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St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
Unprecedented.  
Unknown.  
Beyond anything experienced.  
Mind-blowing. 
 
These were some of the words  
weather forecasters used last week  
as they struggled to describe Hurricane Harvey’s  
potential for destruction. 1 
As the monster storm bore down on the Texas coast,  
they knew that their words mattered.   
 
They knew that their words could make the difference  
between life and death,  
that the people who lived in the path of the storm  
had to know the possible consequences  
of staying put to ride it out  
versus evacuating to safety. 
 
But what words can you use to describe something  
that is utterly outside the realm of known human experience?  
 
The New York Times has reported that  
describing dangerous weather  
is something the scientists at the National Weather Service  
put a good deal of thought into.  
They want to simplify the words they use 
in order to more easily be understood. 
So they have worked with social scientists  
to study just how the public perceives risk,  
and what messages can be most effective at communicating risk. 

                                                
1 New York Times, Aug.29, 2017, “As Harvey Raged, Meteorologists Grasped for Words 
to Describe It 
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They have learned, for instance, 
that we intuitively respond to a warning of “golf-ball-sized hail” 
more readily than we would if told to expect 2-inch hailstones. 
 
They’ve actually created a standardized catalog of words  
to describe certain weather conditions.  
They reserve the words “catastrophic” and “life-threatening”  
only for extremely violent storms.  
So when you hear a meteorologist describing a storm as catastrophic,  
you know you best get a move on, any way you can.  
 
But Hurricane Harvey defied description.  
There is nothing in the National Weather Service catalog  
that could adequately describe a storm  
that hits with 130 mph winds,  
then sticks around, day after day,  
relentlessly dumping more than 50 inches of rain in some places.  
Weather Service graphics had to be redesigned  
because they weren’t capable of expressing how much rain that is.  
The existing graphics stopped with 20 inches of rain shaded in black.  
What’s more than twice as dark as black?  
 
I suppose we shouldn’t be surprised that in the end 
even the most sober-minded and precise commentators 
began referring to flooding of “Biblical proportions.” 
The Bible is our go-to guide for describing things 
that we simply have no words for. 
 
In our Old Testament lesson this morning, 
Moses was out minding his own business, 
tending his father-in-law’s sheep. 
He’s way, way out in the wilderness, 
out near a stretch of nothing by a mountain called Sinai.  
 
Out there, it must have been hot.  
I’m guessing the air might have been shimmery; 
the kind of environment in which you might see a mirage, 
or some other kind of desert apparition.  
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When Moses came upon an angel of the Lord 
and a burning bush that didn’t consume itself, 
at first he may not have believed his eyes.  
Or maybe calling it a burning bush was the best he could do 
because he had no other language for what he was seeing. 
He got a little closer 
to get a better look at this crazy bush,  
or whatever it was. 
Such a thing, if real, was unprecedented. 
It was unknown.  
It was beyond anything experienced. 
It was mind-blowing.  
 
And then, the story pulls together  
the indescribable presence of God 
with the simplest, easiest-to-understand of things: shoes. 
 
God warned Moses not only to keep his distance, 
but also to take off his shoes. 
 
What an odd command that is.  
Today, we may respectfully take off our shoes 
to avoid tramping dirt onto a clean floor, 
but out in the desert 
I can’t think God would have been too concerned about that. 
There was already dirt everywhere.  
 
The other reasons we take off our shoes 
are for greater comfort, 
and for a greater sense of awareness of what’s under our feet.  
Maybe that’s what God was hoping for Moses to experience: 
Greater comfort in what was no doubt a stressful situation for Moses, 
and greater awareness of just what it feels like 
to be standing in the presence of the holy.  
 
Whatever the reason for God’s command to take off his shoes, 
we assume Moses complied,  
though the text doesn’t actually tell us if he did.  
It does tell us he hid his face, 
because he was afraid to look at God.  
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God goes on to tell Moses  
that God knows what’s been going on back in Egypt, 
that the cries of God’s people have not gone unheard, 
and that now, God is going to set them free.  
And that God’s plan involves Moses. 
 
“Hang on here a minute, God,” Moses says when he hears this.  
“Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh,  
and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” 
That’s a darned good question.  
Why Moses?  
Moses was pretty much a nobody. 
He acknowledges he has no authority,  
no talent for making speeches.  
Those aren’t even HIS sheep he’s tending. 
Moses doesn’t even own any sheep of his own.  
He seemed an unlikely candidate  
to be the liberator of the Hebrews. 
 
Notice how God deftly sidesteps Moses’ question.  
God never tells Moses just why he was chosen.  
God simply says “I will be with you.” 
Words matter.  
 
Maybe God never answered Moses’ question 
because the answer wouldn’t have been something 
Moses needed to hear at that critical moment: 
Maybe it was because his sheer LACK of credentials 
made him perfect for the job.  
If that’s the case, it wouldn’t be the first time, 
nor the last time, 
God would choose an unlikely hero. 
 
Maybe the reason God chose Moses is because 
Moses was the first one to pay attention. 
Who knows how many people walked past that bush 
but never noticed there was something odd about it? 
Or if they did, 
never bothered to stop and investigate? 
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Whatever the reason, God doesn’t explain. 
God also doesn’t explain why NOW. 
Why not a century ago? 
What about all those Israelites who lived and died in slavery? 
What was God waiting for? 
For a nobody named Moses to come wandering by  
with his father-in-law’s sheep? 
This doesn’t make sense.   
 
Moses ponders this.  
He thinks about all the trouble he’s going to have 
convincing people to believe him, 
to believe that what he says is true, 
to believe that God has called him. 
HIM, of all people! 
He knows he’ll have to choose his words to the Israelites carefully. 
Because words matter. 
And he’ll have to describe to them  
a God that defies description, 
a God whose ways defy human understanding. 
Simply telling them the God of their ancestors had sent him 
might not do the trick. 
Moses needed a name.  
He wanted to be able to drop God’s name. 
 
Up to this point in Biblical history,  
God’s name had never been known.  
The Israelites didn’t know God’s name.  
Abraham and Isaac and Jacob never knew God’s name. 
None of those folks from Genesis  
ever knew God’s name.  
Maybe Moses didn’t realize what he was asking.  
But what comes next is one of the biggest “reveals” in all of Scripture. 
God tells Moses God’s name. 
It’s “I AM WHO I AM.” 
 
Bam! It’s like learning in Game of Thrones  
that Jon Snow’s name is really Aegon Targaryon.  
Or learning in Harry Potter  
that Voldemort’s name is really Tom Riddle. 
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Or learning that Strider in Lord of the Rings  
is really Aragorn, the rightful King of Gondor.  
Wow! Knowing someone’s name is power.  
Names have meaning. 
 
Now, trust me when I tell you  
that countless sermons have been preached 
on just what God’s name means. 
Entire books have been written on it. 
It has been the source of endless speculation 
for millennia.  
At Dinner Church tonight, we’re gonna sing a song about it! 
But I’m not going there this morning. 
Instead, I’d like to point out what God says next. 
God tells Moses to tell the Israelites 
that the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob 
is sending Moses to them.  
 
In other words, this isn’t all about who God is. 
Nor is it all about who Moses is. 
Rather, it’s about the fact that the all-powerful, 
too-awesome-to-behold God 
chose to work through the small, frightened humans 
that God loves. 
It’s a partnership. 
 
It was then. 
And it still is today. 
We look around us today, in a wilderness of our own, 
and we may listen and wonder about God’s call in our lives.  
If we pay attention, 
and recognize God’s presence in our lives 
we may find ourselves drawn  
into a project much larger than we could ever imagine.  
Like Moses, we might consider ourselves inadequate. 
We might waste time debating “Why me?”  
 
In the end, the question, though,  
is whether we'll have the courage to listen and respond,  
trusting that wherever we go –   



 7 

to Egypt, to Pharaoh,  
to Saint Clare’s to feed the homeless, 
to a position on the vestry,  
to a new ministry or to a new life, 
wherever we go, 
even to the ends of the earth –  
we will never be alone.  
For God will be with us. 
 
It’s a choice that matters.  
It may even be a choice between life and death.  
Between staying where we are,  
simply trying to ride out the storm, 
or getting a move on, any way we can.  
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


