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Life as a wild ride – with a God who is intimate and free.  
Exodus 33: 12-23 
Rev. Sharon Smith 
 
May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our all our hearts be acceptable to you, 
 for “You are God and we are not” Amen 
 
Introduction:  
 
Jacques Ellul, a man raised in a French loving but poor family, he became enthralled by the 
writing of Carl Marx. Raised non-religious, he had a mystical encounter in 1929 that altered the 
course of his life. He writes:  
 

 “I was alone in the house busy [translating a German article] when suddenly, and I have 
no doubts on this at all, I knew myself to be in the presence of something so astounding, 
so overwhelming that entered me to the very centre of my being. That’s all I can tell 
you. I was so moved that I left the room in a stunned state. In the courtyard there was a 
bicycle lying around. I jumped on it and fled.” He explained: I was converted—not by 
someone, nor can I say I converted myself. It is a very personal story, but I will say it was 
a very brutal and very sudden conversion. . . . From that moment on, I lived through the 
conflict and contradiction between what became the center of my life—this faith, this … 
Bible… and what I knew of Marx and did not wish to abandon” 
  

He is known as a philosopher, sociologist, historian and lay theologian, and though he became 
disillusioned by the institutional church, his friends knew him as a man who lived out what he 
believed – particularly in his wrestle with money and power 
David Gill wrote of him:   
 

 
 
To give away what you have, this is the greatest freedom we can have from the fear of not 
having enough. 

Money and Power by Jacques Ellul, Forward by David W Gill.  
Understanding Jacques Ellul, by James Clarke 2013 
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It seems to me that this life, the life of Jacques Ellul, somehow unifies Moses’ mystical 
experience, told in Exodus in anthropomorphic terms, with the wisdom teaching of Jesus.  
 
For how we respond in times of uncertainty, reveals what we trust most.  
 
 
In the sacred story of the Exodus, Moses is facing a difficult moment in leadership, and he is  
seeking the certainty of presence, which in Hebrew reads ‘the face’ of God.  
 
Moses voices our deepest heart cry – the desire for deep security, the desire for true freedom, 
the desire for unlimited affection… and speaks it in his inmost being:  
 

Cause me to know you – ‘yada’ to experience intimacy, or union with the Divine.  
Cause me to see your glory - the visible expression of all that is invisible. 

 
And in this sacred story, we are told that God hides God’s face.  
And Moses learns once again that Yahweh, this God of his understanding is indeed the “I will 
be what I will be” God – the God he encountered at the burning bush.  
 
The One who is always beyond our perceptions, our images, our constructions, our words.  
 
God beyond all names, 
Never fully known, 
Mystery of mysteries, 
Calling us your own.  

(Words and music by John L Bell, in 'We Walk His Way: Shorter songs for worship' by John L Bell, 
WGRG, Wild Goose Publications 2008. ISBN 978-1-9050-55-4)  

This desire for security and certainty was and is not unique to Moses.  
We see in the previous chapter in Exodus. 
 
 
As a wandering pilgrim community, the Israelites were just getting accustomed to two 
certainties:  
 
 

(1) God was present – God was present in the story, in very predictable, visible ways – they 
tell of a pillar of fire, and a pillar of cloud. They had marvelled at the cloud that covered 
the Sinai mountain, and were fearful at Yahweh’s fire, smoke and flashes of lightening 
and roars of thunder.  
They wrote metaphorically of both God’s intimate and God’s awesome presence. 
 
God was as near as cloud/smoke and God was as wild and unpredictable as fire.  
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(2) They also knew the certainty of Moses -  their mediator.  
They were certain about God’s presence and they were certain about Moses.  
They had watched Moses enter the Tent of Meeting with the pillar of cloud hovering 
over it.  
Moses had communed with God’s very presence as a person speaks with a friend – as if 
face to face with Yahweh (presence to presence). 

 
But these two certainties became a distant memory…  
When Moses had ascended Sinai into the cloud and fire of God’s presence for 6 weeks.. 
 
The Israelites lost their sense of security, their two certainties  

- the sight of the presence of Yahweh, and  
- their Mediator Moses.  

 
And they royally messed up.  
 
We know what that feels like don’t we?  Clinging for certainty when we feel out of control.  

I have this little quirk I do, when I am nervous.  
Like just before I am about to give a 3-hour lecture at UBC, I arrange my notes 
obsessively, controlling something because I feel so out of control.  
Our human nature, moves toward the need for visible certainty, when we are 
emotionally overwhelmed or lost. 

 
 At the start of the pandemic we noticed it as people hoarded supplies, it is part of this 
 human need for certainty, when we feel so out of control.  
 
The Israelites in their overwhelm, built an image.  
An image of a god that replaced the unpredictability of Yahweh. 
 
Money and things can become for us a distorted desire for security.  
And often I need to dig deep to discern – is this me being wise and discerning, or is this me 
feeling afraid.  
 
Learning to live with the discomfort of uncertainty  - though it can set us off emotionally at a 
very deep unconscious level – moments of trauma – bullying, abuse, oppression, accidents, 
memories of abandonment – anything that felt and still feels like out of control.  
 
And it is revealing - For how we respond in times of uncertainty, gives us hints at what we 
trust the most.  
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We pick up the story today, where Moses is negotiating for Israel and himself.  
He is insecure. 
 
In this mixture of monologue and dialogue: Moses uses the Hebrew word ‘to know’ 6 times: 
Moses is longing for certitude. 

- To know the ways of God more fully  
- And to know God’s very being 

 
And yet God’s inner whisper comes to Moses: 

“I know you by name” 
 

Is it enough that God knows me, but that I don’t know for sure? 
 
Then Moses asks to see God’s glory.  
God’s acts of goodness were not enough. 
Moses wants to see Yahweh’s face. 
 
No different from the Israelites - He needs to see something. 
A face? A subtle version of the golden calf…  
Both are images of certainty that replace the unpredictability of Yahweh. 
A God who is both intimate and free.  
 
So Moses hides in the cleft of the rock and sees only the back of Yahweh… 
 

The irony of this entire encounter – is that the only certainty that is given – is that God is 
still the initiator and their relationship is on God’s terms.  
 
Walter Brueggemann writes that “Exodus 33 is the most sustained and delicate attempt 
to deal with the problem of Yahweh’s presence and absence in Israel.” 
 
A sense of God’s absence is excruciating.  
What St John of the Cross calls the night of the senses – a place in the spiritual journey 
that feels like loss. All that we once knew and experienced of God evaporates and we 
feel like we are moving backwards spiritually.  
And yet it is a profound place – a place where we come to truly realize that no created 
thing can bring ultimate satisfaction”  
      Thomas Keating, An invitation to Love  
 
These are times when we are invited to trust the invisible Word and nothing more. 
And to lean into the faith of a community to steady us. And simply rest. 
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I love the words of Irish poet and author John O Donehue.  
 
“At the heart of Christianity, you have this idea of intimacy, which is true belonging, being seen, 
the ultimate homecoming… which we must always keep together with the other side.  
(Meister Eckhart’s) idea that the closer we get to what we call God, the more it ceases to be God. 
It is he says: a real safari with the wildness and danger and otherness of God”. 
 
God is God and we are not. And in God’s goodness, God is always present, though our human 
senses may not discern it. 
 
And so friends, on this journey, which is in these times exhaustibly uncertain - we are 
invited to:  

• Rekindle our sense of wonder at the mystery of God  
• To sign up daily for the adventure of trusting in a God who cannot be controlled  
• To respond to an invitation of radical trust on this dangerous unpredictable pilgrimage 

that has no guarantees… 
 
I wonder how this image of an intimate, wild and free God, might change: 

§ The way I pray… more resting in silence than anxious words perhaps?  
§ Or the way I respond to life’s circumstances… perhaps there is less 

control and more acceptance?  
 
Perhaps it is this daily prayer that is simple yet most difficult to pray:  

“I give up my desire to change the situation”  
 
To trust a wild God who is both intimate and free. 
 

 
A prayer by Walter Brueggemann:  
We call out your name in as many ways as we can. We fix your role towards us in the ways we 
need. We approach your from the particular angle of our life. 
We do all that, not because you need to be identified, but because of our deep need, our deep 
wound, our deep hope. 
And then, we are astonished that while our names for you serve for a moment, you break 
beyond them in your freedom, you show yourself yet fresh beyond our grasp. 
We are – by your freedom and your hiddenness – made sure yet again that you are God . . . 
beyond us, for us, but beyond us, not at our beck and call, but always in your own way. 
We stammer about your identity, only to learn that it is in our own unsettling before you that 
wants naming. 
Beyond all our explaining and capturing and fixing you . . . we give you praise, we thank you for 
your fleshed presence in suffering love, and for our names that you give us. Amen. 
 
 (Awed to Heaven, Rooted to Earth, p. 14) 
 


