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 Turning Aside 

OT Reading: Exodus 3:1-15 
Gospel: Matt 16:21-28 

Proper 17 

 Several years ago, there was a story in the Washington Post about a man 
who sat in a metro station on a cold January morning with a violin.  He played six 
Bach pieces for about 45 minutes.  After about three minutes, a man noticed his 
playing, stopped for a few seconds and then hurried on.  A minute later a woman 
threw some coins into the violin case without stopping.  After another few 
minutes a man leaned against the wall to listen, then looked at his watch and 
walked off. 

 The one who paid the most attention was a 3 year old boy.  His mother 
pulled him along, but the boy continued looking back at the violinist.  This 
happened several times with other children, while all of their parents urged them 
to move on. 

 It was estimated that in that 45 minutes eleven hundred people passed 
through the station.  Only six stopped and stayed for a while.  The violinist 
collected $ 32.00.  When he had finished playing no one applauded.  The player 
was Joshua Bell, one of the best musicians in the world, playing a violin worth 
three and a half million dollars.    Two days before, Bell had sold out at a concert 
in Boston where the seats averaged $ 100.00 each. 

 Bell’s incognito performance was part of a social experiment about 
people’s perceptions and priorities.  Do we see beauty?  Do we recognise talent 
in an unusual setting?  Do we stop to appreciate it?  Do we take time out, turn 
aside to investigate the curious or the unusual? 

 When it comes to taking time out, I’m as guilty as the rest of the world.  
I’m too busy working through my emails to stop and watch the blue-tits playing 
outside the window, too busy packing my shopping to notice the cashier’s 
friendly face, too busy to look -  really look at the shape of a leaf, the markings on 
the bark of a tree, or the petals of a flower.  The artist, Georgia O’Keeffe, who is 
famous for painting flowers has said, “In a way, nobody sees a flower, really, it is 
so small; we haven’t time – and to see takes time, like to have a friend takes 
time” (Diane Ackerman, A Natural History of the Senses, 1990). 

 Today’s story from Exodus is the story of a man who stopped and turned 
aside from what he was doing and encountered the living God. 

 Moses, you may remember was a man on the run, after killing an Egyptian 
and fleeing across the Sinai to the land of Midian.  There, he married a Midianite 
woman and went to work for his father-in-law Jethro.    Then one day, while he 
was tending Jethro’s flock around Mount Horeb, he saw out of the corner of his 
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eye flames coming out of a bush.  The bush must have been over to the side  
because when Moses saw it he said “I must turn aside and look at this great 
sight”.  So he stopped, turned aside, and took a closer look. 

 He didn’t have to do that.  He could have said to himself, “Oh that’s 
interesting” and carried on.  He could have decided to return the next day when 
he had a bit more time to see if the bush was still burning.  But he didn’t.  He 
turned aside in order to investigate this strange sight. 

 Moses’ curiosity led to what would become a lifelong and unique 
relationship with the Lord.  When God saw that Moses had turned aside, he 
called him by name and told him to come no closer, but to take off his shoes, 
because he was standing on holy ground.  He identified himself as the God of 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  He had heard the cry of his people and told Moses to 
arrange their escape from slavery in Egypt. 

 That was not what Moses wanted to hear.  “Who am I, that I should lead 
the Israelites out of Egypt”?  He asked.  And this was not false humility.  He had 
just noticed that Jethro’s sheep had wandered off in all directions.  How on earth 
could he manage an entire nation?  God’s answer was anything but reassuring.  
“Never mind who you are.  The important thing is that I have chosen you, and 
whatever happens I will be with you”.      

 Of course, that was then, and this is now.  Today we don’t encounter 
burning bushes or pillars of cloud or stairways to heaven.  These days God 
doesn’t seem to call us by name and tell us what he wants us to do.  Or could it 
be that we are just too set on our own pathways, too busy with our phones, or 
our shopping lists, or our next appointment to notice the rainbow in the sky, or 
the bright stars, or the lilies of the field?  So we hurry on and leave God to look 
for someone else.  But Moses turned aside.  And it was only when he turned 
aside that God called him. 

 How much effort does it take to turn aside, to take the time to approach 
God’s presence, to take off our shoes and believe that the place we are standing 
on is holy ground?  What if we turn aside and God doesn’t call us?  Or worse still, 
what if he does?  What does he want of us?  How do we know if it is really God 
speaking, or just our own imaginations? 

 Moses too had doubts.  A burning bush?  It’s just the sun playing tricks on 
my eyes.  A burning bush?  I don’t have time.  A voice from the bush?  It must be 
the wind.  But the bush kept burning and God kept talking.  So despite his doubts 
Moses decided to believe the bush and accept his call.  And that was no pleasure 
cruise.  For the next forty years he led the children of Israel, the most awkward 
and complaining group of people you could ever hope to meet, through the 
wilderness to the Promised Land.  On many occasions he was tempted to throw 
in the towel, but he was always drawn back by the knowledge that God was with 
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him.  He never saw more than God’s back again, but that was enough to hold 
onto for the rest of his life.  

 The poet, Elizabeth Barrett Browning has written:  

  “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 pluck blackberries. 

 Or tend sheep, or run errands, or fill in your own blank.  God is waiting for 
you in that bush just around the corner.  Try stopping for a moment, turn aside 
and look; then take off your shoes and let your feet rest on holy ground.  Open 
your heart and your mind to God’s presence and listen for his call.  It may not be 
what you want to hear, and your life may never be the same again, but you will 
know that he is with you, and will remain so forever.   

Amen 

Martha Taft Golden 
St.  James, Abinger 

30th August 2020 
 
 


