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Exodus 25.15-18 and 34.32-35 

 Okay, I almost hate to say this, but we just have to be real about our faith, and part of that 

is being honest about what kind of book the Bible is.  We hold that it’s the inspired word of 

God—and I believe that to the bottom of my heart—but some go on to suggest that there can be 

no historical or scientific or factual inconsistencies in it whatsoever. But then we come to places 

like the 33
rd

 chapter of Exodus where in one verse we’re told that when Moses asked to see the 

glory of God, God responded by saying: “you cannot see my 

face; for no one shall see me and live."  And we get what lies 

under that verse.  God is so mighty—so awesome—that meeting 

God face to face would just be too much for us... we’d implode, 

we’d vaporize; our mortal frames couldn’t stand being that close 

to the glory of God. 

 The problem is just a few verses earlier we’re told: “Thus 

the LORD used to speak to Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend.”  And the deal is that, 

obviously, both of these verses can’t be true: it can’t be true that Moses would die if he saw God 

face to face AND that Moses used to sit and talk with God face to face as a person talks to their 

friend.  And some people get worked up about that sort of thing. 

 For some the problem is maintaining the authority of an inerrant and internally consistent 

Bible.  So, things like this are little fires they have to rush around and douse.  But honestly, I 

have no problem with this kind of thing.  I have no problem seeing how God is—in one way—an 

almighty being so far beyond human imagination that we couldn’t bear to approach God’s 

absolute majesty and holiness.  But I also get how God can sheath that power and meet us face to 

face like a friend.  I think part of the beauty of the inspired word that God’s given us is that it 
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shows us the complexities—it presents the paradoxes, it admits the different sides of theological 

debates—and it calls us into these conversations. It calls us to imagine what the inspired authors 

are saying... and sometimes we might grasp one point while the other side seems obscure, and at 

other times we might get a glimmer of the truth of that other side and Side A might make no 

sense to us at all.  And I mention all this because these two different views of God are 

intertwined in texts like ours this morning in which God comes among humans.  

 When God comes to earth in the Hebrew Bible, God comes with power and might that 

flashes out in flames and lightening.  When God touches down on mountain tops there’s thunder 

and smoke and billowing clouds... and fire; almost always fire.  When God is glimpsed there’s 

this perception of God’s glory... a glow that emanates from 

God’s purity, God’s holy otherness, God’s unimaginable height 

above our humanity.  That’s a sign of theophany—which just 

means God’s appearance, God’s coming, God’s presence 

among us.  When you hear of bright lights, clothing that shines 

with an otherworldly glow, thunder and lightning and clouds 

and smoke in the Bible—you should be thinking “The glory of God is near, God’s coming, 

God’s here.” 

 The glory of God is more than just something we ascribe to God.... it’s more than the fact 

that we acknowledge God’s greatness and offer our praise.  God’s glory is an actual and essential 

part of God’s nature; the fire of God’s intense love and holiness radiates through God wherever 

God goes.  So when Moses sees God, when he talks with God face to face, Moses is standing in 

the presence of God’s glory, and something has to give.  In the movie Close Encounters of the 

Third Kind, when the UFO hovers over Dreyfuss’ truck there’s this blinding light that engulfs 
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him, and it burns his face on the side closest to the window.  You’d think that if he’d been any 

closer to that light he’d have simply evaporated in its beam. 

 Well, imagine that as the glory of God that Moses stood in the presence of.  But the thing 

is: God’s glory doesn’t destroy Moses, it doesn’t even burn his face, instead, it is seeps into him, 

and it begins to radiate from his face just as it does from God.   Moses’ face reflects the glory of 

God, and—I assume—as a precaution for the people he’s leading, he veils his face so they won’t 

be frightened, or they won’t forget themselves and begin  to worship Moses—the reflected 

light—rather than God’s self. 

  And you may think all this is a nice bit of OT trivia that has nothing to do with us—for 

certainly no one since Moses has spoken with God face to face—but that would be wrong.  What 

was Jesus but God’s presence among us?  Jesus was the living breathing glory of God.  Maybe 

he didn’t come veiled in smoke and billowing clouds with claps of thunder and bolts of 

lightning... but he came among us as the holy fire, the glory of God that we could approach face 

to face and speak to as one speaks to a friend. 

 In fact that’s exactly what the disciples did; they spoke with him as a friend, and God’s 

glory in him transformed them into his likeness.  That’s what Paul is talking about when he says: 

“And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, 

are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another.” Seeing Christ 

has changed them, knowing Christ has changed them. And we too are invited into the same 

encounter.  Christ has promised to be present with us even to the end of the age.  He promised to 

be among us wherever two or more are gathered in his name.  He comes to us through scripture 

and worship, and prayer; he comes to us when we open our hearts to his words and his life.  And 
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as we spend time with him his glory infects us and reflects from us; and we are transformed by 

his compassion and mercy and generosity towards all. 

 In little ways—and perhaps even larger ways—we take on his spirit.  We find that his 

love challenges us to love better.  We find ourselves sharing a mercy that seems foreign to us but 

that is strangely reminiscent of his mercy.  We find ourselves caring about others in ways that 

wouldn’t have seemed possible a while ago, but now seem oddly natural.  I think that’s the glory 

of God that seeps into us and radiates out of us.  It’s not false smiles, it’s not hyped-up personas 

that we put on every Sunday morning; it’s the everyday glory of God that infects us as we spend 

time with him... and transforms into his image. 

 The truth is that when I look in the mirror what I see doesn’t always reflect the glory of 

God.  I know that.  Far too often I pull the veil of my own self-indulgent concerns over any of 

that reflected glory that might otherwise seep through.  But I also know that I’ve seen that glory 

radiate from so many of you.  I’ve seen the warmth, the generosity, the sacrificial giving to 

others, the care you’ve shown.  I’ve seen it in the quilting group, in the gardeners, and in the 

folks who welcome those who mourn with a meal and an 

embrace; I’ve seen it in the Facilities committee—even 

though I’m sure most of those guys are too manly to admit it.  

I’ve seen that glow of God’s glory reflected in the smiles you 

share with your friends and even with strangers who wander in for a moment of comfort and 

compassion.  I’ve seen it in the tears you share, the work you offer, the encouragement you give. 

 Last week Julie bought one of those little garden globes.  It’s a little glass ball about the 

size of a softball that sits on an iron stake.  And during the day it soaks up the sun’s rays and then 

at night it glows with this bright light.  But as daytime rolls around again, the light’s starting to 
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fade... it needs to be recharged by the sun again. And I think that’s our truth as well.  We gather 

to worship, to sing God’s praise and offer our gifts and just be in the presence of God’s glory for 

a few minutes... and then we leave—recharged and ready to reflect God’s glory to others.  

 May we grasp our opportunity to meet God face to face: to worship, to read, to pray, to 

mediate on God’s goodness.  May we sense both the power of the consuming fire that is our 

God... and at the same time, may we know the tender embrace of the God who would speak with 

us as a friend, and transform us bit by bit, until we too glow with his glory, and our lives reflect 

the fire of his love for the sake of those in need, and to the glory of his name.  Amen.  


