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“Possibility.”

First Reading: Exodus 3:1–8, 13–15.

Psalm 103. Response: “Our God is kind and merciful.”

Second Reading: 1 Corinthians 10: 1–6, 10–12.

Gospel: Luke 13: 1–9.


A while ago, my mentor lent me a book entitled Fragments of Your Ancient Name
 by Joyce Rupp. Then, my prayer partner gave me one, a much-appreciated diaconal ordination gift. It contains 365 names for God, and a poetic reflection on that name, one for each day of the year. Dan and I have been using these evocative little readings to end our morning “midrashic” time together, food for thought as we head into the activity of our respective days. Through Moses, we are given the Hebrew name for the Divine, often translated as “i am,” or, “i am as i am.” According to Rabbi Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, a midrashic expert, the name of God in Hebrew is better translated as, “I Will Be Who I Will Be.” For me, her rendering implies movement: God will not be pinned down, or be explained in limited terms. It is a name that points to God’s evasiveness according to Rabbi Zornberg, one that “will not allow fetishism,” but instead, “allows what is possible to happen.”


Our first reading’s dramatic imagery of Moses and the burning thorn bush is one of my favorite memories of Scripture readings from my childhood. As a youngster of around seven or eight, this story “fired” my imagination, pun intended. I could “see” and “hear” this marvelous conversation that begins with an angel presumably shouting over the roar of Divine Fire. I could nearly smell the smoke coming from this extraordinary desert vision, one that I embellished with the help of familiar, local materials. In our Dakota countryside, we had giant, thorny, terrible tumbleweeds that would roll across the landscape this time of year, having been released from the thawing snow banks and pushed along by stiff spring breezes. I imagined this burning bush as a GIGANTIC tumbleweed that, though dry as tinder, was not “consumed” by its own fire. Intriguing, to say the least! 

Just as they did for Moses, the flames capture our attention, flickering, snapping, and popping: Divinity’s aliveness and immediacy burns before us, never consumed, but eternal. The flames catch us with their brilliance, their power, and magnificence, and too, we recognize the risk we take to “enter in” fully with this incendiary God. This will be no sleepy, easy ride! Rather, this relationship will require “right intention,” a discerning willingness to locate oneself within easy reach of the flames, but to be awake, and vigilant, so as to avoid mistakenly stumbling into them. This balanced positioning allows us a resonant awareness of the Divinity that partners with us when we are fully centered in our humanity.

Perhaps we are like Moses, when greeted by the Holy One: the first instinct that may arise from a renewed awareness of Presence may be to “shield our faces.” This brings to mind a particular experience of personal, spiritual dryness. Over time, and by examining this dryness more deeply, I came to see that my inability to pray, to approach the warming flames of God’s Love and Care, arose from my sense of shame. From the vantage point (or perhaps better said, dis-advantage point) of shame’s painful lens, I thought that I could clearly see how I appear, next to God’s brilliance. But, what I was seeing was a distortion. A continuing inquiry has led to an invitation to see, and accept, the Wholeness of who I am, the “perfection” of my imperfection. 
From this more expansive vantage point, we can see that we are made to partner with God: God works with us, where we are, and will tend us endlessly if we will only approach. But the beginning of that collaboration is born of an inner posture of genuine humility: Holy Ground is the place that allows us to submit to the impulse knit into our souls—to fall on our knees, arms opened wide in awe, in the Presence of our All-Compassionate God. To assume this inner posture is to amplify the “still small voice.” It is reminiscent of bending lower and closer, in order to hear the soft voice of a small child.

For Paul, possibility lies in the spiritual continuity that exists between the ancestors (the people that Moses led) and his own community in Corinth. He writes to the Corinthians from an apocalyptic viewpoint: for him, true worship of God was evidence that “the end times” were near, that the new Age of God was breaking through. It would be difficult for us to grasp the immediacy of this notion, under which Paul and his communities labored. The exhortation is very real, for them: just as God “struck [the ancestors] down in the desert” the Corinthians could suffer a similar fate, on the basis of their behavior. Be watchful, be aware, is the message. Taken at face value, Paul’s urgings convey the need for mindfulness, in behavior and attitudes, the model for which is set up by reviewing the covenantal relationship with God. If it looks somewhat quid pro quo to us, it absolutely was, in their minds: “Good” behavior begot good. And the reverse was also true. They read the signs of their times as “last things,” events such as judgment that heralded the end of human history, with the second coming of Christ. For them, it was all about “the now:” and the message still stands today. “Now” is all we ever have.

Enter our Gospel reading from Luke, in which the tone Jesus takes sounds familiar (some say he was an apocalyptic Jew) and yet, is nuanced in the direction of “God’s economy.” Jesus addresses the idea of being punished for misdeeds: did the towers fall on those unfortunate people because they were worse than others? By no means. Every now and then this thinking surfaces in our society, so it behooves us to relate this to contemporary times: do atrocities befall the marginalized of our time and culture because they are worse than others? The Good News answers: By no means. Moreover, his parable leads us to a larger, more immediate, and more encompassing spirituality that urges: Now is the time for “reordering our lives to align with God’s purposes,”
 an alignment and partnering expressed in as many ways as there are people. And, lest we get caught in the snare of “not-enough-ness,” this parable performs the essential and paradoxical task for us: it holds in tension the “perfect” together with the “imperfect.” Through it, Jesus provides a teaching that opens onto possibility, revealing both God’s infinite patience with us, and our responsibilities in view of that patience.

If you’ve ever known a patient gardener, you understand the vinedresser of today’s narrative better: for a real gardener, there is seemingly no length to which they will not go to create bounty and beauty. No amount of cultivating, weeding, enriching the soil, watering, pruning, fetching, carrying, or the complications of grafting onto an existing tree are seen to be too much. Instead, the attention paid to each growing thing is lavish, every tending an act, and ultimate form of, prayer, of co-creation. In God’s economy, possibility runs the show. 

One “last thing” before we open the conversation to our shared homily: I’ve seldom seen anything come of a patient gardener’s efforts, except flourishing beyond all of our wildest imaginations. Jesus’ parable poses a question for us: “For what, or whom, are we waiting?”
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