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 I have been thinking a lot about racism lately. Before going on, I need to 
acknowledge that my own thinking and experience on this topic is shaped by my 
experience as a white male, and that is important for me to own before we go on. 
But I’ve been thinking a lot about racism lately; I think much of the country has, in 
the wake of Michael Brown’s murder by a police officer in Ferguson, Missouri. Many 
people from the very moment the story broke, have weighed in with their thoughts 
and opinions. Even now three weeks beyond the provoking incident for much of 
what has transpired since and been said since, we still do not have all the facts of the 
story. But we do have many, many other stories that have risen.  
 One of my seminary professors would share a story which he again shared in 
the past weeks on facebook. He was one of our church history professors, Dr. James 
Noel, African American there in the posh area of Marin County where the seminary 
was located. One night when his son was in high school his son called and said “Dad 
can you come pick me up? I’m over at my friend so and so’s house.” Dr. Noel said 
sure thing. It was a short drive away, fewer than ten minutes by car. As Dr. Noel 
pulled up, he could see his son standing out on the edge of the friend’s lawn, waiting 
under a streetlight, maybe fiddling with his ipod. He pulls up and his son jumps in 
the car. As he begins to turn the car around, five police cars come from nowhere and 
surround them. Police begin to approach the car with guns drawn repeating put 
your hands where we can see them. Apparently, one of the neighbors had seen Dr. 
Noel’s son in the few minutes he was waiting outside and called the police 
immediately to report a prowler. Dr. Noel raising his hands, turned and said: “Son, 
we are about to have a father/son bonding experience.” A humorous take on a sad 
and serious situation.  
 There is a pervasiveness to racism in our culture, but it is different in some 
ways than it was fifty or sixty years ago. It has grown more insidious, existing in 
subtler and sneakier ways. The racism of today is not the de facto, laws on the books 
obvious that it was during the Civil Rights Movement. Leaders of the Civil Rights 
Movement in the 60s had a clarion call. There were very basic things they could not 
do by law. They had, similar to Moses, a burning bush.  
 A call so clear, so tremendous, that it could not be ignored. We look at Moses 
who likely has THE most amazing call story of any biblical figure. A bush on fire that 
is not burnt up? What is this? Further, it was one, solitary bush. The climate was 
generally arid, but this was not a full-on brush fire. How was it that one single bush 
burned without burning and without setting all the scrub ablaze too? Moses had to 
find out.  
 While that is fortunate for Moses, I sometimes wish I had a sign as obvious as 
a mysteriously burning bush. Asking “What next God?” or “What do you want from 
me in this situation, God?” Why can’t the answer ever be something so spectacular 
as a burning bush that doesn’t burn and that speaks with God’s own voice? And then 
to have God reveal God’s holy identity as reassurance to go forward, with a calling so 
clearly laid out.  
 Well, we don’t get as miraculous a sign as Moses did. Something so out of the 
ordinary that it bends our whole perception toward God. And that it should happen 



for Moses on the very same mountain where later he would meet God again to 
receive the commandments after having liberated the people. It doesn’t happen like 
that with us, in such supernatural divine way.  
 Yet we do have the same calling that Moses had: to participate in the 
liberation of others who are shackled by oppression, by injustice, by racism. We may 
not experience the call the same way that Moses did. But it is the same call that Jesus 
declared was his: “To proclaim good news to the poor, release to the captives, sight 
to the blind, and freedom to the oppressed.” That same call rests with us today.  
 And as I thought these past weeks about God’s call to Moses to help bring to 
fruition God’s plan for liberation for a people literally enslaved, I could not help but 
connect it in my mind to the past several weeks of events in Ferguson and the 
national dialogue it has prompted. I imagine you’re all aware of what happened: a 
young, unarmed black teenager was shot six times by a police officer, while, 
according to witnesses, he held his empty hands in the air in surrender. From there, 
the town turned out to protest. The police delayed releasing the name of the officer 
involved a suspiciously long time. Police met the protests with military grade 
weapons and equipment, only bolstering suspicions that they had something to 
hide. Members of the press were arrested for seemingly no reason while they tried 
to report on the goings-on. Meanwhile some opportunists came from out of town to 
loot local shops, taking advantage of the chaos and anonymity provided by large 
protest gatherings. And infusing and undergirding all of these events and 
discussions is deep-seated racism. I am not pointing the finger at any one person in 
the whole series of event as a racist, but rather noticing that many of the systems in 
place are racist without even being aware of it. It is a more pernicious thing. For 
example: let us consider the hypothetical question: What would have happened if 
Michael Brown were white? Would the confrontation with the police officer have 
played out the same? Would the result have been fatal? While we cannot know for 
sure, it is hard to imagine that the outcome would have been the same in that 
scenario.  
 As I continued thinking about what could be said about these sad and 
discouraging events—the shooting and heavy police response—and thinking about 
Moses’ orders to go down to Egypt to confront Pharaoh, a startling thought came to 
me. A possibility I had not considered. See, from the get-go, I was looking at this all 
through the lens of Moses. Moses’ call, our call. But the question that arose for me 
was: “What if I am not Moses, but pharaoh?” 
 It is a heavy question, but one that merits asking. We are accustomed to 
identifying ourselves in the Biblical narrative as the heroes most of the time. Or, at 
worst, with the reluctant prophet or the confused disciples or the flawed but faithful 
protagonist. In regard to questions about racism, however, where are we? Some mix 
of pharaoh and Moses, perhaps? Is there some unexamined effect of racism in us? I 
will confess, for example, that whenever I am driving, especially with my laptop bag 
in the front seat, I make sure all the doors are locked. But I have to ask myself: 
would I be so constant and meticulous in that particular habit if I lived in Beverly 
Hills? Or Malibu? I don’t know. Or, another thing I do, perhaps you do this too, but 
I’ll admit that when I hear a story from a friend or in a book, I assume the characters 
are white. Why is that the default assumption?  



 Many of the ways racism persists are these subtle, unnoticed tricks of the 
mind, which can often be so difficult to recognize, so painful to confess, because they 
are buried so deeply that they rarely surface to the level of consciousness. It isn’t 
that we see someone who looks differently than us and think intentionally about 
who this person is, or what type of person she or he might be. Our mind just goes to 
those places all on its own.  
 With this disturbing realization in mind, I turned again to the text of Moses to 
help me discern the question. “Who am I?” Pharaoh? Moses? Some odd mix? It is a 
question of identity. As it turns out, Moses asks that very same question of God in 
this passage. After God explains for Moses what he is to do, Moses asks: “Who am I 
to go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” He doesn’t respond with an 
enthusiastic “Yes God! Right away!” He balks, asking “But who am I?” 
 What fascinates me here is that God does not give Moses a straight answer. 
God could easily have said to Moses: “You are Moses, whose life I rescued as an 
infant, whom I am calling and equipping to do my will.” Instead, God says “I will be 
with you.”  
 We have a tendency and a like to talk about our identity as the people called 
of God, claimed by God, Christians, Christ-followers, redeemed. And is a nice thing to 
think about and talk about, our identity as God’s own. It come naturally to us, I think, 
especially in good times, when we are at peace, in prayer, in joy. Then it is easy to 
think: “Yes, I am a child of God!” However, it becomes more difficult when God is 
challenging us to do something hard and daunting. In those times we ask about our 
identity, like Moses: “But who am I to face Pharaoh? Who am I to try to eradicate 
racism?” We doubt that we can accomplish so great a task set before us. We doubt 
who we are to achieve what God asks.  
 God, rather than answer that question of “Who am I?” responds to the fear 
underlying that question. Moses doesn’t ask that question because he has suffered 
sudden amnesia literally does not know who he is. He asks that question because he 
is afraid, he is intimidated by the enormity of what God is sending him to do. God, in 
wisdom, replies to that feeling of fear underneath the presenting question. “I will be 
with you.”  
 Furthermore, God says, I AM THAT I AM. I am that same God who has been 
faithful to your ancestors for generations. I am God who has heard my people cry 
out and have a plan their liberation.  
 Amazingly, something that often gets lost in that translation—I AM THAT I 
AM—is that in the original Hebrew, they did not distinguish between present and 
future tense. So not only is it God affirming who God is, but it is also God saying: “I 
WILL BE WHO I WILL BE.” In other words, that faithful, ever-present companion 
and strength, even as Moses walks into the lion’s den of Egypt. Even as we are called 
to root out racism and prejudice wherever it lurks, in us or in our society, God will 
always be that one by our side, no matter how discouraged or doubtful we may 
become at points, no matter how difficult the road, no matter how impossible the 
task seems.  
 For God has been true to the divine promises for ages upon ages, since the 
marvelous foundation of the earth and universe. And God will continue to be that 
same faithful, loving God who asks of us a demanding duty, but who is at our very 



side day after day. And perhaps it is in walking that stony road with God, trusting in 
who God is revealed to be, that God shows us, truly, who we are. Amen.  
 


