
18th October 2026 

Exodus 33.12-23 

 

You have some impressive rocks on Ilkley moor. The Cow and Calf are of course the 
viewpoint and photo stop. Our bible story today has the promise of God to put Moses in 
the cleft of a rock and for god’s glory to pass him by. 

 

This month we have been looking at theme of God’s provision and have been using story 
of Moses to highlight this. Most people know about the escape from Egypt and the 
parting of the Red sea. We looked at the story of the giving of the Ten Commandments 
as the Israelites wandered in the wilderness.  

While God was giving Moses the Ten Commandments the rest of the Israelites are 
making an idol of gold, a golden calf and having a wild party. They want something 
visible, before their eyes, to represent God. Moses finds out and throws the stone 
tablets at them and God threatens to abandon them. 

Moses pleads with God, the whole thing won’t work if you don’t come; the people want 
your Presence. I want your Presence. 

God gives in.  My presence will be with you, God tells Moses. Having gained some 
ground Moses pushes farther. Moses pleads again—Show me your glory. It is as if he is 
saying to God—Look, we’ve been through a lot and we are going to go through a lot more 
together and I don’t really even know you that well. I don’t even know what you look like. 
You are asking a lot of me, of the people, couldn’t you just show me your face? 

Have you ever prayed that prayer? God show yourself to me?  Show me your face, show 
me your grace? 

Maybe it’s a prayer of doubt. Maybe it is a seekers prayer, maybe it a prayer for 
encouragement in the face of tragedy and trial – I need help. I need something to keep 
me holding on. 

In times of tragedy people can cling to faith in God as their only hope. In tragedy I’ve 
known people lose faith in God, and I’ve known people find faith in God. You can never 
predict how a person may react in the face of personal tragedy. 

It doesn’t stop people of faith asking questions? Bold people like Moses asking God to 
show Himself. 

When Mother Teresa was visiting one of the most horrendous slums in the world in 
Calcutta, she was asked how do you explain all this in light of your claim that God is a 
loving God. Why does God let things like this happen?’ 



Mother Teresa answered ‘when I see him, he’s got a lot of explaining to do!’ 

Maybe that is why she lived so long. Every time she approached death you could 
imagine God saying ‘hold on! Don’t let her die yet! I don’t think I can handle her right 
now!’ 

The Bible has many parts where the writers question God, show doubt, unbelief, anger. 
It’s an honest book at times. 

The sixtieth anniversary of the Aberfan disaster is this week on the 21ts October. I had a 
couple in my church in Dursley who came from Aberfan and were there on the day of the 
disaster in which 144 people—including 116 children—were killed when a coal waste 
tip collapsed onto Pantglas Junior School. It profoundly tested and shaped the Christian 
faith of the tight-knit Welsh mining community. The disaster challenged traditional 
beliefs, but it also became a powerful testament to personal resilience, pastoral 
sacrifice, and quiet Christian service amid incomprehensible suffering.  

I listened to a programme on BBC sounds ‘All things Considered to mark the 50th 
anniversary https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/b07zdlgn  

The Rev. Kenneth Hayes (Zion Baptist Chapel): Known as a powerful example of a 
"wounded healer," Rev. Hayes lost his own eldest son, Dyfrig, in the disaster. Despite his 
profound personal grief, he spent 36 hours straight digging at the school site and going 
house-to-house to comfort bereaved families. He and his wife kept their home open to 
anyone looking for comfort. He later helped secure toy donations for surviving children 
and quietly gathered statements to prove industrial negligence.  

The Rev. Irving Penberthy (Methodist Minister): Rev. Penberthy lost a vast number of his 
own Sunday school children in the tragedy. In testimonies shared later by his family, he 
recalled praying desperately for God's help as he served as the "servant of the village," 
taking on the most difficult and traumatic jobs alongside the grieving families.  

The sheer scale of the tragedy caused intense spiritual crises, forcing many to re-
evaluate their faith. A notable aspect of the Christian testimony from Aberfan was the 
unanimous refusal of local ministers to blame God: The ministers publicly testified that 
the disaster was entirely the result of human neglect and industrial greed. Evan Peris 
Owen, the Presbyterian minister of Capel Aberfan, famously stated: "I defy any coroner 
to call this an act of God. That tip should never have been there." Wilfred Jones, the local 
Church in Wales minister, similarly declared that the tragedy was the dire consequence 
of man's failure to use intelligence and take proper precautions.  

When heartbroken parents and "staunch churchgoers" knocked off-balance by grief 
asked Rev. Penberthy how God could allow this, his testimony was to point them back 
to Jesus. He noted that his only answer was to look at the Cross and remind them, "This 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/b07zdlgn


is what happened to God's only Son," framing God not as the author of their pain, but as 
a fellow sufferer in their brokenness.  

A week after the disaster, a mass funeral was held for the children. Christian leaders 
and survivors have frequently testified to the profound spiritual impact of the hymns 
sung by thousands of mourners overlooking the graves. While some individuals found 
their faith permanently shaken into atheism, others found their faith more deeply rooted 
than ever, sustaining them through decades of trauma.  

The Christian story has tragedy and glory, death and resurrection, suffering and joy.  
Jesus on a cross for Christians is God who is no stranger to the tragedy of life – yet gives 
no easy answers to the tragedies of life. I do believe in the power of prayer and have 
seen some remarkable things. But I also know many prayers don’t get answered in the 
way we want. There is a great mystery about life and a great mystery about God which is 
evident in this story of Moses asking to see God’s face.  

God’s well-known reply is—No human can see my face and live. God will put Moses in 
the crag in the rock, cover his face with God’s hand, pass before him in all God’s glory, 
and then remove God’s hand in time for Moses to see God’s back—the backside of 
God’s glory.  

What exactly is the message God is sending to Moses? God is not ready for that kind of 
face-to-face intimacy? Is it an insult because God still is a little hurt about the rejection 
and not quite ready to make up completely? Or is there some truth to the, no one can 
see my face and live, thing?  

What Moses sees might be something like the wake of God’s glory, the end effect of 
God’s full frontal passing-by.  It’s as if Moses (and all of humanity) has no ability to 
comprehend the fullness of God, but only the resulting impact of God’s presence in the 
world, in history, in the lives of God’s people.  

Now and again I believe we get glimpses, sightings of God’s glory in the midst of our day 
to day world: Flashes of God’s backside. 

This is a beautiful part of our country and I’m enjoying the countryside. Martin Luther 
said creation is God’s second book of revelation. We glimpse God’s glory in the 
handiwork all around us: beautiful sunset, gorgeous birds singing away, seals waving at 
you, big open skies that open you up to the transcendent God. But also other more 
intimate personal revelations:  

I remember an old lady I knew who suddenly lost her son. She was devastated and 
confided with me that she cried herself to sleep most nights. ‘Why God, why?’ was her 
lament. She fought to keep hold of her faith, even of her life – was it worth living? One 
night as she lay in bed she described how through her tears she had a picture in her 
mind of Jesus approaching her. He said no words of condemnation, no words of 



justification, or explanation. No words of judgement. He just came with tears in his 
eyes. As he opened his arms to embrace and comfort her she noticed the nail marks on 
his hands.  

She recalled how in the stories of Christ’s appearances to his disciples after the 
resurrection, his wounds remain. They may have healed and been transfigured but they 
still remain. That picture, a very biblical picture, of the wounded Christ embracing her in 
her pain helped her find the courage to carry on. It was a glimpse of God’s suffering yet 
resurrection glory through Jesus. 

One day of course we will all know whether God is real. Doubt will be taken away. 
Christians believe we will see face to face. Even now when we accept Jesus into our 
lives and invite him to be present alongside us through his Spirit, as Paul wrote in the 
second letter to the Corinthians, we can have a sense of the glory of the Lord being with 
us through his Spirit. That is what many of you here already know. You can have the 
reassurance within your heart that God is with you, not to condemn or judge, but to 
bless, to forgive, to love. It is a spiritual thing that you can ask God, even today, to fill you 
with his presence. ‘Show me your face’, 'show me your glory…' 

Cheddar Gorge is in Somerset. One day in 1763 a young church minister was caught in a 
tumultuous thunderstorm in the cliffs nearby. The minister, Augustus Toplady, took 
refuge in a cave and found himself reflecting on the way the ‘rock of faith’ provides us 
with a shelter from the storms of life. He died in fact of TB when he was thirty eight. The 
words of the hymn ‘Rock of Ages, cleft for me’ formed themselves in his mind there. Its 
opening line is a riff on this story from Exodus. The story and the hymn have in common 
the insight that there are aspects of God’s own being that will be a threat to us but that 
God in person saves us from these and seeks to bless us. 

May we be aware of the presence of God and may God grant us glimpses of God’s glory. 

 


