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Kicking off your shoes in God’s house The Rev Barbara Ballenger

The story of Moses bringing his people out of Egypt — called The Exodus -- is the great story of God
delivering God’s people. It was the the defining story of the people of Israel and described how they
came by their land, and their law and their very partnership with God. It even has a book of the bible
named after it. It’s called “Exodus.”

And it starts out with Moses running away from home. To explain that, we have to back up a little.

Moses was born at a time when his people, the Hebrews were enslaved in Egypt. At the time the
population of his people had grown so large that Egypt’s rulers were afraid of them, and wanted to limit
them. So the Pharaoh made a rule to kill the first born child of every family of Israel to cut down on their
numbers. There is a word for this — it’s called genocide. And it is an evil thing to do to a people.

Now Moses was one of those first-born sons, and to save him his mother hid him in a basket and set him
in the river with the hopes his life would be spared. The Pharao’s daughter found him and raised him as
her own child, with a little help from Moses’ sister and mother.

So Moses grew up as a Egyptian prince, but he also knew that he came from the enslaved Hebrew
people. When he was an adult, he saw one of his people being harmed by an Egyptian. In anger, Moses
killed the Egyptian and tried to cover it up. But word got out among the Hebrews. Moses fled Egypt so
he wouldn’t have to pay for what he had done.

He settled down in the wilderness and got married and started tending sheep for his new family. And
that brings us to today’s story of how Moses mets God on Mt, Horeb, God’s holy mounty. God used a
burning bush to get Moses’ attention. A bish that’s on fire yet isn’tmreally burning up is hard to pass by.
Then the bush started to talk, and it was God’s voice that was coming out of it. And the first thing God
told Moses to do was — take off his shoes because he was standing on holy ground.

How many of you have a rule where you have to take off your shoes when you come into the house?
Many families do that. It cuts down on dirt in the house. It also means you’re going to be staying awhile.
How many take off their shoes when they arrive at school? Or work? Or church?

No we pretty much just take off our shoes at home. So God was doing two things when he told Moses to
take off his shoes.? God was announcing that the place was holy because God dwelled there — it was
God'’s holy mountain after all. Holy ground is wherever God makes a home. God was also telling Moses
that he could find a home with God. Moses didn’t really have a home anymore. His own Hebrew people

1 See Dennis Olson’s commentary on this passage on the Working Preacher website--
https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-22/commentary-on-
exodus-31-15-3



thought he was an Egyptian; he’d run away from his Egyptian family because he’d broken the law, and
his new family thought he was a foreigner.

And despite all of this mess, God said, Moses, take off your shoes and make yourself at home with me.
But the thing about making a home with God is that you don’t actually get to stay inside all the time
playing video games and raiding the fridge. God sends you right back out to find people who would need
God and a home with God. And that’s what God did to Moses. He sent him right back to Egypt with the
crazy idea that Moses would lead them out of slavery and into a new home with God, who would give
them land of their own and a loving partnership with God.

Moses may have run away from Egypt and his various families and tried to put them behind him. But
God had been watching Moses’ people — God’s people — all the time. God listened to their cry, and
raised up a deliverer. Moses did not see himself as leadership material at the time. He was in trouble
with the law, and no one trusted him, and he couldn’t even speak very well.

But somehow he had found his way right into God home, and God wanted him to bring the rest of his
people back with him, to God’s mountain, to reestablish themselves as God’s people. After they
escaped from Egypt they would receive the 10 commandments on God’s holy mountain and commit
themselves to God there. Their long journey in the wilderness to the land that God promised, gave God
and his people a lot of time to get to know one another.

Now Moses at first was a little rough around the edges. He’d no sooner taken off his shoes than he was
pushing back against God’s plans and asking questions. He wanted back up plans, and a proof, and name
to give anyone who asked which god exactly had sent him. Moses was a long way from becoming that
friend of God who glowed every time he spent time talking with God. But God was patient with him,
helped him to become the leader he was called to be. Moses was sort of like that fig tree Jesus talks
about in the Gospel. What looked like a dead and useless tree, was given a second chance, and was
tended and cared for until it could bear good fruit.

God gave Moses a second chance, and Moses led his people out of slavery and into God’s arms. Jesus
was always giving his followers chance after chance. Just think of all the chances he gave St Peter, for
example.

And God tends us in the same way. In fact Lent is sort of like that — we give ourselves to God just as we
are, and we let God tend us and feed us and prune us and weed us. It’s not always comfortable. Do you
know what they put around trees to make them grow? It doesn’t smell so good.

But in the end God helps us to become friends of God, like Moses; servants of God like Paul; children of
God, like Peter and all of Jesus’s followers. A well-tended fig tree bears good fruit, fruit that is meant to
feed others. Whether we are planted in God’s Garden or are kicking off our shoes in God’s house, it’s all
so that we can help God bring people the freedom, and the love and the food that they need to love
God and others in turn. We're to bring the good news of God’s second changes, and point the way to
God’s dwelling. In the end all ground is Holy ground, because there is no place where God'’s love cannot



be found. It’s our job to show others how to kick off their shoes and make a home with God, who will be
waiting for them when they arrive.



