
WHAT IS A CALL?

Exodus 3-4

"What is a call from God?" Exodus 3-4 helps us answer this pilgrim question today. This story about Moses is passed on to us to help us to know what a call is and to recognize when we receive our call. Moses was not called to be a deacon or a pastor or to serve on a church staff. He was called to serve his people as a civil servant. In these two chapters in Exodus, I find five aspects of God's call for Moses, and I believe that all five apply to God's call to my life and to your life because Moses' call is like my call and your call.
1.
GOD CALLS IN THE ORDINARY

First, notice that God calls us in the ordinary experiences of our everyday routines. Moses is tending sheep for his father-in-law. He is not on retreat at Lost River and is not looking for some mountaintop experience at Eagle Eyrie. Moses is at work as a shepherd. How did this boy raised in the Pharaoh's court in Egypt wind up with sheep?


One day in Egypt Moses sees an Egyptian beating a fellow Hebrew, looks this way and that and seeing no one (2:12), kills the Egyptian with his own hands and buries him in the sand. Pharaoh puts a bounty on this murderer’s head. At the age of forty (Acts 7:23) Moses becomes a fugitive and runs to the desert of the Sinai Peninsula between Egypt and the future land of Israel.  There in Midian Moses marries Zipporah and joins the family business--tending the flocks of his father-in-law Jethro. Moses is content to be a shepherd there for forty more years (Exodus 7:7). 


When Moses is eighty-years old he is still working as a shepherd. If he had been in government work, he’d be retired by now! While leading his flock around the mountain that is called both Horeb and Sinai in the Bible, Moses sees a bush that is on fire but not burned up (3:2). Our Worship Arrangements Team has placed on our communion table a bush which appears to be burning. I guess the bush is too realistic because John Campbell and I met the Vienna Fire Department last night when the fire alarm went off. We researched the problem for two hours. The alarm seems to come from a faulty duct sensor, so that’s why you can still hear the “beeping” noise this morning.


Moses sees a bush burning, does not call the fire department, but is, like George the monkey, curious. Something unusual in this world catches his attention, and he decides to "turn aside" and see what this bush is all about. He is not seeking a deep, religious experience, but his awareness leads to the call. Now, I admit that this burning bush is unusual, but a burning bush or a blinding light on a Damascus Road is not necessary for a call. I have discovered God's call in ordinary experiences by turning aside at meal tables, behind the steering wheel of our car, at the beach, in the quiet woods, and in this worship room. The call of Moses teaches us that God continues to call us in the ordinary experiences of our everyday routines if we will just turn aside and listen for the voice of God.
2.
GOD CALLS US BY NAME

Even in ordinary experiences, though, your call is personal to you and to your special gifts. Notice that God begins by calling him by name--"Moses, Moses!" (3:4). As Pastor Singh has reminded us today, God calls you by your name. Although we can discover some general characteristics of a call, you have a specific name and specific calls for you. God does not call us generically, but personally.


God's call for me is not just to make me a better person in general. God's call is to make me a better Bob. God's call fulfills the deepest needs of my life and leads me to be all that I am to become. We fear the call of God because we think that God wants us to do what we really don't want to do—like go to Africa or China as a missionary.

I have discovered that when I seek God's call for my life, God always calls me to be and do exactly what I love the most. I have heard God's call for me in regard to my vocation as a pastor, to my family, to my community service, to playing guitar and tennis, to my ministry through this church and to my use of money. And when I respond faithfully to these calls, I find that I love my life even more. I am becoming more “Bob” than I ever dreamed.  And God has a special calling for you, too. As in the call of Moses, the Lord calls you by your name.

3.
GOD'S CALL IS SPECIFIC AND TASK-ORIENTED

Not only does God’s call come through ordinary experiences as a personal call. God has a very specific task for Moses in 3:10: "So come, I will send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt." Now that is specific. Gordon Cosby, former pastor of the Church of the Savior in Washington, D.C., says, "Call is always related to the suffering of the oppressed. The divine purpose is to relieve the oppression of a suffering and alienated humanity." 1 The call is not just "to be a better person" or "to believe in God."  The call to relieve oppression is very specific and very hard. 


Dottie Wiltse Collins died two weeks ago (August 12). She was the “Strikeout Queen” for the first women's professional baseball league formed in 1943 by Chicago Cubs owner Philip K. Wrigley. The movie, A League of Their Own (1992), told her story.  In the movie Dottie Hinson, the star player, is ready to quit the team and go home to her husband. "It just got too hard," Dottie says to her coach.

Her coach, Jimmy Dugan, knows how much playing baseball is part of her call. He spits back, "It's supposed to be hard. If it wasn't hard, everyone would do it. The hard is what makes it great."


If we lead dull, boring lives, then we have not heard the call of God. If we are not somehow relating to the oppression and suffering of our human brothers and sisters, we have not heard the call. As in the call of Moses, God’s call to you is specific and task-oriented.
4.
GOD'S CALL RAISES OBJECTIONS IN US

God’s call comes in the ordinary to us personally and with a specific and hard task. A fourth aspect of God's call is understandable. The hard call of God always raises objections in us. Look at how Moses responds to God's call. In verse 4 Moses says, "Here I am." And that's the last positive thing he says all day. In this text Moses says "No" to God five different ways. Each objection begins with the word “but!” Moses has five “Yes, but’s” in this story. When our readers offered us the text today, the story was interrupted by shouted objections. (The whining protests today hit close to home, didn’t they?) Moses objects five times to the call from God. 

In 3:11 Moses changes his "Here I am!" to "But who am I?" Moses knows what God knows and what Pharaoh knows. Moses is a shepherd who is a known murdered and fugitive. "Who am I to go before the most powerful man in my world and ask him to free the slaves in Egypt?"


In his second objection Moses changes his excuse from "Who am I?" to "Who are you?" Assuming that I come to the people of Israel and say to them, 'The God of your fathers has sent me to you,' and they ask me, 'What is his name?' what shall I say to them?'" (3:13).

His third objection is that they may not believe him or listen to him because they doubt his experience.  "But suppose they do not believe me or listen to me but say, 'The LORD did not appear to you.'?" (4:1). 

Moses' fourth objection is "But I am slow of speech and slow of tongue" (4:10). "I'm not a public speaker, God.”

He offers a final objection (4:13): "But O, my Lord, please send somebody else." Moses really does not want this call. Can't God find someone more qualified for this specific, hard task? “Why can't I just spend another forty years leading sheep around the desert? At least sheep don't whine and complain!” And for the first time in this story the Lord becomes angry with Moses (4:14).

Notice that this Lord takes Moses very seriously. God patiently responds to each of Moses' objections—his “Yes, but’s” Yahweh promises to be present to Moses as he follows the call and offers the name Yahweh, which is similar to the Hebrew verb Yehyeh, meaning "I am, and I will be" (3:14). Over and over again in this story the Lord offers to Moses the divine promise of the Lord’s name: "I will be with you;" (3:11); "I will be who I am for you;" "I will never permit you to be alone."


If you do not object at some point to the divine call, it is not the call of God. If we say, "Oh, sure, I can handle that!" it is not the call of God. The hard, difficult call of God always raises objections in us.

5.
GOD'S CALL IS IMPORTANT TO GOD AND TO US


Yahweh's encounter with Moses has shown us that the call of God comes in ordinary life, is personal, is a specific and hard task, and is, therefore, always met with objections. The fifth aspect of the call is that the call is important. The call is important to you and the call is important to God.

The call is so important to God that God is willing to negotiate with Moses on the call. God's original plan is to send Moses. Moses refuses to go alone, and the Lord says, "What about your brother Aaron? I know he can speak fluently. . . .He shall serve as a mouth for you." (4:14-16). Remember that Moses is still standing by himself in the desert talking to a bush! Can you imagine when George Bush dies and goes to heaven and tries to meet Moses? I imagine Moses will run from him and say, “The last time I talked to a bush I wandered in the wilderness for forty years!”

Plan A is to send Moses. Plan B is to send Moses and Aaron. God is willing to negotiate with us in our call because the call is important not only to us but also to God. And the call is important to God not just because a hard task needs to be done. The call is important to God primarily because we are important to God. Even though the Lord wants to accomplish a mission through us, this God is more concerned with us being a community of faith than doing a mission. And the Lord will negotiate with us and work with us so that we can participate in the great task of God saving us and molding us into all that God, and we, want us to be. The goal of the call is not that something will be done but that you and I will be changed. 


This summer we followed the story of Joseph as he began in the middle of a complex family process. He began as an obnoxious teenager who, even though his brothers almost murdered him, became a leader in Egypt 400 years before the time of Moses. And years later when Joseph had the chance for revenge against his brothers, he instead forgave them because he saw the hand of God taking their evil intent and making something good out of it. Joseph grew up and followed his call in civil service. 


Frederick Buechner observes, "We read in Genesis how Joseph had the foresight to save Egypt from the lack of food during the famine. Not only is this the story of how God saved the people of Israel from famine and extinction from the promise, but it is also the story of how Joseph was saved as a human being.  I wonder which of the two achievements cost God the greater effort and which accomplishment brought God more pride." 2

Moses’ call, like your call and my call, comes in ordinary life, is personal, is a specific and hard task, is always met with our objections and is important to us and important to God. The goal for our call is not that something will be done but that you and I will become all that the Lord and we want us to be. We take off our shoes today because we are on holy ground. 
1 Conversation with Gordon Cosby, May, 1992
2 Frederick Buechner, Peculiar Treasures, 1979, page 79
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