Exodus 3:12. New beginnings: Moses and the burning bush

As the summer holidays are drawing to a close, we are faced once again with a time of new beginnings.  Some of you, like me, will have just come back from holiday whilst others are getting ready to go away on your holidays now that the children are going back to school, the planes are quieter and prices have returned to a normal level. Some will be getting ready to start a new year at school or even starting a new school. Others are starting a new chapter in their lives as they start retirement or have just become grandparents.

New beginnings are good – they are a time when we can start afresh.  To reset and think about how we might do things in a new way. This might involve new routines, doing more exercise, eating healthier, helping our parents more in the home or most importantly – spending more time with God.  I love this time of year as I feel refreshed and ready to start a new season and am excited to see what God has in store for us all. Martin and I have been planning lots of exciting services and events in the Parish for the Autumn term, but I’ve also been marking rest days and evenings into my diary - because it’s important to try and keep a slower pace of life – to make time for ourselves and God.  

It is important to do new beginnings well and to pace ourselves sensibly (something that I’m still learning about – before Simon or Martin add in their own comments!). For if we are rushing and don’t take time to stop and look or listen, we will miss so much.  We won’t see new opportunities, people or places who need our help and we won’t see where God is at work around us.  

Today our reading from Exodus brings us the story of Moses and the burning bush. A story that we might normally choose to skim past as it may be familiar to us from our childhood or school collective worship.  But I’d like us to stop and take some time to think more about it this morning.

This story marks a new beginning for Moses. He was a shepherd in his 80s at the time looking after the flock of his father-in-law – and he knew the importance of being observant and noticing things, in order to look after his flock well.   Burning bushes would have been a fairly common occurrence for Moses and other Eastern shepherd-guides who would routinely scan the vegetation in the countryside for spontaneous bush fires, often started by lightning or the heat. However, on this occasion the fire was not normal – the acacia scrub that would normally be consumed within minutes, whilst producing dense smoke, was remaining untouched.  Moses noticed that something was different – and went over to take a better look and there he encountered God.  In his normal, everyday life – doing what he would normally do – God had come to meet with him.  God revealed himself in the ordinary and because Moses was attentive and looking, he saw God and met with him in the routine of his everyday life.

Through this encounter Moses’ life is dramatically changed from him being a quiet shepherd to becoming the leader that God wanted and needed him to be - the person chosen to lead the Israelites out of Slavery.  Even if Moses hadn’t seen himself doing something like this was rather reluctant to accept this request at the start, fearing that he would not be good enough. This is something that I can identify with, but as Moses and many others before me have discovered – God’s call is not to do with ability – it is about God wanting to work in and through us – and our obedience and trust in letting God do this.

The moral of the burning bush is not that it was an unusual, amazing sight.  It was that Moses took the time to notice it and to stop.  To look beyond the obvious and to see more – to see the divine in the ordinary. As we start another term, we need to be like Moses.  Ready and expecting to encounter God in the routine and ordinary of our lives. Our question should not be: is God present? For God is always present and is with each of us always. The question we each should be asking is, do we make enough time each day to stop and look to see where God is?  Are we willing to be changed through our encounters with him?

Many of you have commented on the how present God was on our away day with Sammi and the Sisters at Wheldrake.  I agree with you all, but I want to encourage you that we don’t need to go away on retreat or a Parish away day to encounter God.  We might be more likely to, as we naturally slow and make ourselves more available to God, but we can do this in the ordinary of your everyday life, just as Moses did. We just need to make the time and space to do so.

Our equivalent of the burning bush experience does not happen apart from, but in the midst of our everyday lives – when running errands, cleaning the house, mowing the lawn, looking after children, meeting with friends, when at work. But we are more likely to see God when we are looking for and expecting to see God - and this is more likely the more we spend time with God and fill our lives with prayer. This is something that I am wanting to do with this new beginning – and is something that Bishop Eleanor, the Bishop of Hull encourages us to do in her Advent book, Walking with Angels. Apologies for mentioning Advent in August, but it is one of my favourite seasons AND I realised that I haven’t recommended a book to you for a while. There’s a chapter for each week in Advent (so it’s only short and very readable) and using experiences from Bishop Eleanor, her family and friends to focus on the importance of prayer, being attentive to God at work and the presence of angels in our everyday lives – whether these be literal or the people that God has placed around us.
It’s certainly made me think a lot about prayer and the closeness of God in our lives and has given me some ideas – so if prayer walking is something that you would like to do or learn more about then come and join us at the prayer meeting a week on Monday to find out more……

So, as we start a new term together – be more like Moses; expectant and attentive to what God is doing in and around you, and I pray that you all know the closeness of God as you go about the ordinary of your weeks….. Amen




