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Last week we explored the story of the birth of Moses – which began with a Pharaoh who did not know Joseph – who was not connected to the Hebrews in any way – who decided the Hebrews were becoming too many – and ordered that all Hebrew boys born be killed. You remember that two very brave midwives – Shiphrah and Puah – refused to follow these orders for genocide – the courage they showed – the unwillingness to fear the terror of such a leader. Instead they trusted in the power of Love, the power of the One whose creating energy gave all of us Life.

And then Pharaoh, outwitted by these two women – and obviously lots of others who followed their lead – you see, the courage of one person often encourages another and another – until a movement has begun. So Pharaoh gets tough and places another order – a worse order if you can imagine – to have these boys killed. And a lot of boys were murdered. The story doesn’t say this – but it is implied and should be said aloud. So when Moses was born, his mother and his sister were determined to find a way to save his life. You remember the story. They made a basket – the word is the same as the one used for the ark with Noah – so Moses was set afloat in his own ark – guided to the swimming or bathing area of the princess – was found and she decided to keep him as her own. She defied her own father’s death orders. And you see, there are allies all around who are willing to do the work of justice – sometimes for their own gain and purposes – but nevertheless – we work together for the movement of God’s justice on Earth.

Today, our story has skipped a few verses. Moses has grown. He has learned that he is Hebrew. He has watched as an Egyptian has killed a Hebrew. In response, he kills the Egyptian – something he will soon learn is not the way to respond to violence.  But it has always been the way of the empire to be violent, and this is what he knows. He realizes he has to flee. If he had killed the Hebrew, it would not be a problem. But he has killed one of the powerful, and there is a price to pay for that. So he runs. He becomes a shepherd. Lives a quiet life – much different from being a prince of Egypt in the center of power.

And it is in this context, on an ordinary day, not looking for anything, just doing his job, that he experiences a bush that is burning but not consumed. He encounters One whose says – my name is I am Who I am – I will be who I will be. This One calls Moses to do something about what he knows – to call on Pharaoh to let God’s people go free – for you see – all people are God’s people. And God has heard their cries – and God has decided to do something – and God does this by calling on Moses – a particularly gifted leader for this kind of challenge – to go back to Egypt and confront Pharaoh. Not with armies. Not with violence. But with a call to set the people free. To do the right thing. To do the just and moral thing. To set the Hebrews free. And to also set the Egyptians free.

Now, when I was young, I used to think this was really cool. I wished that I could be Moses – because I wanted God to use me for something big like this. And my desire grew out of a genuine longing to be faithful, to be so faithful that God would trust me with such big and important work. But Moses was not so excited. He knew what such a calling meant. It meant putting his life on the line. It meant giving up his good life as a shepherd. No, there was not much good that he could see in God’s call – besides the fact that he wanted these Hebrews – he wanted his people – to be free. Their oppression ate at him every day. Someone should do something. But he didn’t think it needed to be him. Or maybe he did think it should be him – but his courage was lacking. It was a hard thing to do.

A very important part of the story is that Moses was able to argue, to negotiate with God. He wasn’t zapped for asking questions. For wanting to know more. He wasn’t punished for saying – not me God. Moses was in the presence of the All Powerful yet was not overpowered. And you and I will not be overpowered by God either. We have the right to say no. We have the right to ask questions, to be real, to be worried. What kind of leader would not want to think things through carefully. To know what the stakes were.

Moses was not looking for a religious experience. He had no religious intentions that day. He was nowhere near a religious community. In his regular, day to day world he saw something that he found curious, and he went to check it out. This curiosity led to his call – his call to not only hope that someone would help those oppressed people, but that he would do what he could, with his special skills and with God present with him.

Moses is called to re-embody the creative Word of God still creating in the world. And the goal is not to bring a little relief to the Hebrews – to make their life a bit more tolerable. No. The call was not to reform but to transform. It was to remove the terrible situation. Moses was called to enter the sociopolitical world and to be the voice and the presence of God to call forth a new way. And it was not with a big army. It was not with violence. It was with a call to Pharaoh to have compassion. The Hebrews would not do to the Egyptians as the Egyptians had done to them. They would trust in God to show them another way.

I want to make sure we are following this. God has heard the cries of the oppressed Hebrews – and Hebrews stands for all people who are marginalized, who are cast out, who are pushed aside and beaten down. Who don’t have a voice. Who don’t have the protections and privileges of others in the society. God hears the cries and what – What does God do? Does God wave a magic wand and suddenly everything is okay? Does God snap God’s fingers and all evil is removed forever? We might wish that God was a super hero – I don’t know. But I think God chooses to work with us – to call us as partners to bring about the world we long for.  God needs people like you and me who are willing to invest in the struggle for freedom, and justice, and peace. Using the ways of justice and peace. It is a team effort. God does not overpower. God invites. God nudges. God gets our attention and lets us decide what we will do.

And remember – not all of us are called to be the upfront leader – to be a Moses. For every Moses there has to be hundreds and thousands of others who share their skills, their passion, to make the movement happen. There are organizers, there are motivators, there are people who fix great meals and who offer hospitality. Do you remember the movie Gandhi? When they decided to protest at the salt mines – the Indian people approached the soldiers and were beaten – and behind those who were beaten were others who picked them up, carried them out of harm, tended to their wounds. In the civil rights movement, there were those who led the singing – and the songs kept the spirit alive in the face of danger and fear. No, everyone does not have to be a Moses – we are called to be who we are. To do what we can do. To be a great teacher, a great artist, a great worker with animals, a great singer, a cook, a cleaner, a hugger like Beaver, to let the spirit in us find life in whatever it is we have passion and curiosity and love for. To care for the children or the older adults who need care. To put the power lines back up after a hurricane. To be a caring and skilled nurse in the hospital as I have witnessed this week caring for my mom. To be the one who cleans the room or delivers the mail. To be the one who knows how to make the plants grow. To do whatever we have the skill to do.

Last night I attended a family dinner of the Campaign for Southern Equality. The executive director is Jasmine Beach Ferrara, and she believes that all LGBT folk are already equal. That the justice movement is not about becoming equal, but to claim that we are all equal already – that it is the laws that are behind the times. It is the laws that must change. And to change these laws means that LGBT folk must find their voice, stand with courage, and claim the rights afforded to others in our society already. And to do this with empathic resistance – meaning that we will not hate those who stand in the way. We will love them. We will care for them. But at the same time, we will protest and call forth the rights that we should all have.  

In October there will be a movement that will begin here in Asheville – calling for equal marriage rights. The movement will need a lot of different people offering the gifts they can offer. Not one person can make this happen. It takes many people with many different skills. It takes a village. And each of us who gets involved must hear the call to participate and to be a person who lives into the spirit of  empathic resistance. This is the power of the movement. There will be not hate. There will be no violence. We will not use hate crimes toward those who employ their hatred toward us. We will use Love. We will partner with the Creative, Loving Spirit that continues to move across the chaos of the troubled waters of our lives and trust that peace will come. That justice will come.

There is power in such a movement. Power that is not present when we use violence – when we pull out the guns and the bombs and the terror. God is clear – we will not do to them what they have done to you. That is not God’s way. The power is in the strength of our passion, the strength of our courage and our spirit. We will be like bushes on fire that do are not consumed. We will trust that God is with us and that God will work God’s way through us.

This is exciting to me. It used to excite me as a boy when superman or batman would swoop in and save the day.   I liked that. But this is more powerful, more compelling. Ordinary people like you and me can be the agents of change. We have the power to love a new way into existence. I think the Campaign for Southern Equality is on to something significant. I have chosen to be part of it, and I can’t wait to see what happens.

I also wonder – as we approach the 10th anniversary of 9/11 – what our world might be like today if we had chosen not to do to others what they had done to us. Not to seek revenge. Not to get even. Not to kill. Not to spend billions and billions of dollars that we so desperately need to feed the hungry and to put into school systems and to help the homeless and the poor. What would our world be like today if we had taken a different path? I know it sounds naïve. Joe, that doesn’t work in a world like ours. But I bet Moses felt the same. Go talk to Pharaoh? Say let my people go? Let your free labor force walk away? Forget your empire dreams of bigger  pyramids and structures. Sure, that’s going to work. But somehow Moses found a way to trust. He built community around the idea that God would find a way. Could God find a way in a world like ours with so many weapons of mass destruction – most of them owned by us in the United States?

I don’t know the answers. But I believe God is still calling us to partner together, to have the courage to use Love as an agent of transformation in this world. I think God is still wanting all people to be free. Is still saying – Let my people go. Let my people go. Let my people go.

I like this poem by Mother Teresa.

Poem: Anyway -- Mother Teresa  (from Meditations from a Simple Path) 
People are unreasonable, illogical and self-centered.
Love them anyway.
If you do good, people will accuse you of selfish motives.
Do good anyway.
The good you do today will be forgotten tomorrow.
Do good anyway.
Honesty and transparency make you vulnerable.
Be honest and transparent anyway.
What you spend years building may be destroyed overnight.
Build anyway.
People who really want help may attack you if you help them.
Help them anyway.
Give the world the best you have and you may get hurt.
Give the world your best anyway. 
 
Another way to say it is this:
A bell is no bell till you ring it
A song is no song till you sing it
Love in the heart wasn’t put there to stay
Love isn’t love till you give it away.
We have a lot of love in our hearts. In this community. Let us live our love and follow our passion until all people are affirmed and treated with dignity and respect – and where war shall be no more. Amen.
