
First United Church of Oak Park 
Listening For Your Vocational Voice 
Exodus 3:1-4, 6-2; 4:1-5, 10-15 
Alicia Reese 
August 14, 2022 
 

 
Growing up, I saw for the first time, and loved, the movie, The Prince of Egypt. If 

you haven’t seen it, it’s a 1998 animated film adaptation of the story of Moses and the 
exodus of the Hebrew people from Egypt. I remember watching it countless times and 
being enthralled with the characters, the storyline, and seeing this Biblical story of 
plagues and miracles come to life, and to this day, I love the music.  
 

Like any film adaptation of a book, some things were left out or changed from the 
Biblical story, but that didn’t change my appreciation of Moses’s journey or hinder the 
ways in which I would later come to identify with Moses and this, his call story to his life 
in ministry, which I have found myself reflecting on as the end of my ordination journey 
draws closer. 
 

The Scripture we just heard read was from the 3rd and 4th chapters of the Book of 
Exodus, but prior to that, we meet Moses as an infant who, by happenstance, or divine 
intervention, was raised in a life of privilege, and ironically, as an Egyptian prince in 
Pharaoh’s household, despite his birth to enslaved Israelite parents and the fact that 
he, along with all the other babies of the Hebrew people, had been ordered by Pharaoh 
to be killed.  
 

Once Moses got older, he had his eyes opened and learned the truth, that the life 
he had been living was a lie, and was forced to face the reality of the injustice, 
oppression, and violence that his life of privilege had been built on AND that this was 
never supposed to be his life experience. This led to a crisis of identity. Moses 
struggled with knowing who he was, where he belonged, and his purpose. It is for 
these reasons that the story of Moses is widely relatable, because these are things all 
human beings wrestle with, in some way, at one time or another. 
 

But the disconnect between who Moses had been raised to be (and believe he 
was) with who he actually was and where he came from, led to rejection and rebellion 
within himself. And after causing the accidental death of an Egyptian guard, he 
retreated. He ran away. He ran away from who he was, whoever he was “supposed to 
be,” away from his people, from the people that raised him, from the familiar and all of 
the confusion that came with all of that. He chose to flee into the unknown rather than 
face the fallout of these events.   
 



This is where we find Moses in Chapter 3. He has run away from his life of 
privilege in Egypt, and created a humble life for himself among the Midian people.  
 

There, Moses found belonging and lived a quiet, peaceful, purposeful life as a 
father, a husband, and an attentive, caring shepherd to his flock. In fact, I would be 
willing to bet that Moses would have been happy to live out his days leading that 
simple life, if it weren’t for that darn burning bush. 
 

A burning bush, especially one that doesn’t actually burn, is something you can’t 
ignore. It’s kind of like a “red flag.” It draws your attention for a reason, it’s trying to tell 
you something. 
 

My ability to identify with Moses is limited if only looking at his story prior to his 
encounter with the burning bush. So, let’s break down this divine interaction. 
First, God appears to, and speaks to, Moses--who reacts by hiding his face. Scripture 
says he was afraid to look at God.  My interpretation: in addition to fear, I think Moses 
felt unworthy, perhaps experiencing shame for having fled Egypt and spent so many 
years “hiding.” 
 

God then talks about hearing the cries and knowing the misery and suffering of 
the Israelite people being kept in bondage, and God wants to send Moses as their 
liberator. To which Moses responds questioningly, “Why me? Who am I to do this?” My 
Interpretation: Moses felt ill-equipped for such a task; he was probably carrying a hefty 
load of guilt for having been someone who inflicted that misery and suffering for many 
years. 
  

So, God tries to reassure Moses, telling him, “I will be with you!” But Moses has 
more qualms, “what if they question me and my authority? What will I say to them?” My 
interpretation: Moses didn’t think he had the right to try and be a leader to the Hebrew 
people; he felt like a fraud. 
 

But our faithful and somewhat frustrated God responds yet again and tells Moses 
that he will know what to say and do because God will give him the words and show 
him what to do. And God reminds him again that God will be with him. Moses’s 
reaction comes off like a desperate plea, adamantly telling God, “I am not a good 
public speaker, please send someone else!” My interpretation: Moses was desperate 
to never return to Egypt, and so what God was asking him to do filled him with fear.  
 

I can hear Moses’s inner monologue throughout this exchange: 
 
Is that bush burning? Am I losing my mind? It is pretty hot out here… 
Did someone just say something? Did that bush say something?  
Crap, holy ground? Ok, my shoes are off.  
I can’t look at God, I’m not worthy to look at You. 



Do You know what I’ve done? All the mistakes I’ve made? Who I really am?  
I don’t even know who I really am...  
Maybe You meant to talk to someone else; So sorry, I’m just in the wrong place.  
You want me to do what? Me? How?  
Now you’ve definitely got the wrong person.  
I can’t go back, they’ll kill me, I’m hated by everyone there. It’d be suicide.  
I wouldn’t even know what to say, I’m a terrible public speaker.  
No one will take me seriously. 
I can’t do what you’re asking. 
Who am I kidding? Who are you kidding? 
 
The reason I can hear his inner monologue is because I have had similar ones 

myself. I too have struggled with feelings of inadequacy, of being ill-equipped and 
inexperienced for the task at hand. Fearful of having to establish my authority and that 
I will be seen through, that I won’t be taken seriously because of my age, or the fact 
that I’m a woman. I too have questioned my abilities, whether I am doing the right 
thing, if I’m the right person, if I’m in the right place, at the right time.  
 

Discerning the right path to take in life when pursuing your vocation can be 
utterly confusing, disheartening, and exhausting, especially without the reassurances 
that Moses received. But even though Moses is assured by God of what he is being 
asked to do and what path he is supposed to take, he struggles to believe it; he 
struggles to accept this for himself. This, too, I identify with.  
 

I have always been envious of people who are able to say, “I’ve known what I 
wanted to be since I was 10 years old!” or, “I heard God calling me to do this so 
clearly.” However, I don’t think this is the case for most people, but everyone has a 
vocation or calling.  
 

Theologian Frederick Buechner defines vocation as “the place where your deep 
gladness meets the world’s deep need.” It joins the self with service. Essentially, your 
vocation is at the intersection of what brings you joy and what the world needs. 
Unfortunately, that isn’t something that will show up on Google Maps, but Buechner’s 
definition is important for our understanding of vocation, because your vocation is not 
necessarily what you do for a living; that might be the case, but it is just as likely that it 
will not.  
 

I know people who are living out their vocation as teachers, as full-time-working 
parents, and also as stay-at-home parents, as doctors, philanthropists, artists, by 
volunteering, in non-profits, as community organizers, CEOs, retired grandparents, 
small business owners, musicians, authors, animal rescuers, and so much more. 
 



This book, by Parker J. Palmer, is called Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the 
Voice of Vocation. It was gifted to me by a pastor-mentor-friend, and I continually 
return to it as a top-notch resource on the topics of one’s calling and vocation.  
 

Palmer tells us that vocation does not come from our own determination to make 
our life go one way or another, it is not an act of will, and that the word ‘vocation’ is 
rooted in the Latin for ‘voice.’ So, your vocation is a voice calling out to you that you 
must listen for, but the voices we tend to listen to for guidance in life, usually come 
from everywhere except from within. When our vocational voice, the truth of our soul, 
must come from within ourselves. 
 

Our vocation, our calling, is a gift from God, our birthright. Something to be 
received and revealed, not achieved. And our calling is only revealed by claiming our 
authentic self-hood, by being who we are, by dwelling in the world as our own, true 
self, rather than straining to be someone else or be like someone else. But accepting 
the treasure that is our true selves is even more demanding than attempting to become 
someone else. Therefore, it’s extremely tempting to try and ignore it, hide from it, or—
like Moses—flee from it. 
 

But there is also a difference between receiving your call and living it out. You 
can listen for the voice within, hear it, and receive your call and still find a disconnect 
between internal forces, between head and heart. And of course, those pesky external 
forces and voices tend to distract and confuse us, which makes discerning how to live 
out our vocation a challenge. It is a process, a journey. Some journeys are direct, and 
some are more meandering; some are courageous, and some are fearful and 
muddled.  
 

I’ll tell you, my journey has been a meandering one for sure (I call it “taking the 
scenic route”). At times it has been courageous, but at other times is has been full of 
fear and doubt. There have been times where it was tempting to flee or hide, and it has 
certainly been muddled. However, Parker Palmer says that “every journey, honestly 
undertaken, stands a chance of moving you toward the place where your deep 
gladness meets the world’s deep need.” Moving you toward that intersection of self 
and service.  
 

This journey, toward one’s true self, takes time, many years in fact, but the world 
needs people with the patience and the passion to make that pilgrimage.  
 

How many of you can recognize within yourself your own vocational journey? 
How many of you have struggled on that journey? Maybe you too have felt inadequate, 
ill-equipped, inexperienced, ashamed, fraudulent, unworthy, and yet, for reasons 
you’re unable to explain to anyone else, and maybe don’t fully understand yourself, 
you just know that there is this thing, something you can’t not do. That, at its deepest 
level, is what vocation is.  



 
Let’s return to Moses for a moment. On the surface, God is asking him to leave 

his simple, comfortable life, and go back to the place he fled from and confront 
everything he left behind (the good, the bad, the ugly), and advocate for the people he 
had been raised to oppress, his own people, who knew him as one of their oppressors. 
Understandably, Moses is resistant, full of doubts and questions. But on a deeper 
level, God is asking, really inviting, Moses to listen to the voice inside himself, to 
discern his vocation, to identify the thing that he can’t not do.  
 

Earlier, I said that “I bet Moses would have been happy to live out his days 
leading that simple life.”  I don’t actually think that’s true. If he were ever to have tuned 
into his vocational voice, the truth of his soul, which he undoubtedly would have done 
at some point, he would have heard within himself discontentment. He would have felt 
something missing; he would have continued to struggle with who he was and his 
purpose. There would have continued to be that inexplicable thing pulling at him, that 
he must do—his vocation demanding to be listened to and heard, his true self, seeking 
affirmation and acceptance. 
 

In his book, Palmer quotes the first four lines of a poem by May Sarton that I 
appreciate, and it says… 

Now, I become myself.  
It’s taken time, many years and places.  
I have been dissolved and shaken, 
Worn other people’s faces… 

 
I have been on my journey toward ordination for almost a decade that is only now 

nearly at its end, but my calling to a life in ministry, in discerning my vocation started 
before that and continues even now. 
 

I have, as the poet put it, “worn other people’s faces,” and so can confirm that 
although becoming your true self is hard, it is not nearly as difficult or soul wrenching 
as trying to become someone else. I appreciate the truth and wisdom to be gleaned 
from Moses’s story, but I have no interest in being Moses.   
  

More than anything, on my inner Google map, I want to locate the intersection of 
my joy and the world’s need. I have received my call, but there are still times I struggle 
to figure out exactly what it means to live into it, and that’s okay.  I’ve learned the 
importance of remaining open to the ways in which God is still speaking to me and 
trying to move me. So, I am still becoming myself in many ways, still working on tuning 
out other voices so I can tune into the voice within, my vocation, the truth of my soul.  
 

I don’t know where you find yourself on your own vocational journey; perhaps 
yours has taken you on a direct route or a meandering one, perhaps it has been a 
courageous pilgrimage or a cautious one—or more likely, a combination. Maybe you 



too have learned the difficulty of trying to be someone else on the way to trying to be 
your true self, and perhaps you also struggle to tune into the voice within or navigate 
how to live out your calling.  
 

But take heart and remember, your vocation is not something to be achieved, nor 
can it be by force of will. It is only revealed by claiming your authentic self-hood, by 
being and dwelling in the world exactly as who God created you to be. You will have to 
ask yourself, what is it that I can’t not do? And if you are willing to honestly undertake 
the journey that unfolds from that question, then you stand a good chance of arriving at 
your destination, where self and service meet, at your own personal intersection of 
deep joy and the world’s deep need. The world needs more people with the passion 
and patience to take such a pilgrimage.  
 
So may it be for you, and for me. Amen. 


