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“I AM WHO I AM”                                                                  Exodus 3:1–15

                                                                                       Psalm 105:1–6, 23–26

                                                                                             Matthew 16:21–28            

Let us begin with a reflection on God’s name.



   But Moses said to God, “If I come to the Israelites and say to 


them, ‘The God of your ancestors 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.” He said further, “Thus you shall say to the Israelites, “I AM has sent me to you.’” God also said to Moses, “Thus you shall say to the Israelites, ‘The Lord, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you’:

   This is my name forever,

   and this my title to all generations.”





                          —Ex 15:13–15


God’s name is enigmatic, ambiguous, and undefined. “I AM WHO I AM” God’s name is unlike any other name. It is a name we cannot pin down. God’s name is simply the Hebrew letters, YHWH, pronounced Yahweh, a verbal form derived from the verb “To be” and formulated in the first person because God is the speaker. Actually YHWH, Yahweh, is a third person form and may mean “He causes to be,” or “I Will Be Who I Will Be.” The name of God is not like our names, (Paula, Laurie, Stan) but simply a name that indicates God’s action in historical affairs. Yahweh is the Lord, the One who “causes to be.” Yahweh is a God who has no name we can capture.

God’s real name remains clouded in mystery. And there is a reason for this. In ancient times, to know the name of God was to be endowed with divine power. To know God’s name was to have God on a leash, to be able to summon God as one summons a genie in a lamp, a God whom one could count on to do what one wanted God to do. And so God refuses to reveal God’s true name. God will remain, simply, I AM WHO I AM, which is not really any kind of name according to human standards. 

God will not be brought down to human size. God will not be under the control of anyone. God is transcendent, beyond the realm of the human, beyond the measure of our minds, as the old hymn states. There is a holiness surrounding God that demands not only respect, but also awe. No wonder God says to Moses after speaking to him from the burning bush, “Come no closer. Remove the sandals from you feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.” (Ex 3: 5) No wonder Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God.

I’m afraid that we have not progressed much beyond the ancients who believed that to know the name of God was to have God in one’s control. Do we not say in times of conflict, whether among nations, or in conflicts between ourselves, “God is on our side.” One can only hope that God is on our side. Perhaps God is on our side, but perhaps God is not. Saying that God is on our side does not make it so. We do not really know the mind of God. Nor can we control God. The feeling I have when I hear the words “God is on our side” is the same feeling I have every time I hear the words, “God bless America.” If that is a prayer, then perhaps it is OK. It might be better to pray “God bless our world.” But if “God bless America” signifies an exclusive ownership of God as opposed to other nations and peoples, then I think we are in risk of idolatry. You will remember the 3rd commandment, “You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.” Another translation, “You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God.” And still another, proposed by Walter Harrelson, “You shall not lift up the Lord’s name for mischief.” 

Whenever we think we have God on our side, whenever we say God’s name as a way to boost our own self-importance or legitimacy (politicians beware!), whenever we use God’s name as a way to belittle our enemies, whenever we use God’s name to elevate our own nation over others, we misuse God’s name, which, after all, is really a name unlike any other name. We use the Lord’s name for mischief.

The truth that God’s real name is clouded in mystery, that God is beyond the measure of our minds, that God cannot be downsized to human ways, that God cannot be boxed in and controlled, ought to produce a good measure of humility in us. God is God; we are human. In the presence of God, we are humbled. Therefore, beware of the proud, the over-confident, the very certain. Let us not imitate their ways. In the presence of God, there is no room for pride or over-confidence or unquestioning certainty.

That is why Moses is such a great role model for us. I picture a little man with a speech impediment. Although we do not know how imposing a figure Moses was, we have a suspicion that he was no Charlton Heston, who portrayed him in the film we probably all have seen. As for the speech impediment, the biblical record tells us that this was so. One of the later objections Moses raises to God is that he is not a good speaker. But God will not take “no” for an answer. Said God, “If you are that unsure of speaking in public, you can always use Aaron as your spokesperson.”

We begin to see Moses’s uncertainty and hesitation in today’s passage. Of course, when God catches up with him, Moses is on the run. He has just killed an Egyptian overseer. He has fled to Mount Horeb, which we will later know as Mount Sinai. No wonder Moses is hesitant. When God calls Moses to go to Pharaoh to bring the Israelites out of Egypt, Moses says to God, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” Moses is uncertain as to his own worthiness or abilities to accomplish what God asks him to do. Here is no pride, no over-confidence, no unquestioning certainty. But each time Moses raises an objection, God has a response. In this case, God responds to Moses, “I will be with you.” God will accompany the uncertain Moses, and that promise should be more than enough.

“I will be with you.” This, my friends, is a remarkable response. The God whom we cannot name, this transcendent, holy God may be beyond the measure of our minds, but this God is not distant. This God will be with Moses. This God hears the cries of the Hebrews. This God has known their suffering. This God has identified with the ache and hurt of God’s own people. It is the same with Jesus. In this morning’s Gospel reading, Jesus reveals that he will be a Messiah who suffers, a Messiah who will identify himself with the suffering of God’s people. Peter wants to keep Jesus immune from this kind of suffering, but Jesus will have none of it.
Already in Exodus, we have this vision of a God who refuses to remain aloof from human suffering. This God has come down to deliver God’s people from the Egyptians. This God may be transcendent, but this God is not distant. 
But God will not accomplish this deliverance alone. He invites Moses to be God’s own helper, God’s alaka‘i, if you will. God will accomplish God’s purposes through the human agency of a very human Moses.

How wonderful! And how even more wonderful that God chooses someone like Moses. It seems that it was not easy to get Moses’ attention. The story is told of a controversy among rabbis surrounding the question “Why was the bush burning but not consumed? The rabbis offered many possible answers, but one particular answer closed the debate. “The bush was burning but not consumed so that one day when Moses passed by he would finally notice it!”

Moses finally notices the burning bush, which was not consumed, and knows that he is on holy ground. But after God calls him out of the burning bush, Moses, uncertain and unsure of himself, is not beyond asking a number of questions. And God is not beyond responding to Moses, and so there grows a profound intimacy between the transcendent, holy God and the human Moses.

In like manner, we are invited by God to engage in God’s purposes in the earth. We would hardly compare ourselves with Moses, but it is also true that we share with Moses his uncertainty, his under-confidence, even his humility. For who are we to be called by God? “Who am I that you should send me?” Yet, God does invite us and call us. Through God’s beloved Son we are called to take up our cross and follow. Moses knew all about taking up the cross. His leadership among the Israelites would be challenged and tested time and time again. And so will our discipleship. That is why it is a cross that we take up.

Yes, the transcendent and holy God, whose true name we can never know, comes to be with us also, and in Christ Jesus names even us, and invites even us to participate in God’s own mission of life and liberation. We may be hesitant, uncertain, and lack confidence, but we are called to take up our crosses nonetheless. So let us say “yes” to the calling and fear not the falling, and may we be granted the grace so to do. Amen.

