrontation with Pharaoh’s Court. Imagine what this could mean! 
This week we learned our Prime Minister believes our ultimate allegiance is to 
Australia. But we believe the world and all its people belongs to God. How challenging 
that simple statement now seems, and how powerful it could be in certain contexts. The 
Minister for Education expressed the intelligent opinion that anyone who disagrees with 
his version of Australian values should push off elsewhere. He defines our values by 
reference to a man and a donkey. But we want to ask which man and which donkey. 
And how do either of these images square with current government policies? And 
politician Eric Abetts, relative of one of our Ministers, says clergy should keep their 
noses out of politics. All three leaders have had a Christian Education but they don’t 
seem to understand the Bible, or know much about the ways of God. God is not the 
keeper of the status quo. God knows our suffering, hears the cries of the oppressed and 
calls people to challenge leaders; to break down barriers and set people free to live as 
God intended in the new future that is on offer to them - but not from kings.

It is very clear that Moses was not a volunteer for this task. This was not a mission born 
of his personal ambition. The hero of the faith in the making did not set out to make a 
name for himself. His curiosity led to a revelation and a call, which shook him to the 
core. His life was never the same again!

If you are worried that the call of God comes only to exalted persons, remember this: 
God’s call to Moses was an invitation to use his innate gifts in the service of others. He 
was a Hebrew, like the slaves God wanted to liberate. Adopted by Pharaoh’s daughter, 
raised and educated as an Egyptian, he knew the strengths and weaknesses of Pharaoh’s 
court. As a shepherd in the wilderness he knew about life in the desert. He did not have 
to change who he was, or what he was. But the encounter with Holy Mystery meant he 
had to leave peaceful Midian, and go and deal with the principalities powers. This 
journey was similar to the one that arises from the Gospel call to take up our cross and 
follow, leaving self behind for the sake of Another.

There was no guarantee Moses would succeed in this mission. The one thing he was 
given was the assurance God would share the risk. I will be there for you will be true to 
his name and share the suffering of the people who eventually will worship at the site of 
the burning bush.

The process of being called is sometimes like that of Moses. Our curiosity meets 
something that opens us up and leads to a reshaping of the future. Have you ever looked 
through the newspaper to find an advertisement that rose up to greet you from the page? 
Have you seen a notice about something and your heart leapt at the thought? Have you 
ever sat in church and found your attention riveted by some familiar words - as though 
hearing them for the first time? And have you ever thought: Oh no, this could not be for 
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me! Only to find that the thought would not go away until you did something about it? 
The call of God comes to us in the ordinary events of our lives. Disturbing though it 
may seem it is a gracious invitation to a journey in which we will be called to express 
our true selves in the service of God.

God who shares our suffering has been made known to us with greater clarity in the 
Cross of Christ. From this we know the extent to which God has seen and heard the 
need for people to be free. In the cross of Christ we are invited us to live in and work for 
the new future that is God’s gift to the world in him. Thanks be to God, who calls us to 
serve, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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