
WORSHIP AS RECEIVING

Exodus 3:1-12

Introduction

Jesus said ‘it is more blessed to give than to receive’. Yet the fact is we find it more difficult to receive than give. Imagine a major family meal. Everyone is about to arrive, laying the coffee tray you realise you have run out of sugar. There is no time to get to the shops. The only option is to ask a neighbour for a bowl of sugar. You go and ask and they are happy to help. But it was much easier for them to give than it is for you to ask or receive. 

We find it just as difficult when it comes to worship. We are fine bringing our collection or playing some part in the service, whether bringing our collection, acting as a sidesperson or reading the scriptures. But receiving…from God…? That is a different matter.
Background

To understand this story we need reminding of the background to it. Moses was born as the child of the slave people, the Jews. Because they have been increasing in numbers so much that Pharaoh ordered that all boy children be put to death at birth. Moses’ mother defied this order and hid him in a basket in the nearby bulrushes. One of Pharaoh’s daughters found him, rescued him and then raised him as her own child. Though having this privileged upbringing, he grew up with a fierce passion for justice for God’s people.

This led him, when he saw an Egyptian beating a Jew, to kill the Egyptian. Instead of being thanked, the Jew said ‘who made you a ruler and judge over us?’ Moses had to escape with his life and ended up in what the Authorised Version of the bible delightfully calls ‘the backside of the desert’. He got a job as a shepherd working for Jethro, a priest from a Midian religion. In due course, Moses married one of Jethro’s daughters and they had a son. Moses called him Gershom ‘which means I am an exile in a foreign land’ (Ex 2:21). Not a nice name for a child but at least it tells us how much Moses still thought of his ‘family’, and indeed ‘race’, ‘of origin’. Yet all that seemed in the past with no hope of his ever having a useful part to play in their destiny. 

We do not know whether Moses was looking out for God or had abandoned all hope, but God certainly surprised Him by causing a desert bush to burn without being consumed. Seeing a bush burning in the desert was no big deal. Seeing one that was not consumed was certainly an eye-opener. 

Sometimes, as with Mary whose story we looked at a couple of weeks ago, we come to worship with a deep sense of thankfulness to God and awareness of His blessing on our lives. At other times we are more like Moses, feeling far from God and out of touch with him, as if we are living in an ‘alien land’. Either way, God is ready to take the initiate to reveal himself, thought we need to keep our eyes open. Was this the first burning bush that God used to draw Moses’ attention or the four hundred and ninety eighth?!

So what was it that Moses ‘received’ from God in this encounter? Here are some of the things ‘on offer’…

God’s presence

The amazing thing for Moses was simply that God had turned up! He may have felt he had been wrong in what he did and far from God and God’s people, but God took the initiative and showed up. Just to make sure he got the message, God’s first words to Moses were simply to call his name to make sure he had his attention. 

Our problem in worship can often be that we have been coming for so long we have forgotten why we are coming. Moses discovered, rather, what worship is about – giving God our full attention so that he can do things for us and with us.

We express this when we come to receive communion by offering empty hands. As St. Augustine put it long ago, ‘God gives where he finds empty hands’. God may want to give us something of Himself at any part in the service: in the liturgy, the hymns, the readings, the sermon, the intercessions and – above all – as we receive communion. We need to come with ‘empty hands and open hearts and lives’ to receive God’s presence whenever we come to worship.

God’s acceptance

God does not just turn up. He might have done that in order to turn the heat up on Moses. Rather, God welcomes him and shares his loving concern for the children of Israel. Moses is not forgotten, or rejected. He is not now without hope.

This receiving of God’s loving acceptance is particularly appropriate as our response both to the Absolution and to the receiving of communion. 

I recall the story of a young teacher who came to a service in the church where I was vicar. She had got into drugs and had had to drop out of teaching. She was desperate, though she did not quite know what for. She came to a Prayer Book Communion service with a lengthy sermon on one of the Minor Prophets of the OT: not exactly the ideal service for someone with no church background. By the end of the service she was in tears, not of sadness but joy, overwhelmed with a profound sense of God’s loving acceptance. As a result she became a Christian, found the strength to give up drugs and return to teaching. She is now the wife of a Baptist Minister and mother of three children. Like C.S. Lewis she was ‘surprised by joy’.

God’s purposes

Moses thought he was the only one passionate about justice for God’s people. Now he discovers two things. First that God shares that passion. In eloquent words God describes his care for his people: ‘I have seen the misery of my people, I have heard their cry, I know their sufferings and I am come down to deliver them.
Ex 3:6-8

The other thing he discovers is that God’s passion is life-giving not destructive. God’s sense of justice is burning but not consuming. Hence the call to ‘let my people go’. 

So too for us, the purpose of worship, of coming close to God is not just to see more of God’s nature and purposes for us and others. It is about finding our part in those purposes,

How our story is to become part of His story. Just as Mary was shocked to discover God’s plan for her life, so Moses is taken aback by God’s call on His life.
Ex 3:7-10

Which is why, for Moses and for us, we are called to live in the truth that when the worship is over the service of God truly begins.
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