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I.

I don’t know about you, but it’s hard for me to believe that it’s already Labor Day Weekend.  It seems like it was just a couple weeks ago that it was late-June, and I was sweatting in the heat of the Gulf Coast sun, with twenty five high school students from Wellesley, Natick, Boston, and Harvard in Bay St. Louis Mississippi.  They offered 12 days of their summer to building homes, clearning overgrown lots, cleaning up debris, landscaping, and maintaining volunteer camps as we worked to help the community there rebuild.  It’s an effort that continues to need the support and help of the entire country, even as we remember the third anniverary of Hurricaine Katrina this weekend, and pray for the saftey of that region facing another hurricane in the days to come.  

St. Andrew’s has a partner parish in Bay St. Louis, MS, and it is also called Christ Church.  Their building used to stand about twenty years from the beach, and after the storm, all that was left of the church was a half destoryed bell tower and a pile of rubble.

And one of the things that struck me the most during my work on the Gulf, was how important it was for Christ Church to re-claim visible Holy Ground for themselves amidst the chaos of the last three years.  From the beginning, they refused to tear down their broken bell tower.  Though almost completely submerged by the storm surge three years ago, it continued to stand, calling all to gather on Sunday mornings – even though there is no church.  For eight months it was the only real sign that their property was Holy Ground.  Eventually they got a metal Quonset hut, that now serves as their worship space.  From the outside, it looks like a standard issue, non-descript structure, just like many other Quonset huts on the Gulf Coast that are being used for storage or to house volunteers.  But on the inside, it is has become a sanctuary.  A sanctuary for God, and a sanctuary from everything on the otherside of those walls.  As unfamiliar as it may have first seemed to traditional Episcopalians used to pews and prayer books, this has become their Holy Ground.

I have no doubt that part of the need to re-establish some visible Holy Ground in the wake of the upheavel in their lives, was assuring themselves and their neighbors that God had not forgotten them, despite the losses they faced.  I am sure it had something to do with wanting a space to share the pain, the sorrow, the anger, and the sadness that they felt, with each other and with God; a place to show God their sufferings and see God weeping with them.

II.

All of us seek Holy Ground in part to find intimacy with God, an intimacy that becomes urgent when we have major disasters in our lives, be they natural or man-made, societal or personal.  Holy Ground, whatever form it make take, is a place to reveal to God the honest truth of who we know ourselves to be in the particular moment, and to receive more of God’s own self-revelation.  Whether it’s in the pew on Sunday morning or a Quonset hut on the Gulf Coast, in a pilgrim site in Palestine or a prayer corner in your office, we create physical spaces set apart as Holy Ground on which to have this intimacy.  And we seek these special places out because intimacy with God, revealing our humanity to God and allowing God to reveal the divine to us, releases a combination of passion and compassion in our hearts that needs a kind of saftey zone before it takes shape in the everyday world of our lives.  The same way a scientist experiments with mixing up new chemicals underneath a hood in her laboratory, we allow God to mix up our hearts and our souls beneath a hood of blessing in a sacred space.  As friends of Jesus, we know the power that can result from this kind of intimate mixing between humanity and divinity, and so it is on Holy Ground set apart that we seek God, and that God seeks us.

III.

It doesn’t get more remote or set apart than the desert mountainside on which God invites Moses onto Holy Ground in today’s lesson from the Old Testament.  The scripture says that they are in a place “beyond the wildnerness” – not just in the wilderness, but beyond it, and up on a deserted mountain to boot!  Here, in this removed place, they find the saftey to engage in deep acts of self-revelation with each other.  As is always the case, God goes first.  God declares to Moses that he is speaking to the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  And Moses immediately hides his face, turning away from the intimacy that knowing God’s own identity invites.  But when Moses turns away, God persists, knowing there is much more to share.  God reveals that the divine being does not simply brood over the world, but is moved by what happens in it.  God does’t just see and hear the misery of the oppressed slaves in Egpyt from afar, but God knows their suffering – and is moved to act.   And then, God shares with Moses the name of the divinve: I am what I am, I will be what I will be.  What greater act of intimacy could God have with a man, than to share the name of the divine?  No wonder this moment needed such a large saftey zone, one “beyond the wilderness” on a deserted mountian!

But while our times on Holy Ground are always invitations to an intimate sharing of our humanity and God’s divinity, that is not the end of the story.  Holy Ground isn’t just a space for shared compassion between people and God – it’s also a space for the genesis of passion.  From the intimacy of self-revelation in these safe places, comes the gift of vocation to work for change in the world.  Look at Moses.  He and God share an intimacy unrivaled in duration or depth by anyone else in the Bible, except Jesus.  And from this intimacy comes one of the greatest callings to vocation in the history of faith. 

We know a lot about the vocation that results from this story.  It is Moses’ vocation to leadership and action that drives the powerful Exodus epic of liberation, establishing God’s commitment to ending oppression in the world and providing justice through the promise of hope.  We know the stories: of Pharoah and the plagues, the Passover, the daring escape across the Red Sea, the years in the wilderness, the manna from heaven, the Ten commandments, the Golden Calf and more.  Moses’ vocation reshaped the political and religious landscape of his world – and by the retelling of his story through history, it has reshaped the political and religious landscape of the world in several ages since that time.  


And I think this gift of a new vocation is the other part of what my sisters and brothers on the Gulf Coast were seeking when they reestablished Holy Ground in their community and put energy and time into decorating that new sanctuary.  They sought a place not just to be comforted by God in their pain and fear, but to find the passion they needed for a vocation to rebuild their lives and their communities, a vocation to look forward with hope for a transformed reality.  Creating that new reality on the Gulf Coast is a tall order – not something done in a day, or a month, or a year – and certainly not something done alone.  The size of the task demands the commitment of a spiritual vocation to the work.  This kind of vocation can only come from Holy Ground, could only come after re-establishing intimacy with God, having our passion and compassion stirred up and given shape with special meaning for each unique person.  After all, a vocation to working for transformation of the world is scary.  It’s more than just a job or an activity.  It’s a gift from God, rooted in the unique relationship between each one of us and the divine.

When God offered Moses a vocation to lead the Hebrew people out of Egypt and into the promised land, he doesn’t just say “yes sir, I’m on my way”.  He knew that treating it simply as a duty or obligation would not be a strong enough commitment to make the change God desired.  So he stayed a little longer on that Holy Ground, and said to God, “Who Am I, that I should go to Pharoah?”  I see this as Moses offering his own self-doubt, his own sense of vulnerability that he might be insufficient to work for God’s mission in the world – might not have the skills, the strength, or the commitment to honor the vocation God has given him.  And God responds with the promise “I will be with you.”  God promises Moses that he can return to Holy Ground again and again along the way.  God invites Moses not just to take God’s orders and carrry them out in the world, but to pursue a lifetime of intimacy and relationship with God – and this is the defining feature of vocation: that as we work to transform the world, it draws us deeper into God.

IV.

Often, I think, we tend to substitute a life of obedience for a life of Christian vocation.  I know I do.  I figure out for myself a few ways to live the the Christian life in my particular community, and center my prayer life around finding the discipline and energy to carry them out.  It’s a convenient spirituality, offering us clear challenge and measurable goals.  And it’s not unpleasing to God, but I do think it is far from the abundant life that God desires for us, a life of self-revealing intimacy with God.  

Maybe we make this trade off – obedience instead of vocation – because the more established our lives get, the greater the risk that a new, strongly-felt vocation might upset the present balance.  Because the risks are high, over time it gets harder and harder to find out places that are truly Holy Ground: zones of real saftey for exploring our sense of passion and compassion, for mixing our humanity with God’s divinity. 

Does that sound to you like what happens on most Sunday mornings in church?  If not, it’s ok – Sunday mornings can fill many other important spiritual needs.  But to cultivate that abundant life, that need must be met somewhere.  If Sunday morning isn’t the safe place where that intimacy with God happens, then we need to seek additional Holy Ground – we need to journey out a little farther: maybe by joining a small group within our church, or building a prayer corner in our homes, or maybe even going to a retreat center in a place “beyond the wildnerss”.  Somewhere safe enough for honest talk with God, and the possibility of exploring more deeply the unique vocation God has for each one of us.

Each one of us is invited to a lifetime of seeking Holy Ground.  The burning bush on Mt. Horeb was the first time Moses climbed a mountain to talk to the Lord, not the last.  As we enter the start of our church’s “program year” – maybe this is a time to consider how you will seek Holy Ground in a new way this year.    

No matter how long it’s been since you last sought out God in this way, or even if you never really have -- God never loses interest in being intimate with us.  So no matter what chaos comes into our lives, no matter how obscure our vocations may seem or how angry we may be with God.  We can be filled with the confidence that when we choose to again to seek holy ground, God will already be there - waiting to welcome us with the promise of intimacy, and the gift of vocation.  Amen.

