
Every Common Bush Afire with God 
Matthew 6:7-13  

 
 

Set-Up 
 

There’s no such thing as an ordinary day.  There’s no such thing as a meaningless, ain’t-nothing-going-to-
happen situation. 
 
Deep down we know that but, of course, we don’t live as if it were true.   
We’re jaded but the poet was right: 

Earth’s crammed with heaven, 
And every common bush is afire with God, 
But only he who sees takes off his shoes, 

 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning surely had in mind the story of Moses at the Burning Bush. You’ll recall that one 
day while tending the sheep, Moses happened upon a bush that burst into flames but was not consumed.  
When Moses approached the burning bush, he was told by God to take off his shoes for the place on which he 
was standing was holy ground.  (Exodus 3: 1-5) 
 
And now the poet wants to suggest that all ground is holy, that every bush…every common bush, is afire with 
God. Is that mere poetry, or is it a radical possibility? 
 
Before I preach, let us pray. 
 

The Miraculous and the Mundane 
 

Several years ago, I became acquainted with a published author who invited me to contribute to his next 
book, a book of miracles.  He sent me an email describing what he was looking for. 
 
Here’s what he wrote. 
 
“The stories must be true and inspirational.  The kinds of stories we are looking for include: 

• being saved from serious injury or death in an accident 
• miraculously avoiding an accident 
• surviving a near drowning 
• having funds provided for food, or school, or some other need just in the nick of time and/or in the 

exact amount needed 
• getting an amazing job against overwhelming odds 
• having a serious or terminal illness vanish (documented by doctors) 

 
This is what I wrote back. 
   
“I have a beautiful wife and 4 acceptable children. I am loved unconditionally. My life is filled with wonderful 
opportunities.  I’ve never had a life-threatening illness.  I’ve never been in a serious accident. And just now, 
there’s a beautiful cardinal splashing away in the bird bath in my back yard. Does any of this qualify as a 
miracle?” 
 
Of course, I knew the answer. Daily bread doesn’t fit in his book of miracles.   



2 
 
 
Like most people he draws a distinction between the miraculous and the mundane. 
 
He was writing a book about extraordinary things that have happened to a few people. He wasn’t interested in 
extraordinary things that are happening to all people. Apparently, if it happens too often, it won’t sell books.  
 
I find this distressing because it reflects an all-too-common and an all-too-limited idea of God. 
 

Daily Bread 
 

When the disciples asked Jesus to teach them how to pray he instructed them to pray what we know as The 
Lord’s Prayer. This is our scripture reading for today, Matthew 6: 7-13.  [READ] 

This is the model prayer. This is the most beloved prayer of all time, a prayer that is used in churches of all 
denominations, a prayer which has been set to music who knows how many times. In teaching us how to pray 
– among the things Jesus thought we should include in our praying – is thanksgiving for daily bread. That 
which is most elemental to life, that which is most taken for granted…daily bread…Jesus said…include that in 
your praying. 

This is really quite remarkable. Consider this – the Lord’s Prayer is one of the theological watersheds of the 
New Testament. 

• Here is the observation that the will and way of God is to be done on earth as it is in heaven. Jesus is 
not talking about living as saints in the sweet by and by but rather in our daily lives we are to model 
what’s going on in heaven. 

• Here is the idea of forgiveness. God forgives our debts or our trespasses, or our sins. Nowhere in the 
Bible is there a larger concept than forgiveness. Nowhere in the Bible are God’s demands presented 
with greater expectation than in the idea of forgiveness. 

• Deliver us, shield us, makes us able to stand against the evil of the world. Again, from cover to cover 
the Bible describes a God who stands with us against the evil of the world. 

These are bold declarations; intercessions without equal; faith statements of the highest order. These are 
mountain tops of biblical theology. This is as sophisticated and demanding as our relationship God ever 
becomes. And what is remarkable is that in the midst of these theological high points; set alongside some of 
the most profound theology of the New Testament is the very ordinary, everyday, mundane petition – give us 
daily bread.    
 
By keeping the ordinary and the extraordinary together, Jesus is confirming a basic biblical principle – the 
mighty acts of God, the miracles of God, are of one piece with daily blessings. 
 
Praying for daily bread reminds us that the gifts of God are to be found, not only in the unusual, but also in the 
everyday; not only in the extraordinary but also in the commonplace. In fact, it can be argued that: 

If we see God only in the miraculous;  
if the stories we tell of God’s goodness are limited to the exceptional; 
if God is always seen as wonder –  

then God will not as likely be seen as real. 
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One of our most famous Presbyterian ministers was John Witherspoon. He is best known as the only 
clergyman to sign the Declaration of Independence. If you visit the national headquarters of the Presbyterian 
Church in Louisville, Kentucky, you will go to Witherspoon Street. 

Witherspoon was president of what is now Princeton University. He lived about two miles from the college 
and drove his horse and buggy to work each day. One morning a colleague came excitedly into his office and 
said, “Dr. Witherspoon, you must join me in giving thanks to God for saving my life. As I was driving this 
morning the horse ran away and the buggy overturned and was smashed to pieces on the rocks, but I escaped 
unharmed”. 

Witherspoon answered, “I will certainly join you in thanking God for your deliverance. But let us also thank 
God for an even more remarkable example of his care. I have driven over that road hundreds of times. My 
horse has never run away. My buggy was never smashed. I have never been hurt. For both of us, the safe 
journey we make each day is a far greater cause for thanksgiving than a single incident of fear when your 
horse ran away.” 

I have a friend who talks about her miracle child. This is a daughter that had serious problems at birth and 
there was a question as to whether or not the child would live. The child did live, overcame the odds, and 
today is strong and healthy. Thus, she is a miracle child. There is also a son in the family. He has been strong 
and robust from day one. Is he any less a miracle child? 

I think not, because daily wellbeing is as great a cause for thanksgiving as is deliverance from exceptional 
circumstances. 
 

In All Circumstances 
 

The Apostle Paul is the Bible's leading interpreter of what Jesus taught.  Paul is known for such theological 
gems as: 

Faith, hope, and love abide; but the greatest of these is love. 
I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. 
We walk by faith not by sight. 
If God is for us, who can be against us? 

And the one most relevant for today's message - Paul wrote to the Thessalonians,  
 "Give thanks in all circumstances". 
 
We hear that and automatically we think, “No matter how bad it gets, give thanks.” But that is not what it 
says. What Paul is saying is “No matter how bad it gets, and no matter how good it gets, and in every 
circumstance in between bad and good, give thanks.” In all circumstances, give thanks. In all circumstances 
recognize the power and presence of God. 
 
This is Paul at his best and most demanding. It is also one of the places where it appears that Paul just didn't 
understand the situation...giving thanks in all circumstances? How is that even possible? 
 
But Paul doesn’t write as if this is an extraordinary proposition. No, Paul writes as if this if everyday business.  
He offers the church at Thessalonica a list of everyday expectations of the Christian life. And there it is...on the 
list... 
 "In all circumstances, give thanks." 
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But again, we are drawn to the exceptional circumstances. Even our prayers in worship begin with joys and 
concerns, the mountain tops and the valleys. And this is as it should be. We should always thank God for that 
which brings joy to our lives and seek God’s help for that which troubles us. But it shouldn’t stop there. We 
must not limit our experience with God to The Mountain Top or The Valley. 

 
The Mountain Top and The Valley 

 
You've been to the mountain top haven't you? 

Falling in love, birthing babies, worship at Lakewood Presbyterian, an Oreo McFlurry at McDonalds, 
fishing in Canada. 
You know the feeling, right? 
 Joy, belly laughs, satisfaction, pride, passion, and it's all good. 
 

It's not hard to give thanks on the mountaintop.  
It’s not hard to be aware of God’s presence and power on the Mountain Top.  
I've trained myself.  I've coached myself to give thanks for life's blessings.  
Put me on the mountaintop, and I go immediately to thanksgiving. 
 
And you've been to The Valley haven't you? 

Sickness, unemployment, troubled kids, war, tragedy.  You know the feeling, right? 
 Depression, loneliness, grief, fear, anxiety. 

In the valley we look for God’s help. 
In the valley we tune in 
Sometimes it's hard to give thanks in the valley.   
But with a little help from our friends; 

with a little help from those who hold us up in times of trouble;  
with a few reminders that my valley is no worse than others; 

we can do it.  We can give thanks in the valley. 
 
But when Paul tells us to give thanks in all circumstances, he's not talking about just the valley and the 
mountain top. He's talking about all the circumstances in-between. And this is where I struggle. I forget to be 
thankful in the ordinary, everyday, any day circumstances of life. All this time in between...when I'm not in the 
valley or not on the mountain top...this is the time, these are the circumstances, when God and giving thanks 
are far from my mind. 
 
But, here's the deal. 

This in-between time, this ordinary time, this day-to-day time is...what?  
It's most of the time.   
I spend most of my life here,  

in the non-valley, non-mountain top circumstances of life. 
Which means what?  
 It means that I'm not being thankful most of the time.  
 It means I’m not paying attention most of the time.  
 

Every Common Bush Afire with God 
 

We need to be paying attention…all the time. 
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We should wake up every morning and say, “Thank you, Jesus.” 
Here’s something I’ve never understood. I don’t understand the idea of an alarm clock. 
 What’s the alarm? 
 
Wouldn’t it be better to call it a “Congratulations Clock”? 

Congratulations!  You made it through another night. 
Or, an “Opportunity Clock”? 

Good morning.  You have another day to so something good with your life. 
 
We should get over our infatuation with the unexpected and start paying more attention 
 to that which is expected,  
 to that which is counted on, even taken for granted.  Why? 
 
Because we’re going to have a lot more of those kinds of days than any other. 
 
We should remember that every day God lays so much grace on our family and friends that they find ways to 
put up with us. 
 
We should remember that every day God takes hold of all that is ugly in our lives and makes each of us almost 
a thing of beauty. 
 
We should remember that every day God refurbishes our sinful nature at least enough that we can be called 
children of God.  
 
What other miracle do we need? 

What other miracle do we need to write books about? 
 
We should get it through our thick heads that the humdrum is holy.   
That every day is a miracle. 
That, indeed, every common bush is afire with God. 
 
And, we, all of us, need to take off our shoes. 
 
Otherwise, we’re going to miss most of what God has in store for us. 
  


