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Where on earth is God?! Anyone who has faced suffering, oppression, hardship or loss has 
likely pondered that question. As we enter yet one month of dealing with this pandemic, some of us 
have asked that question. Where, oh where is God?! 

The people of Israel saw more evidence of God’s presence than most. God led them out of 
Egypt with a strong arm and a mighty hand and a terrifying display of power. God provided manna 
for them in the desert and water too. God led them as a pillar of coud by day and a pillar of fire by 
night; what more could anyone ask for? Yet it wasn’t long before they needed a new reminder. In this 
new and strange wilderness they couldn’t find God, so they made their golden calf while Moses was 
up on the mountain. Both Moses and God were angry about that episode which is the background to 
our reading today. Moses was back on the mountain and God told him to go, to move on towards the 
Promised Land. But God said, “I can’t go with you. I’ll send angels with you, but I can’t go.” God was 
afraid that if God went with the people, they would act poorly again, they would be stiff necked again, 
they would be human again, and God would “consume” them. But Moses won’t accept that answer. 
In our passage today, Moses argues with God, pleading for God to go with the people, because it did 
not make sense to move on if God did not go with them. And God agrees to go.  

One of the powerful lessons in this story is that Moses persuades God to change God’s mind. 
Moses gives us a model for prayer. Most of us have learned to be very deferential to God. We can 
thank God; we can praise God, but most of us are not used to challenging God’s decisions. That is 
what Moses does. Moses shows that prayers really do matter and maybe God will change as God does 
in this story.  

Yet God’s presence with the people in a communal sense is still not enough; it is not enough 
that we know that God is around in the world. Even for Moses, he wants something more. It’s not 
enough that Moses saw the burning bush and heard the voice of God, not only once but time and 
again. It is not enough that Moses just persuaded God to change God’s mind and go with the people. 
Moses still wants something more. He wants an even greater personal encounter. God must have 
realized that if you give a mouse a cookie, he’s going to ask for a glass of milk; he’s going to want 
something more. “Show me your glory,” Moses prays. God, stop being elusive. Touch me. Speak to 
me. Let me know that you really are there. Show me your glory. And God responds: “I will make all 
my goodness pass before you, and I will proclaim before you the name, ‘The LORD’; and I will be 
gracious to whom I will be gracious, and I will show mercy on whom I will show mercy. But you 
cannot see my face; for no one shall see me and live. See, there is a place by me where you shall stand 
on the rock; and while my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and I will cover you 
with my hand until I have passed by; then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back; but 
my face shall not be seen.” 

Moses asks to see God’s glory and God says no. Instead God says, “I will make my goodness 
pass before you.” Instead of the power of glory, we get grace and mercy—God’s goodness. God will 
go with us, even when we’ve continued to make mistakes, even when we’ve forgotten about God. 
Even when we have built our own idols, God chooses to stay with us. That is God being gracious; 
that is God being merciful.  

God’s glory passes by, and all Moses sees is God’s backside. Like Moses, we ask for glory, and 
we are given instead a glimpse of God’s backside, where the faint smell of God’s goodness recently 
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passed by still lingers. God is ahead of us, moving forward, calling us always to follow. In this world, 
if we keep our eyes and hearts open, we are given glimpses of the divine presence and that maybe is 
as good as it gets. We can’t see God face to face; we see only the backside of God, and actually that’s 
not so bad. 

Over these last months we have seen horrors and we have also seen heros: medical folks who 
continue to go to work even at risk to their own health,first responders, grocery clerks, nursing home 
aides. You know the list. They have been signs of God’s goodness and mercy going ahead of us. You 
might remember the words of Mr. Rogers who said: “When I was a boy and I would see scary things 
in the news, my mother would say to me, ‘Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are 
helping.’”1 Those helpers carry with them something of God’s presence, even when they don’t 
recognize it. We only see God from behind, moving on ahead of us.  

Some years ago, my father suggested in a sermon that Jesus is the backside of God: “God 
without power and might, God become human, as vulnerable as any one of us, more vulnerable 
because [God is] so intent on living for every one of us…Jesus is the backside, hardly the most 
presentable side of God.”2 When people continued to be stiff necked, when people continued not to 
heed God’s call, instead of coming with power and glory, God came again with grace and mercy, in 
human form in the life of Jesus. That may be why the Thessalonians and others believed. They too 
yearned for a glimpse of God. They too looked for signs of God’s elusive presence, and in the gospel 
preached by Paul, a gospel that made room for the likes of them, they discovered that presence. Jesus 
is indeed the backside of God, showing much more God’s graciousness and mercy, rather than the 
dazzling power of God’s glory. 

When I was in college, I had the great privilege of meeting a cantankerous Baptist preacher 
from Mississippi, Will Campbell. He was a farmer and writer. One of his books, The Glad River, tells 
the story of three friends, brought together in the army, with the names Model T, Doops and 
Kingston. They have a habit of preaching to each other as they work in various forms of hard labor. 
One day they find themselves together in the muck, shoveling sludge, when Model T—the shyest of 
the three—comes up with the thought that God is sludge.  

“‘God is sludge,’ Model T said it again, as if he wanted to hear the sound of it, as if he hadn’t 
been listening to himself when he said it the first time. And as if he was prepared to defend it now 
that he had listened to the way it came out. 

“Kingston stood up and started to say something but Doops jerked him back down. ‘It’s his 
sermon. Let him preach it. Come on, Amos. Prophesy.’ 

“Model T was embarrassed. He ducked his head and shifted uneasily from one foot to the 
other, turning half to the side, ‘Aw, I was just messing around.’ 

“‘No, you weren’t,’ Doops snapped. ‘Come on champ. Tell us a sermon. You’ve jumped a 
rabbit. Now let’s see you run him in a log.’ 

“‘Well, I just got to thinking,’ he began. 
“‘Thinking what?’ Doops prompted. ‘You said God is sludge. Tell us what that means.’ 
“‘Well, I just got to thinking about what this stuff does—you know. I mean you said it makes 

things grow like nothing else in the world. But the truth is it’s really what nobody else wants. I mean 
it’s what everybody else throws away, wants to get rid of, think they don’t need—you know. And…aw, 
this sounds silly.’ He became awkward again, pushing the ground about with the toe of his shoe. 

“‘No it isn’t. Now go on,’ Doops said. 
“‘Well, I was just thinking about when the baby Jesus was born in Bethlehem. You know, they 

wouldn’t have him. Wouldn’t even let him be born except in a barn. And then when they killed him—
you know—how they buried him under these big ole rocks. Just threw him away, you might say…But 
there was some kind of power there. Something just made him grow up out of there. And then that 
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gives us…what do you call it?…Salvation? And—you know—makes us grow and even when we’re 
dead we grow again. I was just thinking about all that…and that’s why I just said what I said, that God 
is sludge. You know, makes life and all.’”3 

The backside of God, God as sludge, what we’re all too quick to throw away, to get rid of, to 
think we don’t need, turns out to be our salvation. Instead of overpowering us with glory, God comes 
to us with grace and mercy. 

There are lots of times when we wonder where God is. In those times, look for signs of mercy 
and grace. There you may discover a fleeting glimpse of God’s backside, already moving ahead, leading 
us towards a future that is beyond our wildest dreams. 
 
Let us pray: As the rain hides the stars, as the autumn mist hides the hills, as the clouds veil the blue 
of the sky, so the dark happenings of my lot hide the shinning of your face from me. Yet, if I may 
hold your hand in the darkness, it is enough. Since I know that, though I may stumble in my going, 
You do not fall.4 In all the suffering of this world, surround us with your grace and mercy that we 
might follow where you rightly lead us. In the name of Jesus Christ we pray. Amen.  

1 Fred Rogers, Mister Rogers Neighborhood. 
2 T. Guthrie Speers, Jr., First Presbyterian Church, New Canaan, CT 
3 Will D. Campbell, The Glad River. Holt, Rinehart and Winston. © 1982 
4 Alistair MacLean, Gaelic Prayer 
 

                                                


