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Many years ago, I worked on a doctoral thesis in liturgy

in which I explored the many names by which we call on God

in the Mass and in the sacraments.

As part of my background research,

I had to examine the scriptural traditions

that had to do with the naming of God.

The passage that we heard proclaimed in our first reading this morning
occupied a prominent place in that research.
Moses said to God, “But when I go to the Israelites and say to them,

‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’

if they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what am I to tell them?’

God replied, ‘I am who am.’

Modern believers puzzle over this name,

and modern scholars continue to dispute its translation and meaning.

The ancient Hebrews considered the word ---

Y-A-H-W-E-H --- I AM WHO AM ---

too sacred to speak, and so substituted ‘Adonai,’

which the New Testament Greek translated as ‘Kyrios,’

and which is rendered in English as ‘Lord.’

Interestingly, in the liturgy

this ancient reverence is preserved in the Prayer over the Gifts,

that immediately precedes the Eucharistic Prayer.

In these prayers, that vary from Mass to Mass,

we address God almost exclusively as ‘Lord,’

or in the Latin, ‘Domine.’

Reverence for the name of God is an essential part of the traditions

of all of the ‘Religions of the Book’ --- Judaism, Christianity and Islam.

This reverence honors God’s transcendence, God’s ‘otherness,’

God’s absolute ‘different-ness’ from everything human and earthly.

In the Exodus story, this transcendence is manifested in a bush,

that flames but does not burn,

that burns but is not consumed.

When Moses approaches, God calls to him, “Come no nearer!

Remove the sandals from your feet,

for the place where you stand is holy ground.”

A name too holy to speak…..

A place too holy to stand upon…..

…..Until Jesus.

In Jesus, the utterly transcendent Yahweh

whose name is too holy to utter,

removes the sandals from his feet, and approaches us.
The God of judgment approaches us as mercy.

The God of wrath approaches us with patience.

‘Sir, leave it for this year also,

and I shall cultivate the ground around it and fertilize it;

it may bear fruit in the future.

If not you can cut it down.’

The God who called to Moses

from a flaming bush in the desert

calls to us now from the cross.

It would be a mistake, though, in a sort of horticultural equivalency,

to confuse the burning bush and the cross, on the one hand,

with the fig tree of the parable, on the other.

Christ’s fig tree in the parable is not the cross;

Christ’s fig tree in the parable is us!

We are the fig tree

that for three years has failed to produce any fruit.

We are the fig tree for which Christ begs the Master’s patience.

We are the fig tree from which God expects some figs!

‘Sir, leave it for this year also,

and I shall cultivate the ground around it and fertilize it;

it may bear fruit in the future.

If not you can cut it down.’

Let us join him at the altar now,
where he will nourish us again

so that we may bear fruit in the future

before we are cut down.
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