
True Lives – Proper 17A 

It’s good to be back in Morro Bay.  There is a great big 
world out there, full of loving, interesting, diverse 
personalities; every one with joys and troubles of their 
own, so the human experience can be fully had and 
deeply explored anywhere you go. Weddings happen in 
Narragansett, Rhode Island just like they do here in San 
Francisco. Dear friends grow old and frail in New York 
just like they do San Luis Obispo. And meanwhile, each 
day’s newspaper brings word of societies around the 
globe who are in the grip of stunningly tragic events 
that can make our difficulties seem minute by 
comparison. The lives of human beings everywhere are, 
at the same time both purely alike and overwhelmingly 
different from one another.  

In the face of these truths, if we will pay attention to 
sublime richness of life, our hearts will be moved on 
two levels simultaneously: to an undeniable empathic 
connection with all of humanity, and to a more powerful 
and wondrous devotion to those whose lives are lived in 
immediate involvement with ours. These twin forces 
are all the more active in today’s environment, where 
things that happen to far flung others around the planet, 
especially bad things that happen, are known to us right 
away and in often excruciating detail. This means that 
we cannot pretend not to know what’s going on. And, on 
the other hand, with the pace and complexity of our 
culture, opportunities to express affection for, and take 



good care of our nearest and dearest seem more 
important – even urgent – than ever.   

If we are paying attention to what life is offering us,  we 
cannot and will not seek to distance ourselves from the 
struggles and pain of people in places far away; we will 
offer them whatever help we can through prayer and 
political involvement and peacegiving charity. And we 
will cultivate a heightened awareness of the home folks, 
the people closest to us, listening to their desires and 
joys and life stories, sharing ours with them, caring for 
them, and letting them care for us. We will know that 
we are just another outpost of humanity, no more or 
less significant than any other. And we will know that,  
this is where we must begin and concentrate our 
participation and passion for living. They say ‘home is 
where the heart is.’ So we might add, ‘home is where the 
heart works.’ Whatever else we may do, across town, or 
on the global stage, our first project is a domestic one. 
Not only is it good to be home; it’s home to be good.  

In our story today, we encounter Moses, as he exercises 
this very truth, taking care of his father-in-law Jethro’s 
flock.  It’s not by accident that countless comedy 
routines and colorful stories from Shakespeare to Sheky 
Green feature interaction – challenging interaction – 
between young people and their inlaws.  In the Yiddish 
language, which developed as a mechanism for 
facilitating the difficult lives of Jews in Eastern Europe, 
lots of words have double, or ironic meanings. There is 
the descriptive, practical function of words, but also the 



underlying commentary suggested by their origins and 
other meanings in the Hebrew, Russian and German 
languages which are the roots of Yiddish.  So, for 
instance, the Yiddish word for father-in-law is Schwere. 
The German word schwere means ‘heavy.’ In one’s life, 
the heaviest (another metaphorical meaning), the 
heaviest figure is likely to be your father-in-law. If you 
can’t get along with him, not much else matters. He can 
make you or break you or run you out of town. In fact, 
you need his permission to even be his son-in-law. 
Notice the reborrowing into English: in old movies, 
made by studios run to a great extent by first- and 
second-generation Jewish immigrants, “the heavy” is 
the tough guy.  

So when the story starts out with Moses tending his 
father-in-law’s flock, the stakes are up. Flock of course 
does not just means uvine creatures capable of 
providing milk, meat and wool. Flock means those in 
one’s immediate care, your nearest and dearest, the 
folks at home. So when the story starts with Moses 
caring for the father-in-law’s flock, the stakes are up, he 
is doing ‘job #1,’ he’d better be good, or else, because 
Jethro ain’t his brother, he is heavy.  Under these 
circumstances, who could blame Moses for doing some 
praying, some meditating, some earnest contemplation 
of nature (in his case the mountains and their bushes), 
maybe a little daydreaming and, hot as it is, even the 
occasional hallucination. And from these activities, 
undertaken in the earnest desire to do good for his 



homefolk, the Schwere’s flock, Moses encounters the 
source of all goodness; he hears the voice of God.   

This can be a dicey business. When I was little, my 
brother and I used to love listening to Bill Cosby 
routines on our portable record player turned down 
low inside the trundle bed after our parents thought we 
had gone to sleep. One of our favorites was about 
another fellow, Noah, built an ark; everybody who 
knows who Noah was, cuz he built an ark. And Cosby 
paints the picture of what happens when Noah’s friends 
get wind he’s been talking with the Lord:  “Yeah, well I 
got news for you  I'm sick and tired of this whole mess 
The whole neigbourhood's out there laughing at me 
They're all having a grand time:  ‘There’s good old Noah 
there, waitin under the elephant...’ I went out there and 
saw my best friend Larry, I said ‘Listen Larry, I've been 
talking with the Lord.’ He says, ‘Oh, really?’ Yeah yeah 
Lord, Larry, Larry, Lord. I hear 'em all laughing at me.  
You know I'm the only guy in this neighbourhood with 
an Ark?”  

For Moses to come back, however earnestly, with the 
story that he’s seen a burning bush and been talking 
with the Lord, he’s bound to encounter a certain 
amount of skepticism. But he knows it happened, and he 
knows it happened in the context of his desire to seek 
the will of God for himself and his homefolk. Like us, he 
longs to be good to them and good for them. Moses 
formulates a plan, based on the current political and 
economic situation of his people, and he formulates this 



plan in a context of humility, prayerfulness and 
selflessness. These are the conditions under which he 
attempts to be a good leader, a good shepherd, a good 
son-in-law. Having established this context for his 
leadership, his heart fills with certain knowledge. We 
read this as a conversation between Moses and God, 
but, at least as far as the rest of us are concerned, it 
might be more useful to see it as Moses maintaining an 
attitude and outlook and spiritual discipline that make 
him open to the voice of God working and speaking 
within his own heart.  

When his best friend Larry sees Moses caring for his 
homefolks with righteousness and courage and 
compassion, he’ll surely overlook the nutty parts: 
burning bushes, etc. That’s when we come to the best 
part of this story. Moses thinks to himself, or asks God, if 
you like, “What is the name of this force of nature that 
has led me to my conviction to do and be good?  Who 
are you, God?”  And his heart simply resounds with the 
spirit of truth that is equally available to each and every 
one of us. Moses surely and swiftly comes to know all he 
needs to know about the who, why and wherefore of the 
existence of God: “I am who I am.” Go on and tell the 
Israelites, ‘I am has sent you. The Lord, the God of your 
ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 
God of Jacob is what you have looked for and found.’ 
This is my name forever, and this my title for all 
generations.” That force, that power, that inexplicable 
yet undeniable existence is all Moses got by way of 



answer to his question: “Who are you?” And it was all he 
needed.  

From then on, nothing would or could convince him 
that, in seeking God’s help, he had not assured himself 
of it. Whatever it was he had to do from then on, he 
would be supported and upheld. From that moment, his 
intentions would be mediated by his desire to please 
God. And his greatest desire, to be a good shepherd of 
the homefolks, would be supported by the greatest 
power in the universe.  

When Jesus describes the suffering he must undergo, 
and Peter tries to talk him out of it, Jesus responds with 
a vehemence born of the same kind of heart-knowledge. 
He knows his desire to be a good shepherd will be 
upheld forever, no matter what happens on the physical 
plane. And anyone who questions this is talking Satan 
talk; they are a stumbling block.  It is not our earthly 
lives we must preserve in order to be good shepherds of 
each other; our earthly lives will come and go. What we 
must cultivate and preserve and rejoice in is our living 
desire to serve God’s goodness by caring for one 
another. For what will it profit us if we gain the whole 
world but forfeit our true lives? Those who want to save 
their lives will lose them, but those who lose their lives 
for goodness’ sake, for the folks at home and wherever 
their hearts may roam, will live forever.  

 

 


