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Ever since meeting the story of Moses and the burning bush for the first time as a child at Sunday School I have always found this encounter deeply fascinating, enthralling and even slightly frightening. It is an amazing image, isn’t it? – a miraculous bush that blazes but is not consumed, and that reveals in some indescribable way God’s very own presence. It is undoubtedly one of the most powerful visual images in the whole Bible. We know from other parts of the Old Testament that God cannot be directly looked at by anyone – he is a light far too pure and brilliant for us to cope with. But here there is a feeling that this rule has been bent just a bit so that Moses is afforded a glimpse – and us with him – of something that should never normally be seen by any mortal eye – God’s own being. God himself has granted this very exceptional privilege, and the extent of this amazing act of permission on God’s part, is underlined by the conditions that he sets Moses as he begins to speak to his servant; “Come no closer! Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground” And in case there is any remaining doubt as to who it is that Moses, quite extraordinarily, is being allowed to see, God identifies himself: ‘I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’. In this amazing symbol of the burning bush, the Lord reveals himself as irresistible Being, whose power and energy cannot be contained, and who unlike any created thing is subject to no decay or deterioration. Perhaps it’s no real surprise, then, that when he fully realises who it is who is in front of him, Moses can look no more, and has to avert his gaze: ‘Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God’, the text tells us.

As we discover next this extraordinary act of self-disclosure by God, this epiphany, has a purpose. God is revealing himself to Moses not in any raw display of power to impress him, or humble him, or anything like that, but to make Moses realise that this God-of-the-incredible-bush, this God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is a God who cares deeply about the sufferings of his people. “I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry… I know their sufferings, and I have come to deliver them… to bring them…to a land flowing with milk and honey…” For Moses, this is news of the very greatest and most welcome kind, and it must have been with the deepest joy that he was here learning that his God cared about his people and about justice, and about protecting those who couldn’t protect themselves. Things were going to get better and the Lord was going to act decisively for his people. He was going to free them from the slavery they were in – from the Egyptians who had made them exiles in their own land. And there is a message here for us as Christians, for surely we are meant to see now connections with the coming of Christ all those years later – for as we look at Christ, we believe that we too are looking directly at God – this time as a man, just as Moses was seeing him in the burning bush – and it is in Christ that God supremely reveals himself as the one who comes to his people to serve and save them. So the two testaments are profoundly linked in this story of the Burning Bush – God’s one character is revealed in both. What was revealed to Moses as an individual by the extraordinary miracle of the Burning Bush is revealed to all in the extraordinary miracle of Christ.

But back to Moses now and to his time with God. Having heard the good news about what God is going to do for his people, next comes the challenge – the sting in the tale even. For Moses is astonished to learn that what this compassionate, justice-loving God-of-the-bush intends to do for his people is to be done through Moses himself. “So come, I will send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites out of Egypt” the Lord says to him and one can almost hear the sharp intake of breath on Moses part as he hears this! I am sure Moses’ next thought must have been something like, ‘Well if you are a consuming-God-who-is-not consumed, why not take care of this yourself? Why me?” Although perhaps very understandably in the circumstances Moses chooses to express his reservations in terms of self-doubt rather than complaint “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” But God will have none of this and he informs Moses that he will be with Moses as Moses obeys the vocation that he is now being given.

‘Ok’, says Moses, ‘but if I do this and if people ask who it is who is with me, who should I tell them that you are, so that they will believe me.’ And now we have that great act of self-definition by God, offered as an answer to Moses question, an answer that I think is in so many ways puzzling “I am that I am… tell them that I am has sent you to them” God says. But what does he mean here? What is this ‘I am that I am’. I have heard people sometimes say that this utterance by God leaves them with a picture of a somewhat pompous God standing on his dignity and saying to Moses: “Don’t ask silly questions; if you do you will only get a silly answer!” So is Moses being given the brush-off by God? Put firmly in his place? Maybe, but maybe not…

I believe I am that I am says one thing loud and clear. God will be present with Moses in all his doubts, present with an enslaved people in their pain, suffering and questioning; and this is a God who will be present whatever may happen. 'I will be ... I will be with you' as you can equally translate the Hebrew of God’s words in this verse: this is an affirmation which runs like a golden thread through the Bible. The answer is a promise, a call to trust, to take the risk of stepping out into the unknown future with many questions unanswered and unanswerable, but with one unshakeable certainty  – that in that future God will be there, God who is the very power of being itself. The answer is the promise of God's presence, even if how God's presence will come to his people, what form it will take in the future, the comfort and the challenge it will bring, only the future will unfold. God is there to be discovered and rediscovered, experienced and re-experienced in the ever changing patterns of life. 'I will be who I will be' ... the door is closed on any neatly labelled fossil of a God, but the door is opened to a life of commitment and growing faith in an ever active God who will always remain true to himself.

Moses discovered and trusted in this great truth. The story of his burning bush invites us to make that same act of faith and trust as well.
