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Promise 

My prayer as I prepare to share the message each week during worship, is that the sermon 

helps us to think about the words of the Bible and how they apply to our lives.  Usually, the 

main focus is an issue or struggle in our personal lives, our everyday lives.  Sometimes, the 

primary focus is an event that has impacted our nation or world.  And sometimes, it has to do 

with the life of our church.  Today, my message is especially applicable to our congregational 

life.   

First, let me share a personal decision.  After much prayer, I sense God leading me to 

prepare for retirement.  So, this will be my last year as pastor here.  I will retire a year from 

now, on July 1, 2016.  I am profoundly grateful for all we have shared together in ministry over 

the past 18 years.  However, as I approach my 60
th

 birthday, I sense God calling me to the next 

chapter of my life’s journey.  I’m looking forward to the joys of retirement and spending more 

time with my family in Webster.  I will deeply miss all of you and the amazing privilege of 

being the pastor of this church, here in the North Rose-Wolcott community. 

I have written a letter which includes all the details.  Please pick up your copy from the 

back table today after worship—or from our Lay Leader, Roxie Walker.  Feel free to take extras 

to share with family or friends.  I will be sending this out by e-mail today as well.   

In the United Methodist church, a church’s pastor is assigned by the bishop.  The Staff-

Parish Relations Team (SPRT) is key in this process.  You have an excellent SPRT, chaired by 

Charlie Tompkins.  All members of the SPRT are listed in today’s bulletin and also at the 

bottom of the letter which I wrote.  
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They will advise our District Superintendent, Rev. Jeff McDowell, about the key qualities 

the church is seeking in a new pastor.  Since Jeff McDowell was the pastor at Clyde, and he 

also preached here one Sunday last winter, he has a good understanding of our church and its 

needs.  He will provide input to Bishop Mark Webb, and Bishop Webb & all 12 district 

superintendents will pray about who would be the best pastor for this church.  We can anticipate 

that in the Spring, that person will come to North Rose to meet with SPRT and to begin 

planning for ministry together.  After that meeting, SPRT will share his/her name with the 

congregation, and then they will begin on July 1, 2016.  It’s important to stress that as of that 

date, I will no longer be your pastor, and I will no longer be available for weddings, baptisms, 

funerals, or pastoral care.  I’ll take off the “pastor hat” and put on the “friend hat.” 

That’s just a brief overview.  If you have any questions now, or in the coming months, 

please contact one of the SPRT members or me, and we’ll do our best to get you the 

information you need. 

So, as a church, we are in a time of change… a time of transition.  It may be that you, 

personally, are in a time of change as well.  Maybe you’re a high school graduate, heading off 

to college.  If you’re in school, you’ll be in different classes next Fall.  Or perhaps you’re in the 

midst of a change in your work situation.  Maybe, your family life is changing.  Or, you are 

moving to a new home.  Lots of changes. 

At the time of Moses, in the Old Testament, 3500 years ago, the Hebrew people were about 

to experience a monumental change.  For the past 430 years, they had lived as foreigners in 

Egypt, and for most of those years, they had been slaves, enduring horrible oppression & 
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suffering.  Now, God was going to send them a new leader, a man by the name of Moses, 

someone they barely knew.  And it would be Moses who would guide them to freedom, through 

40 difficult years in the wilderness, until they reached the promised land. 

When God gave Moses this mission, speaking from the burning bush, Moses naturally 

needed some reassurance from God.  Moses asked: “If I come to the people of Israel and say to 

them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what 

shall I say to them?” [Exodus 3:13]  It is an important question—an essential question—for this 

time of change:  “Who are you, God?” 

God answered:  “I AM WHO I AM.  Say this to the people of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to 

you.  Say this to the people of Israel, ‘Yahweh, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, 

the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.  This is my name forever, and thus I 

am to be remembered throughout all generations”  [Exodus 3: 14-15] 

These enigmatic words—so mysterious—contain deep & abiding hope for us in times of 

change.  Here, we learn 4 important things about God. 

First, God is a personal God.  God is a personal God.  God is not simply a force for good in 

the world.  And God is not a cosmic watchmaker who got everything started and then took a 

nap.  No, God is personal, caring about His people, involved in our lives and our world.  God 

wants to be known. God reaches out to us in love and rejoices when we love him in return.  

That’s why God spoke his name to Moses, “Yahweh.”  Yahweh.  An older translation uses 

“Jehovah”—which is the same word with different letters.  Because God’s name is so holy, as 

God himself is holy, where God’s name appears in the Bible, most English translations 
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substitute, “The LORD.”  The point is, though, that God’s name was revealed to Moses, so that 

God’s people could address him personally, have a personal relationship with him.   

A 4-year-old once asked her mother about God’s name.  The mother explained that God had 

many names, including Jehovah, El Shaddai, Father, Lord.  After listening to her mother’s long 

explanation, she asked, “Can I just call him Sam?’ 

[adapted from Vicki Crooks, Klamath Falls, Oregon.  Christian Reader, “Kids of the Kingdom.”] 

It’s a funny story, but it reminds us how important a personal relationship with God is. 

We experience this personal relationship fully in Jesus Christ.  In Jesus, God entered history 

as a human being, someone who shared the human condition, whom we can relate to, who cares 

about each one of us as an individual.  That’s what it means that God is a personal God. 

Then, there’s a second thing we learn about God, here in God’s words from the burning 

bush…  a second thing that is especially important in times of change. 

God is a God of providing in the past…  a God of providing in the past.  God wanted Moses 

and the Hebrew people to turn their attention to the past.  How does God explain who he is?  

“Say this to the people of Israel, ‘Yahweh, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the 

God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.’”  [Exodus 3:15]  And just in case 

Moses doesn’t get it, God immediately repeats himself: “Go and gather the elders of Israel 

together, and say to them, ‘Yahweh, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and 

of Jacob, has appeared to me.” [Exodus 3:16] 
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In this time of uncertainty, God wants his people to remember the experiences of Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob—to call to mind the covenant that God made with their ancestors, the promises 

that God gave them, the way God guided them and helped them throughout their lives.  

For us, too, it is important to remember that God is a God of providing in the past.  We 

think back over our church’s history.  There have been a lot of changes over our 140 years as a 

church: think of our many different pastors, each with unique spiritual gifts.  Remember the 

first church building on Gray St. which was replaced by this building in 1910, then there was 

the church fire in 1958, more recently, the purchase & renovation of the Wesley Building.  We 

think too of all the dedicated members who have shared their faith and provided leadership and 

enriched our life together through the years.  In the midst of change, one thing has been 

constant:  God’s presence, inspiring, renewing, leading us onward.  And this is true in our 

personal lives as well.  As we look back, we can see all the ways in which God has guided & 

strengthened us, blessings us in our life’s journey. 

However, there’s still more we can learn about God from his words from the burning bush.  

God is also a God of promise for the future…  a God of promise for the future. God’s self-

revelation, “I AM WHO I AM,” can also be translated “I WILL BE WHO I WILL BE.”  God 

will be with his people in the future.  And in this passage from Exodus, God says something 

absolutely amazing.  In verse 17 we read God’s words:  “I promise…  I will bring you up out of 

the affliction of Egypt, to… a land flowing with milk and honey.”  “I promise.”  This is the very 

first time in the Biblical history, where God uses these words:  “I promise.” 
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And God says those very same words to us:  “I promise.”  God promises that he will be 

with us in the future, that he will never fail us or forsake us (Hebrews 13:5), that we can depend 

on him. 

The 4
th
 thing we learn from God’s words from the burning bush is that God is a God of 

power for the present.  “I AM WHO I AM.”  These words in the original Hebrew express the 

intensity of God’s presence:  I really, truly am…  I really, truly am here for you.  Even in the 

midst of slavery & suffering, God is with his people to deliver them.   We will see God’s power 

at work as we continue on in the Book of Exodus and read of the 10 plagues, and then how God 

parted the Red Sea so they could escape the Egyptian army.  

Just as in Moses’ time, so in our time, God is a God of power for the present realities we 

face.   

How does that occur?  Here’s an example.  This comes from the world of baseball, and the 

life of a pitcher by the name of R.A. Dickey.  Maybe you’ve heard of him.  In 2012, he was the 

National League Cy Young Award winner, the highest honor for a pitcher.  However, his career 

almost ended before it started.  In 1996, the Texas Rangers made him their #1 draft pick and 

offered him a $810,000 contract.  All he had to do was pass a routine team physical.  But 

unknown to Dickey, the physical revealed that his right elbow was missing its ulnar collateral 

ligament. 

As Dickey, a committed follower of Christ, entered training camp he uttered a prayer of 

gratitude: "Thank you, Lord, for all your blessings and for helping me get this far." But shortly 

after that prayer, Doug Melvin, the Rangers’ general manager, called him into his office. 
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Melvin flatly said, "We are going to retract our offer. We think there's something wrong with 

your elbow." 

Dickey writes: 

I try to take in those words for a second or two: We are going to retract our offer … I don't feel 

devastation, or even anger. I feel rage. Complete rage. It feels as if it starts in my toes and blasts 

upward through my body like a tsunami, into my guts and right up through the top of my head 

… [I want to tell Melvin] about … how this is the one thing … that I can do right and that 

makes me somebody … I want to make sure he knows [that] he's matter-of-factly dropped this 

atomic bomb on my baseball career.  On my life. 

[But] it's as if there's a strong hand on my shoulder holding me back, giving me pause. In that 

instant I have a self-control that wasn't there a moment earlier. I hear a voice: "Relax, I've got 

you. Relax, R.A. It's okay … I've got you."  The voice is the Holy Spirit … I was just talking to 

God in prayer and now he is talking back, giving me a composure that could not have come 

from anywhere else. The tsunami passes. I am crushed by Doug Melvin's words but I am not 

going to do anything stupid … "I've got you." 

[R.A. Dickey with Wayne Coffey, Wherever I Wind Up(Plume, 2013), pp. 97-99] 

“I’ve got you.”  In this time of change, God promises:  “I AM WHO I AM.”  A personal 

God, a God of providing in the past, a God of promise for the future, a God of power in the 

present.  God promises:  “I will be with you.”  Amen. 

 


