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In the name... 

It is easy to believe in God; its very hard to know God. This is one of the central 
problematics, not just of the Bible, but of human existence. Since our first 
parents, human beings have generally been inclined to believe in God; we’ve 
also, however, been disinclined to know God as he truly is. 
We seem to have a hard time know what God is like, with fuzzy vision and faulty 

memories we very easily confuse God with a whole host of competing gods. But 
more importantly, when we do encounter the Living and True God, we tend to 
shrink away, hiding like Adam and Eve once did. This is why idolatry was a 
perennial, besetting sin for the people of the Old Testament. Atheism never seemed 
to have occurred to ancient Israel; but supplementing or replacing the God who 
brought them out of Egypt with other, differing gods who seemed momentarily 
more usefulness, less troubling, or in the ascendancy among neighboring peoples 
was a semi-regular occurrence. And before we conclude that idolatry was some 
particular, primitive ailment of the Old Testament beyond which we’ve progressed 
or matured, it is worth remembering that right down to our own day of religious 
decline, belief in God remains high. The Pew Research Center, in fact, reports that 
nine in ten Americans continue to believe in a higher power. Of those who do, 
however, only slightly better than half — 56% — report a belief in the God 
described in the Bible.1 We’ll return to them later, but for now: in a time of 
declining Church attendance and anxiety among the religious about our post-
Christian, secular cultural landscape, it is worth remembering that very few people 
are atheists. What is far more common is the “believing without belonging” 
phenomenon. That is, holding to a general belief in a higher power — usually 
called God — but drawing from lots of different cultural, religious, and literary 
sources to construct a higher power who seems more useful, less troubling, or in 
the ascendancy with the neighbors. It is easy to believe in God; its very hard to 
know God. 
In this morning’s Old Testament lesson, we hear of Moses’ famous, cinematic 

encounter with God in the burning bush. He’s drawn to the spectacle and responds 
to the voice, but when he learns precisely who it is speaking to him — “I am the 
God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” 
—we learn Moses hid his face, afraid to look at God. After his commissioning for 
the daunting task of freeing Israel from slavery in Egypt, Moses asks God his 

                                                
1 Pew Research Center, “When Americans Say They Believe in God, What Do They Mean?” April 25, 2018. 
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name, not simply because he does not yet know it, but because he is rightly worried 
that the Israelites do not know him and have forgotten their ancestral God. What he 
receives in return is “I am who I am” — YHWH; the Lord.2 In other words, God is 
telling Moses that he is so entirely different, comprehensively other, from anything 
that has been created, he can only be defined by himself. I am who I am. With that, 
you can begin to appreciate just why it is so difficult to know God and why it is 
always a temptation to trade him in for a more manageable, scaled-down deity. 
But difficult doesn’t mean impossible; for this Living God who is infinitely 

different from anything else has inserted himself time and again in the lives of real 
people out of love and mercy and grace. This means that an otherwise unknowable 
God now has a story, a history tied to what he has done through and for particular 
people and groups through generations. “I am the God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, and the God of Jacob” says the Lord. We call this story the Bible; it is the 
testament to the character of this God by way of how he has acted across time. 
Knowing God, then, starts with knowing him as he is revealed in the Scriptures. 
And yet, even this record is not always enough to save us from faulty, idolatrous 
ideas of who God is. Jesus, in this morning’s Gospel, hears from some fellow 
Galileans about the sufferings of their neighbors at the hands of Pilate. Surely, as 
followers of Jesus, they knew the Scriptures. And yet, they shared the common 
belief of the time that suffering was God’s punishment for sin, proportional to the 
severity of that sin. The implication, then, of the story is twofold: first, that those 
Galileans whose blood was mingled with the sacrifice must have been especially 
sinful; and second, that the Galileans telling the story — those not tortured by 
Pilate — must be especially righteous for having escaped God’s punishment. 
Jesus will have none of this, though. He rebukes them, reminding them that we are 

all sinners and all therefore in need of God’s forgiveness and mercy. Suffering, he 
insists, is a feature of the world in which we live; misfortune, pain, disease, and 
tragedy are visited upon the righteous and unrighteous alike. Suffering is neither 
God’s punishment nor is blessing his reward; the chaos of this world is the work of 
the Enemy. The implication of Jesus’ teaching, then, is that one who truly knows 
God and thereby knows God’s character will know that he does not punish his 
children nor does he wish any of them to suffer. Anyone who truly knows God will 
know that his pattern has been and will always be to enter into suffering to share in 
it with and then finally for his children. Anyone who truly knows God will not 
confuse the work of the Enemy with the work of the Lord. 
It is clear that these Galileans, then, who believe God had punished their neighbors 

through Pilate and spared them as a reward for righteousness, do not know God. 
Rather, they believed in a smaller god; one whose moral vision was similar to their 
                                                
2 See Christine Hayes’ explanation (Open Yale Course) of the translation. 
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own. They believed in a god who could not afford to be gracious but was bound to 
be severe for the sake of retribution. In short, they believed in a god of their own 
making who served their own interests, bolstering their moral self-satisfaction. The 
God of their fathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob — that God was too 
much to bear, too challenging to know. 
Again, before we scoff at these superstitious, self-righteous Galileans, it is worth 

returning to the 56% of those in the Pew survey who believe in the God of the 
Bible. Of them, 87% believe that God has rewarded them and a full 50% believe 
that God has punished them. This would suggest that there are very many 
Americans who believe in the God of the Bible who do not know him; who do not 
know his character; who do not know our Lord’s teaching in today’s Gospel. 
It is easy to believe in God; it is very hard to know God. Believing in God asks 

nothing of us. In fact, St. James tells us that even demons believe in God. And that 
which asks nothing offers nothing. Knowing God, though: that asks everything. 
Knowing what God is like requires the Christian’s attention and best efforts across 
a lifetime to acquaint oneself with the God revealed in Holy Scripture and to learn 
his character. More challenging still is to encounter God in prayer, in quiet, and in 
sacrament. To come before God and encounter his holiness — be present to his 
infinite difference — this is truly harrowing. For, it exposes the Christian and the 
world to the light of God’s truth, shining into the deepest recesses of the human 
heart to reveal all the ways in which, as this morning’s collect says, “we have no 
power in ourselves to help ourselves.” Nothing is untouched by God when he is 
encountered. Yet this is precisely the invitation of Lent: not simply to remember 
that we believe in God but to know him as he truly is and to know ourselves in the 
light of his love. It is an invitation to put away idols and take up with the God who 
once called to Moses from a burn bush.  
I have said.. 


