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Sermon for Pentecost 13 

30 August 2020 

 

Moses came to Horeb, the mountain of God. There the angel of the Lord appeared to him 
in a flame of fire out of a bush; he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was not 
consumed. Then Moses said, ‘I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why 
the bush is not burned up.’       Exodus 3:1b-2 

There are two moments in our scripture readings today when people are made to 
stop in their tracks: Moses sees a bush on fire which inexplicably is not consumed 
by the flames. He is so astonished that he stops in his tracks to consider this 
remarkable sight. In the Gospel reading, Jesus makes Peter stop in his tracks with 
a stinging rebuke that refutes Peter’s insistence that our Lord avoids suffering and 
death: “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; for you are setting your 
mind not on divine things but on human things” (Matthew 16:23) 

Every now and then we find ourselves stopping in our tracks: last Friday, I had 
just left my apartment in the rue de Vermont and found myself looking at a new 
signpost erected close to the entrance of the Parc Beaulieu. The signpost was 
shaking and quivering as if it were terrified. I checked to see if there was a strong 
wind which would account for this. There was no wind. I then checked out the 
traffic to see if there was a thunderous lorry on the road. There was none. I have 
never seen a signpost shaking like that but there is was. It made me stop in my 
tracks! Last weekend, while holidaying in Buxton, a spa town in the Peak District 
of Derbyshire, I bought the British satirical magazine, Private Eye. I sat in my 
hotel room reading it, laughing quietly to myself at its ridiculing of countless 
follies on the part of the British Prime Minister and an incompetent cabinet. 
Then I came across an article that lampooned the Daily Mail. It culminated in a 
quotation from the Mail Online that described a celebrity in flowery, ornate 
language. It made me stop in my tracks: I realized immediately that it had been 
written by my daughter, Connie! 

In scripture, God often catches our attention by making us stop in our tracks. 
God seeks to attract our attention; to get us to stop from the usual routine; look 
up; and hear God’s voice. Some of the best writers and thinkers of today suggest 
that the disruption brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic offers such a 
moment: the novelist, Arundhati Roy, writes: “Historically, pandemics have forced 
humans to break with the past and imagine their world anew. This one is no different. It is 
a portal, a gateway between one world and the next.” 
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The portal of the unburnt bush brought Moses to a gateway that opened up a 
pathway to the living reality of God. Eastern Orthodox faith and Judaism 
interpret the unburnt bush as irradiating the uncreated energy and power of 
God. This powerful picture of the living God was one adopted and which is still 
cherished by Calvinists, Huguenots, and Presbyterians. God as flaming, 
unquenchable fire. 
 
Having turned aside and encountered the reality of God, Moses was overcome 
with awe. Scripture recounts that he “hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God” 
(Exodus 3:6b). When we encounter a sense of the presence of God, we, too, are 
invited to experience this sense of awe. Yesterday, I had the privilege of 
conducting the Marriage Service of China and Charles-Henri. It took place in the 
beautiful small Temple close to the family home at Crans-près-Céligny. Even 
though we were few in number – just members of Charles-Henri’s family, when it 
came to the exchanging of the marriage vows before God, there was a moment 
when one could experience a real sense of awe; of being in the presence of God; 
of realizing the unique significance of this moment of vow making and 
remembering the marriage vows made by Charles-Henri’s parents when they 
married in the Temple in 1984. This sense of awe that draws us to worship is 
what we at Emmanuel are called to offer to the world. 
 
Having caught our attention, and drawn us into an experience of awe, God 
reveals Godself as a God of justice. Scripture records that God has seen the 
oppression of God’s people in Egypt: the last verse of Exodus chapter 2 is: “and 
God took notice of them”. God is a God of justice and compassion. God seeks to 
root out all injustice and evil. The God of justice cares. But in the Exodus story, 
God appoints Moses to the task of confronting Pharaoh to demand the freedom 
of the Israelites. Recent advertisements on CNN have been promoting the 
imminent opening of the Grand Museum of Egypt: even after 2,500 years 
looking at the artefacts, many in gold, brings an overwhelming sense of the power 
and majesty of the Pharaohs. No wonder Moses was horrified at being enlisted to 
defy the Pharaoh’s power. But the power of the God of the burning bush is 
greater than all earthly power and can consume all that is evil and unjust.  
 
Just as Moses was enlisted by God to confront oppression, so you and I are 
likewise invited to live out our Christian discipleship by placing our lives on the 
line too. In the Gospel reading, Jesus says: “If any want to become my followers, let 
them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” St Paul invites to: “Rejoice 
in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer…Do not be overcome by evil, but 
overcome evil with good-”  (Romans12:12) 
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It was on August 28, 1963 that the March on Washington took place and Martin 
Luther King, Jr. made his extraordinary speech at the Lincoln Memorial. 67 years 
on, we hear his words afresh, speaking deeply to the situation that the United 
States is facing today. You may remember that he said: 
“I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of great trials and tribulations. 
Some of you have come fresh from narrow jail cells. Some of you have come from areas 
where your quest for freedom left you battered by the storms of persecution and staggered by 
the winds of police brutality. You have been the veterans of creative suffering. Continue to 
work with the faith that unearned suffering is redemptive.” 
 
It was perhaps Peter’s failure to recognise that unearned suffering is redemptive; 
that overcoming evil with good is costly and requires one to give one’s all that 
brought about Jesus’ stern rebuke. And it is a rebuke that we will receive too if we 
are complacent and if we underestimate the total self-giving that is required of us 
in confronting the evil of our days. 

For as God sends us out to absorb and overcome the evil in our world, let us be 
fully aware of the Machiavellian scheming and wrong-doing that is at the heart of 
so much of political life. This is brought home forcibly by the Irish journalist, 
Stephen Geoghegan’s recent book Democracy for Sale. The book is a detailed 
investigation into what was going on behind the scenes to impact upon and to 
achieve the Brexit vote in the United Kingdom. At one point, Geoghegan quotes 
Aaron Banks – the business man who is credited with bankrolling Brexit. In 
explaining the strategy afterwards, Banks wrote: “Our skill was creating bush fires 
and then putting a big fan on and making the fan blow. We were prepared to and if you 
criticise us for anything – and I’m sure you would – we picked subjects and topics that we 
knew would fly.” 

As our eyes are opened to the wrong-doing, the injustice, the sophisticated 
manipulation via social media of minds and hearts, the inequality in our world, 
we are invited to draw on the power of the God of the burning bush. In 
Huguenot thought, the Christian becomes one with the fire of God – whatever 
torments and persecutions are faced, the fire of God’s love in our hearts is 
inextinguishable. So as we take up our cross today, let us pray in the words of 
Charles Wesley:  

O thou who camest from above 
the fire celestial to impart, 

kindle a flame of sacred love 
on the mean altar of my heart! 
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 There let it for thy glory burn 
with inextinguishable blaze, 

and trembling to its source return 
in humble prayer and fervent praise. 

  
And let us not shirk the challenge but recognize as true the prayer of St Theresa 
of Avila that Emmanuel’s choir is about to sing: 

“Christ has no body now but yours. No hands, no feet on earth but yours. Yours are the 
eyes through which he looks compassion on this world. Yours are the feet with which he 
walks to do good. Yours are the hands through which he blesses all the world. Yours are the 
hands, yours are the feet, yours are the eyes, you are his body. Christ has no body now on 
earth but yours.” Amen. 

Michael Rusk 
Emmanuel 
30 August 2020 
 

 


