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In the primitive religions of the ancient world there was a big emphasis on rewards and
punishments. There were many gods and you needed to keep them happy. If you did so, then
they would reward you. This may have been by giving good weather so that the land would
produce good crops, or it might have been giving victory in war. If you didn’t keep the gods
happy, then they would punish you. This may have meant sending bad weather so that your
crops were destroyed, or it might have meant seeing you defeated in war. The gods were not
always predictable, so you needed to hope that your offering reached the gods on a good day.
We see some of this attitude with Moses in the first reading. But we also see the beginning of

a change in the way people experienced God.

One of the things that stands out in our first reading is that God came down to visit Moses. It
is interesting that often in the Bible, God is presented as engaging with Moses as a friend.
While there are times when Moses goes searching for God, today we see that God comes down
to Moses in a cloud. Of course, Moses had already encountered God a long time before when
he saw the burning bush. At that time, Moses wasn’t sure what he was seeing, so he asked God
what his name was. God gave a strange answer, and said his name was “I am”. The name of
God was not to be uttered, because God was so distant. In our reading today we see a new stage
in the relationship of Moses with God. God is not distant, but close. And God reveals more
about his name by telling Moses what he is like. God reveals himself as a God of tenderness
and compassion, slow to anger and rich in kindness and faithfulness. These qualities of God
made the God Moses encountered stand out as very different to all the other gods. The focus is
not so much on rewards and punishments, but on God accompanying the people on their
journey. Moses recognised that the people were headstrong, they were stubborn, and they were
often unfaithful. But he heard God’s promise to be compassionate and kind with this people

and to adopt them as his heritage.

By the time we hear Jesus’ words in the gospel, we see a further development in God’s
relationship with the world. God is not just a God of tenderness and compassion, but God loves
the world. If God loves the world, then it is not a matter of people living in fear that God will

punish them. Rather, people can respond to God by receiving his love and loving him in return.



The many gods of the ancient world were often alone in the heavens. They were remote figures.
But the God Moses met was not like this; he came down in a cloud to be with Moses. In the
words of Jesus in today’s Gospel there is a further revelation of God. God is now so close that
he sent his only son into the world. This is the strongest sign of God’s personal relationship
with the people. This is a sign of what it means to say that God is love. Love is something that
always pushes us beyond ourselves to another or to others. To say that God is love is to say that
God is not alone or isolated. God’s love for the world becomes visible in the Son, Jesus, who
demonstrated that love in concrete ways among those he encountered. When Jesus returned to
be with the Father, God sent the Holy Spirit to dwell in our hearts and in the hearts of all who

believe in him, so that we might feel the love of God for us.

The remarkable thing about this movement of God towards the world is that by loving us, God
invites us to love him in return. Just as Jesus responded to the Father’s love by loving him, so
we can imitate Jesus in our love for God. This may sound like something that is impossible —
to love the way Jesus loves — but we can do this because we are filled with the Holy Spirit, the

Spirit of love.

When we were baptised, we were baptised in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit. The water that was poured over us was a sign that we were covered in the love of
God. It is as though this is the garment that we wear. And wearing that garment, we not only
receive the love that God gives us, but we love others with the same love. It is a love that is
marked by tenderness and compassion, and that is rich in kindness and faithfulness. It is a love
that also binds us together as parts of the Christian community. It is a love that reaches out to
others, especially those who don’t yet know or experience the love of God, so that they may

come to know this God who loves the word so much that he sent his only Son.

We keep alive the memory of the love between the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit each
time we make the sign of the cross. The cross is the ultimate sign of God’s love for the world.
So, each time we trace that cross on our body, let us allow ourselves to be clothed once again

in God’s love.



