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Let us pray... 
 
So it sounds like Moses needed some face powder.  I started thinking this week about the 
ad campaign Cover Girl would create starring Moses:  “Time spent with God leaving you 
with an unsightly shine that frightens your followers?  Forget the veil, brush on some of 
Cover Girl’s new product, Holy Dust, so everyone notices you, not your Divine Shine.” 
 
Our reading this morning comes from the Hebrew scriptures, the first half of the bible that 
tells the faith story of the Jewish people, known as “Israel” in ancient times.  This particular 
passage highlights Moses, the “hero” of Judaism.  Moses has led the people out of slavery 
in Egypt, into the wilderness, where they wander for 40 years before finding their way to 
the land God has promised them.  During the years in the wilderness, scripture says, the 
people were a bit whiny, like anyone is likely to get when lost for 40 years.  God, a very 
anthropomorphic, human-like character in this story, tries to create a healthy relationship 
with the Israelites during these 40 years, which of course don’t seem so long if you’re an 
eternal being.  God tries to give the Israelites instructions for worship and diet and lifestyle 
that will give their lives a healthy structure and keep them connected to God.  But the 
Israelites have the attention span of fruit flies.  So that leaves Moses.  Moses is like a 6th 
grade girl running back and forth between her friends, trying to get them to get along.  
Moses goes to the Israelites and tells them to straighten up and fly right or he’s going to 
leave them lost in the desert.  Then Moses goes to God and chides God for being such a 
hot-head and begs God to give the Israelites another chance. 
 
In the chapters before this morning’s scripture passage, Moses was hanging out with God 
on Mt. Sinai.  God made the Israelites these really pretty stone tablets, wrote all over them 
describing their relationship - God *heart* Israelites forever - and gave them to Moses to 
bring to the people.  Then God noticed the spastic Israelites at the base of the mountain 
freaked out because Moses was gone so long, and melted all their jewelry to create a 
golden calf to worship.  Maybe God was comparing the beautiful shiny golden calf to the 
simple stone tablets, and found the latter wanting.  But scholars say God was upset at this 
idol-worship.  So God tells Moses to leave, so God can get ready to destroy the Israelites.  
Moses tells God to breathe deeply, don’t worry, Moses will take care of it.  But when 
Moses gets down the mountain and sees the golden calf himself, he freaks out at the 
people and smashes the tablets God made.  Personally I’ve always wondered why Moses 
didn’t get in trouble for that.  Maybe because the golden calf suffered an even worse fate:  
Moses had it ground up and put in water, which the people were forced to drink.   
 
The next bit of Exodus is kind of grim, with the Israelites punished with violence and 
plague.  But then the people are given another chance, and Moses and God go back to 
hanging out.  This time, their relationship is even closer:  God actually allows Moses to see 
God’s backside.  And God has Moses redo the stone tablets, a new improved edition. 
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And then Moses goes back down the mountain, and that’s where this morning’s scripture 
picks up the story.  Moses comes down from Mt. Sinai, bearing the two tablets inscribed 
with the Ten Commandments - now you’re picturing Charleton Heston, right? - and is 
happy to see there are no cows waiting for him.  
 
But Moses’ followers freak out at the sight of him.  Moses doesn’t realize it, but his face is 
glowing, shining, sparkling with an unearthly light.  You probably weren’t able to avoid 
hearing about Stephanie Meyer’s vampire drama “Twilight”, even if you don’t hang out with 
teenagers.  Meyer’s vampires sparkle in sunlight, like an iridescent stone.  Moses does the 
vampires one better, as the divine light shines out from him no matter what the weather. 
 
You can’t really blame the Israelites for being anxious.  They’ve lost the comforting 
predictability of slavery.  Moses keeps giving them all these new rules.  They had to drink 
ground-up cow gold.  Moses talks about seeing God’s backside.  And they are still lost.  
Now, Moses’ face is shining like he’s radioactive, not that the people knew what that was.  
But here was another strange, new thing, and it was scary. 
 
So Moses puts on a veil.  Like a superhero who must wear glasses to shield his laser 
eyes.  He takes off the veil when he is with God, who isn’t bothered by the shine.  Moses 
also takes off the veil when he’s talking to the people about God:  maybe the light helps 
them believe the message, or keeps them quiet and focused.  But during the mundane 
aspects of life, Moses wears a veil.  I’ll tell you, scholars are pretty flummoxed regarding 
the significance of the veil.  That word doesn’t appear elsewhere in the Hebrew scriptures, 
so there isn’t much contextual help.  But for some reason Moses found it necessary to hide 
the incredible light shining out from his face. 
 
Moses’ face shone because of his connection with God.  He’d spent time with God, he’d 
listened to God, he’d argued with God.  It was like Moses had gotten plugged in to some 
super-powered energy source that charged him up and kept him glowing even when he 
was away from it.   
 
Jewish mysticism teaches that each of us has a shard of the divine light within us; each of 
us carries a bit of God’s creating, life-giving force.  Our task is to bring those shards 
together, to create a world of light and life and love.  So I can imagine that the more time 
you spend with God, the warmer and brighter the divine light within you would shine.  
Moses spends so much time with God, the divine spark within Moses glows from his face 
like a klieg light. 
 
Personally, that works for me as a description of my relationship with God.  I’ve never been 
to the top of Mt. Sinai; I can barely make it to the top of Mt. Wachusett.  But I don’t think I 
need to go to a mountaintop to be with God.  I find God in worship, reading, meditating, 
serving meals to the hungry, talking with my family, walking on the edge of the ocean, 
praying with someone in pain.  I’ve never glowed like Moses, but I swear I can feel a light 
grow a little stronger within me in those moments.  Have you felt that?  It’s a lot like 
calmness, or excitement, or satisfaction, but through your whole body, your whole being.   
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I bet it was tempting to Moses to stay on top of that mountain.  With God, he was close to 
all the warmth and love that is the source of the Divine Sparks within us.  Even as God 
challenged with him, argued with him, Moses would have felt that overflowing love.  
Coming down the mountain, Moses had to deal with frightened, reactionary, broken human 
beings.  How much easier to stay on Mt. Sinai with the blinding light of God. 
 
Poet Jan Richardson put it this way, in the beginning of her poem, “Dazzling”: 
 
Believe me, I know 
how tempting it is 
to remain inside this blessing, 
to linger where everything 
is dazzling 
and clear. 
We could build walls 
around this blessing, 
put a roof over it. 
We could bring in 
a table, chairs, 
have the most amazing meals. 
We could make a home. 
We could stay. 
But this blessing 
is built for leaving. 
This blessing 
is made for coming down 
the mountain. 
This blessing 
wants to be in motion, 
to travel with you 
as you return 
to level ground... 
 
And that is, indeed, the point; to come down from our mountain, whatever that is, and bring 
the light of God into the world.  So we leave worship or get up from the meditation mat or 
put down the book of poetry or exit the woods or pause in serving the meal and see where 
in our world there is a bit of shadow, that needs the light of God to come shining through 
our faces.   
Because that is what we are here to do; to let the God-light shine through us to create a 
world of beauty and justice and peace.  This is where I break with Moses:  I disagree with 
his decision to hide God’s light with the veil.  Maybe he thought the light was too sacred to 
let it shine when he was showering or folding laundry.  Maybe nobody would let him get 
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anything done when the light was shining, because they wanted to bask in it’s glow.  But 
we need that light every where and every part of every day.  God knows we hide it easy 
enough.  I, for one, wear the veil of being too busy, and worrying about virtually everything.  
We wear the veil of wanting things and power more than compassion and justice.  We hide 
behind the veil of addiction.  We hide behind the veil of thinking we can’t make a 
difference, or it isn’t up to us.  All these veils we need to cast aside so we can show the 
world the loving light of God. 
 
That’s our task, as human beings.  Poet Mary Oliver offers this imagery in her poem, When 
I Am Among the Trees: 

 
When I am among the trees, 
especially the willows and the honey locust,  
equally the beech, the oaks, and the pines, 
they give off such hints of gladness. 
I would almost say that they save me, and daily. 
 
I am so distant from the hope of myself, 
in which I have goodness, and discernment, 
and never hurry through the world 
but walk slowly, and bow often. 
 
Around me the trees stir in their leaves 
and call out, “Stay awhile.” 
The light flows from their branches. 
 
And they call again, “It’s simple,” they say, 
“and you too have come  
into the world to do this, to go easy, to be filled 
with light, and to shine.” 
 

We have come into the world to do this:  to be filled with light, and to shine.  Mary Oliver - 
like Moses, and Jesus, and God - knows that we will not be perfect, we will not feel like we 
are enough, we will get distracted by the many veils of this world.  But we are called back, 
again and again, to the bright bit of divine light that dwells within each and every one of us.  
Attending to that light, feeling the Breath of God blowing on it like an ember,     we glow 
with the God-light.  And with this sparkling, shining light, we can be a source of warmth 
and hope in the world. 
 
God knows there’s an awful lot of darkness in the world.  Children struck down from gun 
violence.  Unending conflict in Syria.  People dying from lack of clean water.  As a pastor, I 
see the depression, the chronic pain, the long unemployment, the ugly custody battle, the 
sense of brokenness and isolation.  Sometimes - often - it feels very overwhelming, one 
dark valley after another.  But then I remember that my job - our job - as children of God is 
to be that one little bit of light.  The light of God shines out of my face and illuminates just a 
bit of the darkness, and people can move a bit through the valley.  Then another face 
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glows, and people can move a bit further.  In this way, we get each other through the grief 
and the fear; we are each a lightpost of God helping each other take one step after 
another, toward the Promised Land that is a world of justice and peace. 
 
And so, my friends, go to the mountain:  spend time with God, whatever that means to you, 
however that works for you, so that you might feed the divine light within you.  But then, 
beloved, come down from the mountain.  Shine your God-light in the world, blessing each 
other, knowing that God is here, too, moving in and among us, helping us light the way.  
Amen. 
 


