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In the wake of anti-racism 
protests around the globe over 
the death of George Floyd, a 
black man in Minneapolis who 
died while a white police officer 
kneeled on his neck for almost 
ten minutes while an Asian 
officer looked on, there have 
been many calls to rename 
streets, buildings, bridges, 
parks, and so on.  In Toronto, 
for example, there are calls to 
rename a downtown Toronto 
street, Dundas Street, to 
something else.  The street was 
named after Henry Dundas, an 
18th-century Scottish politician 
who favoured a gradual 
abolition of the slave trade but 
opposed immediate abolition.  
Those who want the Dundas 
Street renamed argue that Toronto should disavow its historic association with 
persons who have actively worked to preserve systems of racial inequality and 
exploitation. 
 
A few years ago, in the wake of the Truth and Reconciliation Report, there was in 
Saskatoon a movement to rename the Traffic Bridge/Victoria Street Bridge to Truth 
and Reconciliation Bridge and Victoria Park to Reconciliation Park as a way of 
acknowledging reconciliation with Aboriginal peoples.1 
 
Rest assured that my sermon today isn’t about whether these name changes are a 
good thing or not.  In my sermon today I want to continue with my God-talk theme of 

 
1 https://thestarphoenix.com/news/local-news/city-hall-asked-to-rename-park-bridge-for-reconciliation  

https://thestarphoenix.com/news/local-news/city-hall-asked-to-rename-park-bridge-for-reconciliation
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the metaphors we use when we speak about God.  The reason I began with name 
changes is because naming something is important.  Just think of your name!  Have 
you ever thought about how your name has shaped you in both positive and negative 
ways? 
 
How we talk about God, how we name God, how we describe God is important.  God 
is transcendent. We can only speak of God's presence and action within this world by 
using metaphors, terms or images borrowed from human experience to express 
something lying outside of direct human experience.  Some of these metaphors are 
very familiar—God as shepherd or God as father. But others are much less familiar, 
like the prophet Isaiah’s very unnerving metaphor of God as woman in labour.  God 
says: “I will bellow like a woman in labour, I will gasp and pant” (Isaiah 42:14). Does it 
freak you out to think of God like this, bellowing with pain?  If you’re a mum, I’m sure 
you can understand.  But it unnerves me. Probably I should feel unnerved, not just 
when I ponder Isaiah, but also when I ponder the Cross, which is another vivid picture 
of God in bodily vulnerability. All too often, Christians aren’t overly disturbed or 
unnerved by the cross–because we, along with much of the church, have turned a 
bloody state punishment into golden earrings and necklaces, and into a tidy, abstract 
doctrine. 
 
Throughout the Bible, a name often embraces the very essence or character of its 
bearer. Names have POWER!  Name changes take place in the Bible when significant 
identity changes occur.  Remember how Jacob, who cheated his brother Esau, had his 
name changed to Israel?  The name Israel comes from the Hebrew word, to contend 
or fight—Jacob fought or wrestled with God.  Or Simon had his name changed to 
Peter—Peter in Greek means rock.  On this rock I will build my church, says Matthew.  
There is also Saul to Paul.  Even here in Exodus 3, God reveals to Moses God's new 
name, something I will talk about in a few minutes.  But it’s a name that shall replace 
the older names.  This new name means nothing less than that God will now reveal a 
new core understanding of God’s identity or character. 
 
So changing the name of streets or parks as one powerful way of altering reality isn’t 
just a modern concern. This concern is right here in the book of Exodus when Moses 
asks God for a name.  

“Moses said to God, ‘If I come to the Israelites and say to them, “The God of 
your ancestors has sent me to you,” and they ask me, “What is his name?” 
what shall I tell them?’” (Exodus 3:13) 
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The request seems straightforward enough: Moses wants to get a sense for the 
identity of this voice speaking from the mysterious burning bush. “What’s your 
name?” Moses says to the fire. You can’t really blame Moses for wanting a little more 
information, as he’s being giving marching orders to go to Pharaoh and the Israelites 
with a message about letting God’s people go!  
 
The voice from the burning bush answers him, giving Moses all that he needs to 
know. “I am the God of your ancestors,” the flames say, “the God of Abraham, the 
God of Isaac, the God of Jacob.” This voice claims to be the One who has been with 
Moses’ people through the generations. I am the God, the fire says, the God who has 
been with your people, who has walked with you, who has cared for your lives. 
 
This is how God wants to be known: God wants to be known as the God of Israel, the 
One who loves and cares for a people, the One who will save these same people from 
slavery in Egypt.  
 
This is an important point, in thinking through how to name God. This passage 
weaves together the identity of God and the identity of the people, the one has 
everything to do with the other. God will not be known without the people, to know 
God involves knowing God’s people, and to know the people is to begin to know God. 
The people reveal God. The people speak the name of God with their lives: to look 
upon Israel is to see the face of God, to experience the life of the people is to 
discover what God is like. 
 
But Moses wants a name that is more specific; Moses wants a God like all the gods of 
the land, a God with an identity he can imagine, a God with a name he can use, a 
proper name for a proper God.  Perhaps, Moses wants a name like one of the many 
gods in Egypt, like the god RA, who was god of the sun.   
 
But what we discover in this passage is that the God who speaks with fire will not be 
like all the others, a God with a name like the other gods. Instead, the fire gives a 
name that isn’t really a name, an identity that isn’t really an identity. The fire speaks 
an unpronounceable word: “I am who I am,” the flames say, according to one English 
translation. Other English translators have the fire say things like, “I am what I am,” 
or “I will be what I will be” (v. 14).  Which is it?  What I rediscovered in my research is 
that these two verses in Exodus 3:14-15 are the most discussed verses in the entire 
Hebrew Bible!  Lots of ink has been spilt over the meaning of this phrase. 
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Here’s the thing—we don’t know how to pronounce the word. In Hebrew it’s four 
characters, like these on the screen.  All consonants, no vowels: YHWH, also called 
“the tetragrammaton,” which means “a word with four letters.” Some people supply 
a few vowels and guess at a way to say the word. I prefer the Jewish tradition that 
says that guessing at how to pronounce the name violates the sacredness of the 
name. So, instead of trying to turn YHWH into a proper name, with vowels, there’s a 
Jewish tradition of creating a stand-in for the name, a surrogate word: for example, 
Adonai, which means “my Lord,” or ha-shem, which is a Hebrew word that means 
“the Name.”  Most modern English translations have tried to deal with this issue by 
inserting the word, “LORD” (capital L followed by small capital letters) as a translation 
for these four Hebrew characters. 
 
If this sounds complicated, it is!  After all, the whole point of the story is that the 
voice from the burning bush will not provide Moses, and us, with a proper name, a 
name that we can use to compare this presence with the other Gods, a name that we 
can maybe control or manipulate. The whole point is to expose our desire to think we 
can fully know God with a name, capture the very essence of God with a word. 
 
What I’m trying to say, with this passage from Exodus, is that deep within the 
memory of God’s people is the giving of an unpronounceable name that shatters all 
our conceptions about God, a name that questions our ways of thinking about God. 
Moses wants a God that makes sense within his world; but that’s not what he gets. 
This experience won’t let him be comfortable with his own categories for what 
counts as God, of what kind of thing or person or presence God is supposed to be.  
 
You may recall last week, where over time, Israel reduced God to a local deity housed 
in the Temple.  They assumed God would always protect them as long as they plied 
their sacrifices, even though the prophets constantly warned them that God wasn’t 
interested in sacrifices but in having them do justice, love kindness and walk humbly 
with God (Micah 6:8).  When the Babylonians came and destroyed Jerusalem and the 
Temple, Israel was completely devastated as they really believed the Babylonian god 
was more powerful.  This crisis of faith came about because of a failure of holy 
imagination—to see and understand the incredible depth, breadth, and wideness of 
God.   
 
This God, Moses learns, is not a God that can be housed in a building, can be painted 
on a wall, but is a mystery, an overwhelming presence, an awe-inspiring presence, an 
unsettling presence: “Remove the sandals from your feet,” the flames say to Moses, 
“for the place on which you are standing is holy ground” (v. 5). 
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All of this should make us realize that it’s hard to talk about God, at least if we mean 
the God of this story, of these Scriptures, the God who speaks from a fire, the One 
who wants to be known through the life of a people who bear this unspeakable 
name. 
 
Like I said earlier, God is transcendent and Wholly Other.  We can only speak of God's 
presence and action within this world by using metaphors, terms or images borrowed 
from human experience to express something lying outside of direct human 
experience.  And this Exodus passage drives home the point of how difficult it always 
has been to talk about God, to represent God with our limited and imperfect words 
and pronouns. 
 
As today is the day our culture celebrates Father’s Day, I thought it appropriate to 
talk about the metaphor of God the Father. 
 
When I think of this metaphor, God the Father, I can’t help but to think of my own 
father, a man who worked hard, could make things out of random materials like that 
home-made garden tractor that we used for years for mowing our large lawn, or his 
love of practical jokes.  You will have your own loving, challenging or empowering 
memories of your own fathers.  That’s okay.  God is, we can imagine, like all of our 
dads in some ways. Therefore, when we name God, we may understandably call God 
“Father.”  
 
When Jesus prayed, “Our Father in heaven hallowed be your name…” (Matthew 
6:9b–13, Luke 11:2–4), the word he used for father was Abba, an Aramaic word for 
“Daddy.” Could you pray, “Our Daddy, who is in heaven?” 
 
Jesus, I imagine, used the term Daddy very intentionally. Jesus was a rabbi who 
inherited the Hebrew tradition that held a cluster of references for God, including the 
unutterable name for God in our Exodus story, Yahweh, which, as I noted earlier, is 

often translated as “the LORD.” We sometimes see God called King. The Psalms 

occasionally referred to God as Rock. Jesus introduced the name Daddy. A King or 
Lord gives orders and makes things happen. A Daddy—loves! If our God is a God of 
love, if God is Love, then Daddy is a wonderful metaphor for God. Abba! My Daddy. 2 

 

 
2 God the What?: What Our Metaphors for God Reveal about Our Beliefs in God, by Carolyn Jane Bohler 
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How that metaphor transforms the feeling and tone of our relation to God!  A 
wonderful consequence of thinking of God as Daddy is implicit in the Lord’s Prayer. 
By saying, “Our Father,” Jesus names God to be ours, making us all siblings.  
 

Even though the metaphor of God as Father is very dear to many of us, I personally 
don’t use this metaphor very often in morning worship for several reasons:  
 
First, because it’s been used so much, it saturates our hymnody and our prayers,  I 
think it is important highlight other neglected biblical metaphors, because making 
use of many metaphors as opposed to just one or two, will help us grow stronger in 
our faith and in our understanding of God. 
Second, instead of being a metaphor that points toward a set of characteristics we 
believe God to have, for some Christians, the metaphor of Father often becomes 
who God is.  In other words, people often forget that the word, “father”, is a 
metaphor for God.   
 
I don’t want you to misunderstand me, so let me explain with one example.  I can call 
my spouse Kathi, honey.  “Honey, would you like to go for a walk?”  For the record, 
I’ve don’t think I’ve ever called her this, but I could as a term of endearment.  And if I 
did call Kathi, honey, I would never think that her name was honey or that she was 
actual honey from a bee hive.  No. Honey is a metaphor, a term of endearment. 
 
It is not quite the same with God. Father, for many people, is a great metaphor for 
God. However, Father sometimes becomes God’s name, even who God is. Father is 
not the name for God, neither is God a father. God is beyond gender differences for 
God is Spirit.  Yet, given our assumptions about fathers and about God, it is wonderful 
sometimes to think of God as Abba. God is like a Father or a Daddy. Occasionally God 
and father are merged so that God becomes Father. Because metaphors are 
imperfect, settling for any one metaphor for God can hinder our exploration of other 
aspects of our wonderfully complex relationship with God.  
 

Finally, there is one more issue that comes up especially with the Father metaphor—
and that is the association we make between our human fathers and our image of 
God acting with fatherly qualities.  
 
Personally, I had a fine relationship with my earthly father, and, because of that, I can 
easily imagine God to be father-like at times. If I were to think of God as being like my 
father, I would have images of God caring for me, giving me a place to live, helping 
me when I ran into problems, loving me as a son.  
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Over the years, however, I’ve heard people say that they have such a negative father 
image, largely due to issues of abuse, that they do not want a Father God. I have 
heard still others say that they have had such a negative father image that they need 
a Father God. Moreover, I have heard others say that they had such a great father 
that they love to call God Father.  
 

That leaves me with the conclusion that we cannot draw any one conclusion between 
earthly fathers and people’s inclination to only speak of God as Father. However, I do 
think that Christians need to wean ourselves from always using that one metaphor.  
 
If anything, what this Exodus story teaches us is that God is beyond any one name or 
metaphor!  Metaphors are our limited and imperfect human way “to say something 
about the unfamiliar in terms of the familiar, an attempt to speak about what we do 
not know in terms of what we do know.” Metaphors are imperfect; this is why we 
need to use many of them.  Amen 


