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If you know the story of Moses and the burning bush, 
you realized that the lectionary editors left out part of 
the story as we usually hear it. Moses questioning God 
about his name. So, “God said to Moses, ‘I AM WHO I 

AM.’ And [God] said, ‘Say this to the people of Israel, 
“I AM has sent me to you.” ’ ”1 I think the revelation 
of the name of God is the highpoint of the passage. 
Why the omission? 
 
Some months ago, Father Matt Mead, a former 
colleague here at Saint Mary’s, now rector of Christ 
Church, Pelham, and great friend, called and wanted 
to know if I knew why the present Prayer Book 
decided to use the name of God, Yahweh, in the 
canticle for Eastertide, The Song of Moses, and twice 
in the psalter.2 I didn’t, and I still don’t know why. The 
late Marion Hatchett in his Commentary on the American 
Prayer Book mentions it only indirectly.3  

                            
1 Exodus 3:14. 
2 The Book of Common Prayer (1979), 85, 676, 707. 
3 Marion J. Hatchett, Commentary on the American Prayer Book (New York: Seabury Press, 
1980), 553. 



2 

The preface to the 1952 Revised Standard Version of 
the Bible (the Bible we use in worship at St. Mary’s) 
does comment on the four Hebrew consonants that 

represent the name of God: הךיה  (Yud, Hey, Vav, 
Hey). It says, “the use of any proper name for the one 
and only God, as though there were other gods from 
whom he had to be distinguished, was discontinued in 
Judaism before the Christian era and is entirely 
inappropriate for the universal faith of the Christian 
Church.”4 An introductory section called “To the 
Reader” in the 1989 New Revised Standard Version 
copies the earlier statement word for word.5  
 
In retirement, I will probably draw lines in my Prayer 
Book through these three uses of the Lord’s name. I’ll 
just say, in praying the Song of Moses, “The Lord is a 
mighty warrior; the Lord is his name.” It works just 
fine—and is respectful of a tradition that pre-dates the 
time of Jesus himself.  
 

                            
4 The Holy Bible Revised Standard Version Containing the Old and New Testaments (New 
York: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1952, 1946), vii. 
5 New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, An 
Ecumenical Study Bible, ed. Michael D. Coogan, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), xvii–xviii. 
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I missed reading Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks 
commentary on the burning bush passage that he sent 
on New Year’s Eve 2018.6 I found it this afternoon 
and discovered a term for God that I had not known: 
“Hashem”—it means, “the Name.” I think I expected 
to find “Adonai”—Lord, master. “Adonai” is not an 
uncommon usage for the divine name. 
 
Sacks refers to the writings of Judah ben Samuel 
Halevi, who is described in the Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy as “the premier Hebrew poet of his 
generation in medieval Spain.”7 Halevi asserted the 
importance of the Ten Commandments beginning not 
with “ ‘I am the Lord your God who created heaven 
and earth,’ but ‘I am the Lord your God who brought 
you out from Egypt, from the house of slavery.’ ”8 In 
other words, for Halevi, and for Sacks, what we learn 
at the burning bush is that God acts in the course of 
history. Sacks writes, “The script of history would bear 
the mark of a hand not human, but divine. And it 
began with these words: “Therefore say to the 

                            
6 http://rabbisacks.org/the-god-who-acts-in-history-vaera-5779/, (accessed 2 June 
2019). 
7 https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/halevi/, (accessed 2 June 2019). 
8 Sacks. 

http://rabbisacks.org/the-god-who-acts-in-history-vaera-5779/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/halevi/
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Israelites: I am Hashem, and I will bring you out from 
under the yoke of the Egyptians.”9  
 
With genuine respect for the Hebrew tradition, our 
own creeds proclaim our belief in the way God has 
entered history: by Jesus’ incarnation, his death, and 
his resurrection. 
 
By the way, the second lesson tonight also has a 
significant omission. The passage is from Jesus’ 
second sermon in Matthew, often called “The 
Disciples Discourse”: Jesus commissioning and 
instructing the 12.10 He makes clear to them that their 
mission will be like his own, as will their authority and 
their fate. These verses need no comment tonight. I 
will just read them: 
 
Do not think that I have come to bring peace on earth; I have 
not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to set a 
man against his father, and a daughter against her mother, and 
a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; and a man’s foes 
will be those of his own household. He who loves father or 
mother more than me is not worthy of me; and he who loves son 

                            
9 Ibid. 
10 Ulrich Luz, Matthew 8–20: A Commentary, trans. James E. Crouch, Hermeneia 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2001), 59–60. 
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or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and he who does 
not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. He who 
finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for my sake 
will find it.11 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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11 Matthew 10:34–39. 


