Why Are We Here? August 17, 2008, Church of the Covenant, Arlington VA, Rev. J. Beth Goss
This is the 4th sermon in this series.  Let me recapitulate:
Jacob, the father of all the tribes of Israel—running away from brother, had a ladder dream that God was here, and was made a promise  GOD IS HERE FIRST.
Jacob, going in the opposite direction, wrestled with a man, requested a blessing, received a wound and new name, and a blessing, which reconciled him to his brother—ASKING WHY might likely give us a wound, as well as a blessing.
Abraham: God has made a people out of us, Abraham is the father, WE have been blessed, in order that we BE a blessing

Moses today: Why are we HERE?

Moses had both a privileged and a difficult life; remember the story: Moses in the bulrushes, his life saved by an Egyptian princess who raised him, but Moses knew he was an outsider.  When he saw an Egyptian mistreating a brother Hebrew he grew angry and murdered the Egyptian, and nearly got away with it.  But someone had seen him, and when Moses found out about this, he ran away, to the area of Midian where he eventually married the daughter of the local priest and tended his sheep.
Imagine Moses’ state of mind—his heart grieving over his family in Egypt, the horrible treatment he knows is going on there, his guilt over his own behavior, murder and running away.  He has a lot of time to mull this over in the wilderness, tending sheep, in the heat!  We might picture him, with his mind blazing over everything that he has to think about, and no relief.
Suddenly, a miraculous picture—a blazing bush that isn’t burning up.  [See if you can spot the stained glass window of this picture.]  Maybe he feels the sudden puff of wind that happens when a large fire starts.  WHOOSH!
Out of that blazing bush, God speaks to Moses.  Hollywood can never do this scene justice:  James Earl Jones type voice, a voice to inspire fear.  “Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.”  This very place, the place where you are.  Right HERE, Moses is where you’re going to receive your call!  Everything that you have experienced in life, right up to this moment and this place, Moses, is coming to a blazing point.  HERE is where you’re going to meet Me, Moses, on this very spot.  WHOOSH!
The Holy Here, What is Holy ground?  A Place set apart, to encounter God.  Will God show up here?  I know that God has already shown up here.  I know that many of you have memories of encountering God, right in this sanctuary, and in places in and around this building.  Baptisms, funerals, ordination of pastors (in the snow!)

There is a map outside in the Narthex, a map showing the neighborhood of this church.  I’ve been learning about the neighborhood—the elementary school up the hill, the Broyhills who built some of the houses around here, the Potomac Overlook Regional Park, Donaldson Run and Marcy Road Parks, the Gulf Branch Nature Center.  The bike path and the church sign.  The beautiful garden that surrounds the building.  What would our mission be as a church if we looked around at our specific location?  What is God calling us to do and be in this particular HERE?
Christian theologians have talked about a strange concept called “the scandal of particularity”—that is, in the Bible God seems to act in particular ways, at particular locations, with particular people, for particular purposes.  It’s a scandal because it seems to be that God is playing favorites.  God chooses Israel over all the tribes on earth.  Why them?  God chooses Moses to lead the Hebrew people out of slavery in Egypt.  Why not another oppressed people?  God chooses to be incarnate in a particular human being—Jesus Christ, rather some other way of working our salvation.  Why didn’t God choose to be a woman?  This is the scandal of particularity—something particular, set apart for a particular purpose, to be holy.  That’s the definition of “holy”—something set apart.  Not perfect, not free from error—but set apart.
For some reason we only dimly perceive now, God has set apart this particular place, this particular church for a holy purpose.  This is holy ground.  There was struggle over this ground.  I have been reading the story of the church’s founding.  There was quite a controversy over the real estate.  Should the church be founded HERE or should it stay in Clarendon?
When you leave the sanctuary today, I invite you to look at the map and put a pushpin on the map to indicate where you live.  If your particular address is not on the map, stick a pin on an arrow to indicate that you’re in a particular direction off the map.  Then if you desire, I invite you to take a prayer slip to remind you to pray for your neighborhood and the neighborhood of the church.  “The prayers of the righteous are strong and effective” so we can be confident that God will answer these prayers.  
God has spoken out of the Blazing HERE, and God can do it again.
AMEN
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