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Where do we find our identity? I don’t just mean in terms of the families we’re was born into, 

the names we go by, or the kind of work we do, even though often our work and vocation do 

tend to categorize us. But identity goes deeper; it influences how we behave, drives the decisions 

we make; it determines our ultimate end – not “end” as in death, but in terms of purpose and 

reason for living. Questions of identity are raised in our readings today. 

 

Moses is in exile – an alien in a foreign land. But what is his identity: Egyptian? Israelite? both? 

(If we’ve seen Cecil B. DeMille’s movie The Ten Commandments – and I’m guessing most of us 

have, at least once – we may think we know a lot more about Moses at this point than the book 

of Exodus actually tells us!) An infant who was found by Pharaoh’s daughter as he floated in the 

Nile, he’d been returned to his Hebrew birth mother for nursing, then given to Pharaoh’s 

daughter to raise once he’s “grown” – which in this case refers to his having been weaned, not 

actually grown up as we may think of it. Pharaoh’s daughter has raised him and named him 

Moses, an Egyptian name. He is raised as Egyptian royalty, a “foster child” in a very privileged 

setting; yet when he sees an Egyptian beating a Hebrew slave, he kills the Egyptian to rescue the 

slave. This is not the behavior that might be expected from a member of Pharaoh’s family. 

Ironically, it’s two Hebrews who witness this event and who evidently expose his deed to 

Pharaoh, who then seeks Moses’ death, which in turn forces him into exile. And now, what is his 

identity, beyond that of alien? I don’t know that Moses is even sure. This is the liminal state in 

which we find him in this morning’s reading: tending the flocks of his father-in-law, at the foot 

of Horeb, also known as Sinai, “the mountain of God”, when suddenly a nearby bush appears to 

burst into flame, yet will not be consumed.  

 

We’re used to thinking of the story of the burning bush as one of divine revelation, and it is. God 

is revealed to Moses as the God of his own father, who is the God of the patriarchs and 

matriarchs of the very people the Egyptians have enslaved. God calls Moses to be the agent of 

delivery for these Israelites, and self-identities as “I AM” – I AM WHO I AM; I WILL BE 

WHO/WHAT I WILL BE, from which we get the letters YHWH, or Yahweh. God’s true name is 

too sacred to be spoken. This is how the Divine Identity is revealed to Moses.  

 

But another identity is being revealed here. When God self-identifies as “the God of your 

father,” Moses must surely realize that he himself is one of the Israelites, one of the very people 

whom this previously unknown God is calling him to deliver from bondage to Pharaoh. The life 

of privilege Moses had previously enjoyed had been a false life, a false identity. Where he had 

once been one of the oppressors, he must now identify with the oppressed even as he will 

continue to carry with him a name from the oppressor culture. His true identity goes far beyond 

his given name. 

 

Of course, all this comes as a shock. No wonder Moses wants to hide his face; no wonder he 

protests. As we continue to read through Exodus, we continue to hear the same thing: more 

protests, more “yes, buts” from Moses, all of which God refutes. Moses’ God-given identity, his 

mission, have been firmly established. What lies ahead, as he deals with Pharaoh, is certainly not 

easy or pleasant; neither are the subsequent, post-deliverance dealings with the disgruntled, 



ungrateful people he is tasked with leading out of Egypt across the Reed Sea and throughout 

their wilderness wanderings. I suppose it’s anachronistic to say so, but in a sense this new 

identity of his will become Moses’ cross to bear. 

 

Which brings us to this morning’s gospel, in which identity also figures prominently; and not just 

divine identity.After questioning his disciples: “Who do people say that I am?” we find that Jesus 

is ultimately far more interested in who his disciples think he is, and Peter nails it: “You are the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God,” a confession for which Jesus blesses him and promises him 

nothing less than the keys of the kingdom of heaven; a confession and affirmation that firmly 

establish Jesus’ identity in the hearts and minds of his disciples. (That was the gospel reading last 

week.)  If only Peter had been able to leave it there! 

 

But instead, when faced with the truth of what Jesus’ identity means for Jesus – that he will 

suffer and die at the hands of the religious authorities (it seems the part about being raised on the 

third day went right over Peter’s head) – the outspoken disciple becomes frightened and 

vehemently denies the truth of Jesus’ words: “God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to 

you.” At which point Jesus calls him Satan, a name that means “tester of loyalties” – that’s why 

Jesus refers to Peter as a “stumbling block”. “You are setting your mind, not on divine things, 

but on human things,” he tells Peter.  “If any want to become my followers,” Jesus continues, 

“let them deny themselves and take up their cross” (there was no one in Jesus’ audience who 

didn’t know the literal meaning of that) “and follow me.” By denying Jesus’ identity, Peter was 

denying his own. Peter is given a clear choice: claim the true identity that Jesus has called him to 

embrace, or reject that it in favor of a false identity based on human ideas about who and what he 

wants Jesus to be, and probably, his own comfort level. 

 

These very human struggles that Moses and Peter each faced are struggles that I suspect are 

mirrored in the lives of all who seek to obey God and to follow Christ. They are struggles over 

identity. To be a disciple of Jesus means that we deny the identity of the self as a being apart 

from God; It means letting go of the kind of selfishness that keeps us isolated from God and from 

the richness of God’s economy that promises abundant life for all. It means finding our identity 

in his life, death, and resurrection, trusting those promises that God has made even in those times 

we when we may see little evidence of them. 

 

That’s not easy; it’s not easy now, and it never has been. I’ve been thinking this week about all 

the people we see and hear about, whose actions have consumed our news stories in recent 

weeks; people who are seeking and finding their identities with groups and forces that stand in 

opposition to the gospel. They are seeking and finding identity in fear-based economies with 

hate-filled reasoning, in groups that espouse racial and ethnic purity and will go to any lengths to 

try and achieve those goals, no matter who violent; or in so-called Christian groups that denigrate 

women and LGBTQ persons, not to mention those who practice other faiths. There are people 

looking to find their identities in false powers and privileges, in following Pharaoh, and in 

seeking the keys to the kingdoms of a world that is far, far removed from God’s loving intention 

for all creation.  

 

But these are not the forces and groups and sources of power where those who count themselves 

children of a loving God and followers of Jesus find our identity.  That’s why, as disciples of 



Jesus, it’s so crucial that we remember who and whose we are; that we seek and find our identity 

in Jesus’ life of loving sacrifice and service, his examples of mercy, love, and grace. Paul puts it 

so well in his letter to the Romans: genuine love, hatred of evil, rejecting haughtiness, 

associating with the lowly – we just heard it read and I tell you, that is the list for how to behave 

as a Christian. These are not “human things” – left to our own devices, they are all too easy to 

reject. No, they are the “divine things” of which Jesus speaks. But they are divine things that are 

fully accessible to humanity when we commit to taking up our cross and following Jesus, and 

embrace our true identity as his very own.  

 


