Two Questions to Start
Dr. Stephen D. McConnell
Exodus 3:1-14; Psalm 8
“When I look at your heavens, the work of your
fingers, the moon and the stars that you have
established; what are human beings that you are
mindful of them, mortals that you care for them.”
There are all sorts of theories postulated as to
why so many of us – Americans and citizens of the
globe – took ourselves outside in the middle of a
work day and with protective glasses or pinhole
viewers looked up at the heavens to gaze at the
moon and the sun. It was an eclipse, of course.
Something that doesn’t happen every day. Once
in a blue moon, dare we say. And that may be the
biggest reason for why we were out there – just to
say we witnessed something that seldom happens
… seldom even within a lifetime. But I’m guessing
there’s more to it than that. We human creatures
have always been heaven gazers. “Look at the
moon,” we say when the harvest orb sits above the
horizon appearing twice its size. Or making our
way to Siesta Beach and waiting for the sun to slip
below the horizon. That happens every day and
yet there’s something about us that wants to see
it happen. Or a shooting star. Or the appearance
of Jupiter or Saturn or Mars. Something about the
heavens that draws our gaze.
Maybe it’s the enormity of it. The endless universe
which apparently is still expanding. The fact that
our little sun is one of 200 billion stars in the Milky
Way galaxy alone and the Milky Way is only one of
between 100 and 200 billion galaxies. That’s a big
universe. And maybe it is its vastness that gets us
out of our pinhole brains enough to consider what
might be behind the enormity. Something that
big must have something significant behind it or
within it or before it or at the end of it. And it is this

experience of transcendence that quickens what
we might call the spirit inside us. It maybe what
we mean when we call ourselves spiritual – this
quickening inside us when we consider our role in
the vastness of the universe. We can understand
why the Psalmist asks his question: “When I look
at your heavens … what are human beings that you
are mindful of them?” Spirituality is when we ask
this question, right? When we try to connect the
dots in the sky with this dot on the earth.
What are human beings that you are mindful of
them?
It’s the first question that Moses has for God
when he has his spiritual, transcendent moment.
Moses isn’t looking into the light of the sky, he is
looking at the light of this bush that doesn’t seem
to want to stop burning. Talk about something that
doesn’t happen very often. And in his gaze he hears
something. He hears the voice of the universe
speaking to him. To him. And the voice comes with
a call. Somehow the voice of the ages calls him.
Names him and calls him and tells him that he is
the one who needs to save his people. Deliver the
Israelites from the bondage of slavery. Moses has
been trying to mind his own business but the voice
tells him that there is other business to mind. And
Moses asks the psalmist’s question: Who am I? In
the vastness of the universe and in the enormity
of this call – who am I? What business do I have in
confronting Pharaoh and rescuing God’s people?
Good question.
It’s like the man that went to the psychiatrist
complaining of an inferiority complex. So the
psychiatrist decided to run a few tests on the man.
And a couple weeks later that man came back and
the psychiatrist said to him, “I’ve got some good
news and some bad news. The good news is that
the test results came back negative. No signs of
anything having to do with an inferiority complex.
That’s the good news. The bad news is you really
are inferior.”

Who am I? Moses asks. Because maybe I really
am inferior. Maybe the task is too big and I am too
small.
And so in response, do you know what God doesn’t
say? God doesn’t say, “Well I checked your SAT
scores and you’re in the 94th percentile.” Or “I was
very impressed with your resume.” Or “I hacked
into your bank account and see you have quite
a balance.” God doesn’t say these things. This is
not who Moses is. No, the only answer God has
for Moses when he asks, “Who am I?” is – “I will
be with you.” You are who you are because I am
with you. You are who you are because I breathed
life into you. You are who you are because I knit
you together in your mother’s womb. You are who
you are because I made you a little lower than

“

to contain me. I am who I am because that the
rest would be like pouring the cosmos through a
pinhole. I am who I am and suffice it to say I am
with you and this voice that you are hearing inside
your head – that voice that you wonder is coming
somewhere from beyond the stars – well best you
do something about it – because this is what makes
puts you close to the rank of the angels. When you
hear the voice from the stars or the voice from the
fire or the voice in your dream or the voice in your
conscience best you ask, “Who am I?” because I’ll
tell you – I am with you. And best you ask, Well,
who are you? And I’ll say I am who I am – and let’s
get on with it. Let’s get on with the purposes of
the universe. Oh I get it, sayeth the Lord, there’s a
lot you don’t know, there’s a lot that is uncertain,

...the truth is you’re a child of
God and God’s got some work
to do. And the promise is the I
AM is with you.”

the angels. You are who you are because you are
connected to the stars and the fire that burns
burns inside you. “Who am I?” Moses asks. And
God says, “I will be with you.”
“OK,” says Moses after asking his first question,
“OK, well then who are you?” And God says, “I am
who I am.” God says, “I am who I am because that
is as much as you are going to understand. I am
who I am because the rest is mystery and holiness
too great for you to take in. I am who I am because
the universe with its 200 billion galaxies times
each galaxy’s 200 billion stars is not big enough

there’s a lot that is frightening before you – but I
am with you and best you get going.
In Stephen Ambrose’s wonderful chronicle,
Undaunted Courage, he writes of the moment when
Meriwether Lewis and his companions on the
Lewis and Clark expedition reach the point beyond
which no white man has ever gone. They are on the
Missouri river just beyond Fort Mandan and they
are entering into completely unchartered territory.
Ambrose describes it this way:
“Lewis was now stepping into the unknown …
into the heart of darkness. Deserts, mountains,

great cataracts, warlike Indian tribes – he could
not imagine them, because no American had ever
seen them. But, far from causing apprehension or
depression, the prospect brought out his fullest
talents. He knew that from now on, until he reached
the Pacific and returned, he would be making
history. He was exactly what Jefferson wanted him
to be, optimistic, prudent, alert to all that was new
about him … His ambition was boundless. His
determination was complete. He could not, would
not, contemplate failure.
Lewis had come to a point that he longed for,
worked for, dreamed of all of his life.
He was ready, intensely alive … He stepped forward
into Paradise.”
I wonder if paradise for you and me is when we look
at the heavens and somehow make the connection
between the purposes of the universe and the
purposes of our lives. I wonder if paradise is when
we entertain this voice inside us our beyond us that
is attempting to arrest us and send us. Arrest us
and send us.
Philipps Brooks, the composer of O Little Town of
Bethlehem, said once, “Bad will be the day for every
man when he becomes absolutely contented with
the life that he is living, with the thoughts that he
is thinking, with the deeds that he is doing, when
there is not forever beating at the doors of his soul
some great desire to do something larger, which he
knows that he was meant and made to do because
he is still, in spite of all, a child of God.”
Who am I? Be careful what you ask. Because the
truth is you’re a child of God and God’s got some
work to do. And the promise is the I AM is with you.
Phillip Cary in his great little book, Good News
for Anxious Christians, says there’s very little for
you and I to be anxious about when it comes to
trying to figure out God’s will for our lives. God’s
already told us through the prophets and through
the Christ that God’s will for our lives is to – “Do

justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your
God. Love God, love neighbor.” That’s the game
plan. It’s been that way since the beginning of the
universe. And so when the voice comes – we go.
When justice calls we go. When kindness calls, we
go. When humility calls, we go. And we need not
fear because “I am” is with us. It’s the game plan.
It’s the purpose of the stars. It’s what ranks us a
little below the angels.

going to tackle that kid?” “Yes sir,” I said. “That’s
the right answer,” he said. “Now go do it.” I ran
back, got in the huddle then went back to the line.
The ball was snapped. That fullback came running
right for me. And I stood there … all 120 lbs. of
me … and I held out my arms … and just as he got
to me …. Mike Gendron the outside linebacker …
came up from behind me … and pushed me into
him … and the giant didn’t know what hit him.

Speaking of game plans I think of that day when
I was playing 8th grade football for Ottawa Jr.
High. We were playing Clintondale, and we were
beating Clintondale by 5 points. But it was late in
the game and Clintondale had the ball and they
were marching down the field. I was a defensive
end and Clintondale had this huge fullback … huge.
And he was having his way with us. He was picking
up six or seven yards a carry, and the funny thing
was he was always running at me. And he wasn’t
just running at me, he was running over me. That’s
how he was getting his six or seven yards a carry.
He just kept running at me. My number was #80
and I’m guessing that the Clintondale coach just
kept calling the same play and the play was called,
“Run at #80”. And so they marched the ball down
running over #80 to about the five yard line and
it was near the end of the game and it was fourth
down. And our coach called time out. And he called
the whole defensive team over to the side line and
he explained to us what was going to happen. He
told us that that fullback was going to run right at
McConnell because he thinks he’s going to run over
McConnell. But guess what? McConnell is not going
to let him do that, right McConnell???? I cautiously
and fearfully nodded. And then he explained about
all the things the rest of the team was going to do
to help McConnell. And then the whistle blew and
we broke back to the field. But as we broke for the
field a hand came on to my facemask (this was back
when coaches grabbed facemasks), and in a second
I was face to face with the coach. And the coach
said, “I want to know one thing, McConnell. Are you

Who am I? Good question to ask at the beginning
of another year – school year, church year. Who am
I? Any connection to the moon and the stars? To
the angels? To the great I AM? Is this voice about
justice, about kindness, about humility, about
love – is it for me? Will I let my own little inferiority
complex get in the way of the great purposes of the
universe? And who are you? Oh, I am who I am.
The one pulling at your facemask. The one pushing
you into the path of the giant.
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