Reflection on Exodus 33:12-23 – In God’s presence
Begin with an opening prayer
Lord, we know that you are with us at all times. 
We come here today, to rest in your presence, 
to be surrounded by your love. 
With Moses, we say, ‘Show us your glory, Lord.’ 
May we learn to reflect your glory and goodness. 
Amen. 
 
Read the passage
Consider different ways to read the text. For example, hearing it in more than one version of the Bible.
Exodus 33: 12-23
 12 Moses said to the LORD, “You have been telling me, ‘Lead these people,’ but you have not let me know whom you will send with me. You have said, ‘I know you by name and you have found favour with me.’ 13 If you are pleased with me, teach me your ways so I may know you and continue to find favour with you. Remember that this nation is your people.”
14 The LORD replied, “My Presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.”
15 Then Moses said to him, “If your Presence does not go with us, do not send us up from here. 16 How will anyone know that you are pleased with me and with your people unless you go with us? What else will distinguish me and your people from all the other people on the face of the earth?”
17 And the LORD said to Moses, “I will do the very thing you have asked, because I am pleased with you and I know you by name.”
18 Then Moses said, “Now show me your glory.”
19 And the LORD said, “I will cause all my goodness to pass in front of you, and I will proclaim my name, the LORD, in your presence. I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion. 20 But,” he said, “you cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live.”
21 Then the LORD said, “There is a place near me where you may stand on a rock. 22 When my glory passes by, I will put you in a cleft in the rock and cover you with my hand until I have passed by. 23 Then I will remove my hand and you will see my back; but my face must not be seen.”

Explore and respond to the text
Start by reading the Bible notes below. You may want to read them more than once, or pause after each paragraph to reflect on what you have read.
 
Bible notes

The Lord commands Moses to leave Sinai and travel with the people to ‘a land flowing with milk and honey’. God will send a leading angel, ‘but I will not go up among you, or I would consume you on the way, for you are a stiff-necked people’ (33:1-3). Moses has continued his role as an intercessor, speaking to God in a tent, ‘face to face, as one speaks to a friend’ (33:7-11). When Moses enquires about how God is going to help him to ‘bring up this people’, God echoes Moses’ words, saying, ‘My presence will go with you’ because ‘you have found favour in my sight, and I know you by name’. Surprisingly, God does not fully grant Moses’ request to see God’s glory, despite Moses previously speaking to God face to face (Numbers 12:7-8). But here, God responds, ‘You shall see my back; but my face shall not be seen’ (Exodus 33:23). 
Rather than wonder whether one can or cannot see God and live, we should recognise that the God who promises to be with us always remains beyond us. The people saw only the pillar of cloud outside the tent as Moses met God within. Even Moses, who speaks with God as with a friend, catches only a glimpse of glory as it passes. The name God shared with Moses, YHWH (6:3), is connected with the verb hayah, ‘to be’ (3:13-15). It reveals both the presence of God, ‘I will be with you’ (3:12), and yet the hiddenness of God who says only, ‘I am who I am’ (3:14). 
 
 Reflection
Spend a few moments thinking about what stands out for you from the Bible reading. This idea may help.
There are many instances in the natural world where something might not be seen directly but is known by its impact: the wind in the trees; footprints left in mud or snow; the tidal system directed by the moon; starlight that represents an event thousands of years before. In cultures ruled by logic and physical evidence, it can be hard to believe in God’s presence. But perhaps we can see evidence of God’s glory by the impressions it has made on our world. 
 


Questions for reflection
You may wish to use these questions and the picture to help you think about or discuss issues arising from this week’s Bible passage.
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Questions
· In what places do you especially notice God’s presence?
· How regular or spontaneous is your prayer life?
· How can you spend time nurturing your connection with God?
 
A prayer to end 
God, 
thank you for your presence, 
ever with us and ever impacting our world. 
Help us to look for your presence as we go, 
knowing we can encounter you wherever we are 
and being ready to worship you in our daily lives. 
Amen. 
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