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“Paying Attention”

Exodus 3

An over-looked feature of the Exodus 3 “burning bush” story is that Moses was at work when this happened. He was not away on a spiritual retreat.  He was not in church on Sunday or synagogue on Saturday. He wasn’t even looking for, or, as far as we know, thinking about God.  He’s at work, doing his job, and yet he also pays attention to his surrounding environment, and in doing so he notices something unusual.  And listen for this in the story: it is only when the Lord sees Moses paying attention to his surroundings, when Moses “turns aside” to investigate the bush that the Lord “calls out to Moses.” (verse 4) It suggests the Lord would not have “spoken” to Moses had Moses not “turned aside.”  (And again Moses is turning aside not because it perceives it to be a “God-thing,” simply something unusual.) And when Moses does encounter “God” and asks, “Who shall I say sent me,” the reply is, “Tell them ‘I am who I am’ sent you.”  This phrase, “I am who I am,” is the Hebrew present tense (not past or future) verb root for “existence”.  
Now Moses kept the flock of Jethro his father in law, the priest of Midian: and he led the flock to the backside of the desert, and came to the mountain of God, even to Horeb. And the angel of the LORD appeared unto him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush: and he looked, and, behold, the bush burned with fire, and the bush was not consumed. And Moses said, I will now turn aside, and see this great sight, why the bush is not burnt. And when the LORD saw that he turned aside to see, God called unto him out of the midst of the bush, and said, Moses, Moses. And he said, Here am I. And he said, Draw not nigh hither: put off thy shoes from off thy feet, for the place whereon thou standest is holy ground. Moreover he said, I am the God of thy father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. And Moses hid his face; for he was afraid to look upon God. And the LORD said, I have surely seen the affliction of my people which are in Egypt, and have heard their cry by reason of their taskmasters; for I know their sorrows; And I am come down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians, and to bring them up out of that land unto a good land and a large, unto a land flowing with milk and honey; unto the place of the Canaanites, and the Hittites, and the Amorites, and the Perizzites, and the Hivites, and the Jebusites. Now therefore, behold, the cry of the children of Israel is come unto me: and I have also seen the oppression wherewith the Egyptians oppress them. Come now therefore, and I will send thee unto Pharaoh, that thou mayest bring forth my people the children of Israel out of Egypt. And Moses said unto God, Who am I, that I should go unto Pharaoh, and that I should bring forth the children of Israel out of Egypt? And he said, Certainly I will be with thee; and this shall be a token unto thee, that I have sent thee: When thou hast brought forth the people out of Egypt, ye shall serve God upon this mountain. And Moses said unto God, Behold, when I come unto the children of Israel, and shall say unto them, The God of your fathers hath sent me unto you; and they shall say to me, What is his name? what shall I say unto them? And God said unto Moses, I AM THAT I AM: and he said, Thus shalt thou say unto the children of Israel, I AM hath sent me unto you. 

So here we are, in the season of advent, and if it feels out of place and that’s because it is.  It is out of place though not simply because we’ve adjusted the dates here locally. It’s out of place because no matter when it’s observed, Advent has more to do with a time between times, than with any particular time.  
When we wait for something—really wait—time stands still, life itself seems to take a collective inhale with no exhale.  These may be moments of anticipated joy as in the birth of a child.  At 7:30 a.m. on July 29, 2000, hospital staff rolled my wife’s bed out of the room we were in and down a hallway and into a delivery room for her planned cesarean section.  As they did so, I was told they would be back in fifteen minutes to get me prior to the birth.  They did come back to get me, how long later, I do not know, though it seemed an eternity.  In those moments, nothing else mattered: events on Wall Street or in Washington didn’t matter; petty personal dramas did not matter; what was or wasn’t in the bank, didn’t matter; there were no other thoughts except thoughts related to my wife and the child within her that was soon to be a part of the drama we call earthly existence. 
This kind of waiting can also occur in tragic situations as well, when we wait for a loved one to die, wait for him or her to breathe their last, to be finally free of whatever cannot be cured, free of struggle, free of the slow stumbling towards non-earthly existence and into that something more of which we can only sense, never know.  And yes, while life demands some forms of minimal maintenance even as we wait on death, our engagement in such necessary rituals takes place outside of time as it where, a time between times, between the times of the loved one with us and not with us.

The spiritual, church season of Advent is like this—a time between times when what is really important becomes our only longing, our only wish, the only uncertainty worth mulling over.  Technically, the season of Advent is designed to have us focus on the time between the first coming of Jesus into earthly existence via Mary, and his second coming to earth via angelic army to finally and fully establish peace and justice, a new heaven and a new earth, and so we are called to wait during Advent, wait between these times, wait in hope and expectation of this final and full peace and justice, wait and hope for this alone with nothing else on our hearts or in our minds, wait and hope as if nothing else matters, our collective breath held until, on Christmas morning, we exhale singing, “Joy to the World, the Lord has come, let earth and heaven receive her king….”

How can we wait like this when, unlike at the birth of a child or the death of a loved one, we do still have to work?  Reports have to be written, meetings attended, the corn for silage still has to be harvested; the commute down interstate 80 to the office still has to be made; plans and travels for thanksgiving must be implemented.  How do we wait with such focus when the child whose birth you so longed for now needs to go to the Rockaway Mall to get new sneakers for basketball; or when a loved one’s death has now left you with a dozen decisions that must be made, and yet left you with so little focus you can’t bring yourself to make even one?  How do we wait and work at the same time? How can we wait and drive down 80 at the same time?  How can we wait and grieve at the same time? How can we wait and rejoice at the same time? How can we simultaneously wait and give thanks?

 Shug Avery, one of the wise women in The Color Purple, "I think it pisses God off if you walk by the color purple in a field somewhere and don't notice it."    
Since buying my wife a camera last Christmas, I've slowly taken over the use of the camera (and we’ve agreed I owe her another Christmas gift).  I've found that not only do I enjoy photography for its own sake, but it helps me pay attention to the world around me.  Through the camera, I now know so much more about the birds, animals, and even insects around our home every day, about their habitats, their songs and sounds, as well as their colors and shapes.  Coming out of my house or the church, or just looking out the window, I now notice things with my eyes and ears that I've never noticed in the other nine years I've been here.  This has given me a sense of how abundant life is right around me, and because I believe all life springs from God, I am more in tune with God as well, the God alive and giving life in this particular patch of earth I, and so many others I now see around me, call home. I make a point now that before I open the door to come to the church or leave the church, I stop for just a moment and look to see what’s out there, so that I can see what’s there before my opening the door scares whatever it might be away.  At times I’ve seen the red-tailed hawk perched in the poplar tree outside my study, or deer grazing on the holly, or cardinals dancing in dawn’s early light.  I’m working more than ever but yet I am waiting, not only on my way to and from work, but I’ve noticed that even while working, I’m hearing and seeing things I would not have noticed before, whether in the church, or on my way into the nursing home or hospital, or even on the drive down 80 to Morristown Memorial.  This is what Barbara Brown-Taylor and others call the spiritual discipline of paying attention, and it is one way of waiting even while we work, even while we attend to the various demands of an active life.
However, there are also times we need to sit still, times when we need to wait physically as well as spiritually.  Sabbath rest is also an important spiritual discipline, no matter the day of the week, or part of the day of the week, we can engage in it.  It is important to shut down our engines on a regular basis, to get our oiled changed and our tire pressure checked. 
Teaching elder and writer Fred Buechner once planned a week at a monastery, a monastery that in addition to providing him quiet space to read and write, also afforded him a resident spiritual mentor, a Franciscan priest named Father Doyle.  Buechner had been there a few days, and he had done much reading and writing as well as having met with Father Doyle a couple of times.  On his fourth day morning there, Buechner woke up having had something like an epiphany about himself during his sleep.  Eager and anxious to talk about this, he went to see Father Doyle, and when he got to the office the secretary said, “I’m sorry, Father Doyle is not available today.”  Annoyed and frustrated by this, Buechner stewed about it until the next day, and when he met with Father Doyle the next day and expressed his frustration, Father Doyle said to him, “It is my occasional but regular unavailability that makes possible my being truly available all the other times.”  
The point is also made by the old analogy of saving a person from a raging river.  While our love and instinct may at first make us want to jump into the river, we know, with just a little reflection, that our best chance of saving them is to first make sure we are on solid ground.  So, while it is possible to spiritually wait even while working and attending to the demands of life, it is also important to wait by taking time for ourselves so as to focus on the God in whom we live and move and have our being, the God from whom we derive our true identity, our sense of being.
Even if we make for such waiting time, such Sabbath rest in which we intend to enjoy God’s presence and discover again our identity and purpose apart from the roles and expectations we fulfill for others, it is not easy to keep ourselves from being distracted by a thousand lesser thoughts. 
A recent Harvard study of 2,000 people determined that humans are daydreaming 46.9% of the time they’re awake, a percentage that goes up exponentially during sermons. You’d think we’d all be relaxed after clocking all those daydreams, right? Not so much. The study actually found that in most cases, all that living in the clouds makes people sad and miserable. Why? Because we rest our minds in previously bad experiences or in worrying about the future.  
Past and future, rather than an Advent-like time between such times, dominate our thinking.  There is nothing wrong with looking back or looking forward; indeed, these too can be spiritual disciplines; but there must also be a paying attention to the now, a focus on the moment, an embracing of what is (the good and the bad). Pay close attention to that which is around you at all times, and find some time to fully wait and enjoy what simply is, to enjoy God’s presence, the God who said, “I am who I am,” the God invites you to breathe easy and discover anew your present-tense self.  
