Third Sunday of Lent
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I love when God shows up without warning and surprises the unsuspecting.  Poor Moses out tending the flock is just about to become a key figure in all of Judeo-Christian history.  Moses, older and quieted by time, encounters the flaming bush wherein he hears his name called twice: “Moses! Moses!”  The God of his fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob has appeared in history again, this time with the daunting task to set the Hebrew people free.  But first, he must take off his sandals, for the ground upon which he and his God stand, is holy.

So Moses’ shoes came off.  There before the great mountain Moses attends to the voice within the burning bush which asks of him a great request: to liberate the people who are oppressed by Pharaoh in Egypt.  The Pharaoh represents what author Walter Brueggemann refers to as the “royal consciousness”: one blindsided by power, secrecy and greed, who stomps upon the lives of the poor.  But the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob will prove stronger than the royal consciousness, and if Moses stays under the guidance of this God of the burning bush, he will discover that passion to bring justice and freedom to his people.  This is not the Egyptian god.  This is not the Canaanite god.  This is “Being” itself.  “I am Who I am.”  Here the barefooted Moses will embrace a call to shepherd not animals but people who have been oppressed and alienated from their lands.  Though tempted to run away, he will not.

Recently I have been reading about the four U.S. martyrs killed in El Salvador in 1980 during the hotbed of oppression in that country.  Here the humble poor, los campesinos, who farmed the barren, rocky soil and watched their children die of malnutrition, while a few landowners grew rich on the sugar that grew in the dominate fertile soil, were served by four Catholic and godly young women: Ursuline Sister Dorothy Kazel, lay volunteer Jean Donovan, and Maryknoll Sisters

Maura Clarke and Ita Ford.  The wealthy land owners were terrorizing the poor farmers, kidnapping their children and killing them, leaving their bodies in the field or dropping them off at their homes.

Yet, these joyful, committed women stayed faithful to their call.  Dorothy and Jean traveled the terrain of the countryside in a white Toyota van, picking up supplies, accompanying the sorrowing families to search for their loved ones.

During these times, Sr. Dorothy Kazel wrote to a friend of hers: “We talked quite a bit today about what happens if something begins.  And most of us feel we would want to stay here.  Now this depends on what happens —if there is a way we can help — like run a refugee center or something.  We wouldn’t want to just run out on the people….I thought I should say this to you — because I don’t want to say it to anyone else — because I don’t think they would understand.  Anyway, my beloved friend, just know how I feel and ‘treasure it in your heart.’  If a day comes when others will have to understand, please explain it for me.” 

Embroiled in terror, the Catholic community of the poor then lost a friend in El Salvador’s Archbishop Oscar Romero, who was murdered on March 24, 1980.  Jean Donovan, the youngest of the women, received a letter from her family back in Cleveland begging her to leave the country and come home to safety.  But Jean wrote back these words identifying her own desire to stand firm: “I think that the hardship one endures maybe is God’s way of taking you out into the desert, to prepare you to meet and love him more fully…Several times I have decided to leave El Salvador.  I almost could except for the children, the poor, bruised victims of this insanity.  Who would care for them?  Whose heart could be so staunch as to favor the reasonable thing in the sea of their tears and helplessness?  Not mine, dear friend, not mine.”

It was their sandals that identified them when, nine miles from where their white van was torched, the bodies of these consecrated women were found; this ground, too, is holy.  Their deaths awakened the North American church to oppose the United States’ complicity with the killings by supplying funds for the country’s government.  The Moses story stirs a kind of consciousness that begs us to stand with the poor.
Lent challenges our souls to “wake up.”  The pleasure of complacency on our spiritual journey is not an option.  If we think that judgment and affliction are visited upon those who are sinners, then Jesus says in effect: “Think again.”  We have long ago learned that bad things happen to good people, too.  We are all culpable, perhaps more by omission than commission.  Jesus warns all to repent of the many times we pointed fingers at others without taking that interior journey to discover something within which blocks hope and healing.  We cannot, as mature seekers, play the blame game.  It is fruitless, like the fig tree.

What ground do we walk upon as we plod the path of Lent?  Is it holy ground or ground that requires cultivating?  God comes to each and asks only one thing: that we listen for his voice and respond, like Moses and many others, with an openhearted willingness to serve.  As Elizabeth Barrett Browning penned: “Earth’s crammed with heaven and every common bush afire with God but only he who sees takes off his shoes, the rest sit round and pick blackberries.”  This is not the season for blackberries; it is the season of burning bushes.  For you see there are many suffering, oppressed and struggling people who wait for our humble response.  Perhaps we need to remove our shoes.

