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Getting our attention

I wonder if any of you can remember a TV ad you have seen recently?  Or an ad from long 
ago that sticks in your mind?  What was it about the ad that caught your attention, or what 
do you think of when I ask you now? The slogan? Something that was funny, strange?  A 
famous person endorsing a product?

Advertisers know that we are bombarded with information and calls on our attention all the 
time. So they know they have to catch our attention in a way that results in our doing 
something different – i.e. buying their product.

The Call of Moses

If we think about it, though, the things that most need our attention, the most important 
things, don't always shout at us.  Or perhaps they do at first, but we don't want to pay 
attention to them, and we develop the ability to turn a deaf ear to them, or screen them out.

Let me ask you a question: Suppose God wanted to get your attention, how hard would he 
have to work? People sometimes refer to St Paul's conversion and say they wish God spoke 
to them that clearly. But actually, Saul of Tarsus was so determined to do God's work his way 
that God had to give him quite a shake-up in order to get through to him. Being thrown off 
your horse and blinded wasn't a very nice experience for Saul. It could actually be much 
easier for us if we were in tune with God such that a quiet whisper was all that was needed.

Moses was somewhere in the middle.  A burning bush was the method that God used to get 
his attention. Wandering around with a herd of sheep gave him time to contemplate the 
scenery of Mount Horeb. His curiosity brought him to the bush to see why it wasn't burned 
up. And then God spoke and called him to become the liberator of the people of Israel from 
their slavery in Egypt. This was not what Moses was expecting at all, and as we heard in the 
reading, he was not at all willing to agree to the assignment God was offering him.

So perhaps for us the more important question is not what means God might use to speak to
us, but whether we are up for the challenge of responding to his call. If we're not, then the 
first question is rather academic.

Who am I?

The story of this conversation between Moses and God is one of the best-known parts of the 
Bible.  And I think it really speaks to us, even if God is not at this moment calling us to the 
kind of prominent position that Moses came to have.  Moses tries all kinds of arguments to 
persuade God to leave him alone, and there are two in the verses of tonight's reading, which 
I think will speak to us.

The first thing Moses says after God explains the mission he is calling him to is in verse 11 

“Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the children of Israel out of Egypt?” (Ex 3:11).

“Who am I?” There is more to this question than might be obvious at first. First of all, it 



expresses Moses' lack of confidence in his own ability and worthiness. But even more, it goes
to the heart of Moses' identity crisis.  Born a Hebrew slave, he had been rescued from the 
Nile and brought up by an Egyptian princess.  As the young man Moses went out to see the 
lot of his fellow Hebrews, he was confronted with the injustice and oppression they were 
experiencing. Who is he? Hebrew or Egyptian?  Moses is passionate about injustice. 
Asserting solidarity with his fellow-Hebrews, he kills an Egyptian slave-driver, in a misguided 
attempt to put things right.  Such passion, rightly directed, combined with Moses' knowledge
and understanding of the Egyptian court could have helped him to exert an influence in 
reducing the suffering of his people.  But Moses messes up. Then, on the next day, as he tries
to separate two fighting Hebrews, his good intentions are thrown back in his face. Pharoah 
learns about the murdered Egyptian, and Moses runs away.    

Many years later, at the burning bush, the last thing Moses wants is to go back to Egypt, the 
symbol of his failure and rejection.  He thought he had escaped from the hold of his old life. 
Losing contact with this family was a necessary price to pay in order to forget the past, and 
the shame and hurt that goes with it.

Many of us carry wounds from the past like Moses. They could be knocks to self-esteem, or 
hurts inflicted by failed relationships, or the guilt of things we have done wrong, or failed to 
do, or the shame of things done to us.  Trying to forget, or burying these hurts deep in our 
subconscious, is the brain's natural way of reducing the pain, or making it more bearable.  
These things can all prevent us from responding to God's call.

God replies to Moses with words of reassurance: 

“But I will be with you, and this shall be the sign for you, that I have sent you: when you have 
brought the people out of Egypt, you shall serve God on this mountain.” (Ex 3:12).  

Moses won't have to carry out the mission alone.  God will go with him.  And, what is more, 
God gives a promise about the future: “you shall serve God on this mountain”.  The future 
will not be life in Egypt: once the challenge has been faced and overcome, Moses will be 
back here to thank God for his faithfulness.  Can we in our imaginations look ahead to how 
the future will be once we have faced the challenges of the present? Will we trust God to go 
with us on our journey?

Who is God?

But Moses is not yet ready to face his demons. 

Then Moses said to God, “If I come to the people of Israel and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers
has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to them?” God said to 
Moses, “I AM WHO I AM.” (Ex 3:13-14).

If Moses' first question was “Who am I?”, the second question is, “Who is God?”.  In 
anticipating the response of his people when he shows up in Egypt with a promise from God,
Moses also reveals his own doubts: who is this God whom I have encountered?  Can I trust 
him? 

 God has already said quite a lot about himself. In verse 6 he introduces himself with the 
words

“I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” 

This God has a track record. For us, he is the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the God who has 
guided and protected the Church over 2,000 years. He is the God who was introduced to us 
by our parents, by other church members, or whoever. 

But more than this, he is the God who has heard the cry of his people:



Then the LORD said, “I have surely seen the affliction of my people who are in Egypt and have heard
their cry because of their taskmasters. I know their sufferings. (Ex 3:7)

Our God not only sees affliction and hears every cry, but he knows the suffering of the 
oppressed and the afflicted. The word translated “sufferings” in this verse 7 literally means 
pain.  Jesus Christ suffered physical, mental, emotional and spiritual pain on the Cross for us. 
He knows human suffering first-hand.

God's answer to Moses goes to the heart of who he is.  His very name, which the Jewish 
people have never pronounced because it is too holy, means “I am who I am” or (to translate
verse 14 from the Hebrew more literally) “I will be who I will be”.  The eternal God, who, 
more than any created thing, simply is, promises to be with us. Jesus made the same promise
to his disciples at the end of Matthew's Gospel: 

I am with you always, to the end of the age.

And through the Holy Spirit, he is with us and in us here and now, and always will be.

Following God's call

I don't know how God speaks to you, how he gets your attention, or how willing you are to 
listen to him.  I don't know what God might be calling you to do, day by day or in some 
greater task, in small ways or maybe in big ways.  I don't know whether something is holding 
you back from following his call, or whether you have your own demons to face. 

But I am sure that the God of Moses, the God of Jesus and of saints down the ages, my God 
and your God, is more than able to equip, strengthen and guide you and me as we humbly 
respond to his call to live as disciples of Jesus today, this week and in the rest of our lives. 
May we not let anything get in the way of us following that call.


