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The Eyes of Moses 

 

I’ve heard it said before that one of the best ways that we can think about, and 
that we can imagine the Bible in general, is to think about it as a written record of 
God’s love affair with humanity—that is, as a sort of archive or collection, of the 
many ways that God has visited, and inspired, and befuddled, and ultimately 
beguiled human beings for over the some 2,000 years that it took to write the 
books that now make up our Bible, together also with the now some 2,000 years 
of interpretation, as we continue even today to feel echoes and reverberations 
and perhaps even new revelations of the ways that God continues to visit and 
inspire and befuddle and ultimately beguile us, in and with and through this 
sacred text.  

The writer C.S. Lewis put it even more directly—he said that he imagined the 
Bible as “God’s love letter to the human race.” The Bible as God’s love letter; or 
the Bible as the record of God’s love affair with humanity...  

If this metaphor holds some truth to it, then what we have today with this story 
about this encounter between God and Moses seems to be a certain type of 
moment within that love affair, the type of moment that makes any great love 
story both more colorful and more true, the type of moment that we might very 
well call a lover’s quarrel. 

Robert Frost, as you might know, famously described his own life’s work, his 
poetry, as “a lover’s quarrel with the world.” It’s even the phrase that he chose as 
the epitaph on his gravestone which is located down in Bennington, where, under 
the name and the dates of his life, you can find his quote, “I had a lover’s quarrel 
with the world.”  

I imagine that if Moses rather, or if countless others in the Bible, were to write 
their own epitaphs, they might be something similar but with a slight difference—
something like, “I had a lover’s quarrel with the divine, with the sacred, with the 
holy—or even, I had a lover’s quarrel with God.”  

Moses, I think, might even be the very best example of this type of “lover’s 
quarrel” that we have. Leading up to this encounter in Exodus, Chapter 33, there 
have already been a few quarrels between God and Moses, encounters that tend 
to have a strong argumentative tone to them, and there are even, quite strikingly 
a few moments when the text admits that, on account of Moses’ arguing with 
God, God in fact is noted as changing God’s mind in response. 



God changing God’s mind—it’s an idea that has long perplexed philosophers and 
theologians, perhaps ever since Aristotle famously defined God as “the unmoved 
mover,” God as the one who never changes, rather than, as Moses and others in 
the Bible came to experience it, God as the one who truly can and indeed does 
change, God, then, as something like “the most moved mover.” 

I have to segue a bit here, and say that what perplexed me growing up as a kid 
was something a bit less metaphysical in nature, something rather that my mom 
used to say fairly often, saying it when we as kids would catch her doing one 
thing after she had said she’d do another, making us do a chore after dinner after 
she had earlier said we could go play outside for example, she would often say, 
“it’s a women’s prerogative to change her mind.”  

Moses, I imagine, might have heard something similar, but in the theological 
realm, something like how it’s always God’s prerogative to change God’s mind… 

Anyways, returning to today’s “lover’s quarrel” between Moses and God….my 
feeling is that it’s much more of a playful quarrel than a tense one, in that in this 
story we hear Moses and God going back and forth—Moses asking for one thing 
and God responding with another, their conversation mirroring the alternating 
rhythms and roles of a game like ‘hide and seek’— 

Moses asking, for example, where God is, and God saying “my presence is over 
here” or “my goodness will pass over there.” God also for God’s part is looking for 
Moses here, eventually saying to him something like, “Moses, there you are! I’ve 
found you, I see you, I am with you, I know you by name.” 

One hides and another seeks. This, I think, is such a familiar rhythm in the 
life of faith, reminding us of those times when, for whatever reason, we find 
ourselves hiding from God—and when, whether we’re aware of it or not, those 
times when God is seeking in every moment to rekindle that life-giving 
connection with us. 

 
So too, it reminds us of when it seems more like God is the one who is 

hidden and hiding—when we experience something like what Martin Luther 
called “the hiddenness of God”—and when it seems like all we can do on our end 
is seek and continue seeking indefinitely.  

 
 Finding himself somewhere in-between that experience of hiding and that 
experience of seeking, Moses then has a moment here of uninhibited honesty in 
this lover’s quarrel of his, and he asks for the ultimate, asking to see God, to 
know God fully, to which God famously responds, “No one can see me face-to-
face,” but here’s what you can do, Moses—"See,” God says, “there’s a place by 
me where you can stand on the rock; and while my glory passes by I’ll put you in 



a cleft of the rock, and I’ll cover you with my hand until I’ve passed by; and when 
I’ve passed I’ll take away my hand, and if you look you’ll be able to see, not my 
face, but you’ll see my back in passing.” 
 

Like Moses, there’s a part of us all, I suspect, that longs for nothing more 
than to see God face-to-face. Our scripture, however, this great love story that 
we have and that we’re a part of, tends to take the horizons and the limits of 
human experience too seriously to admit this. In this life, as the Apostle Paul puts 
it, we always see but through a glass, and darkly. It’s almost too obvious to note, 
but the truth is that we see the world always at a certain angle and from a certain 
perspective—from a small cleft in the mountain, from the passenger seat of a 
car, from our favorite window at home as we look out at a small picture of the 
world.  

It’s in this way then that Moses looks out from the cleft in the mountain and 
steals a partial and limited and fleeting glance of God. That Moses can see, not 
God’s face, but God’s back in passing, suggests to me that Moses sees 
something wonderful and worth trying to see ourselves, it suggests to me that in 
seeing God’s back in passing, Moses sees something like the world itself as the 
aftermath of the event of God—something like the world as the wake that forms 
behind God, like the wake that forms behind a ship—or maybe Moses sees 
something like the world as the eddy that forms downstream of God, like an eddy 
that forms behind a great rock in a river; or as the Hebrew scholar Robert Alter 
translates this moment, Moses sees something like the world as “the afterglow of 
the effulgence of God’s presence.” 

 
It may not be what Moses had initially asked for, but I wonder if this 

“lover’s quarrel” of his didn’t turn out better than he could have ever imagined? 
What I found myself taking from this little piece of God’s great love letter this 
week is that perhaps in the end Moses learned, and perhaps we can also learn, 
that there’s something just as grand and just as wonderful as having a one-time 
glimpse of God face-to-face, and that perhaps our task, following Moses here, is 
not to imagine a different world in which we do see God face-to-face, but to try 
insofar as we are able to imagine this world differently…to look out from our own 
little corners in the same way that Moses does from his own little cleft in the rock, 
to look out and to see this world as nothing less than the aftermath and the 
afterglow of God passing by, each little thing, each face, reflecting to us 
something of God’s face, the world itself simply teeming with traces and 
reminders of the divine. 

  



In the final biblical chapter of Moses’ life story, there’s an interesting detail that 
suggests that perhaps this moment of seeing God’s back in passing changed 
Moses’ very vision and perception of things, his worldview as we could say.  
 
In Deuteronomy chapter 34, we read about how, in what really is one of the most 
poignant and touching and even tear-jerking moments in this whole biblical love 
story, the 120 year old Moses climbs up to the top of Mount Nebo to breathe his 
last breaths. There, on the mountaintop, God grants Moses one last view of the 
landscape, granting him a glimpse even of that Promised Land which Moses had 
long been dreaming, that land that he himself wouldn’t make it to, but that his 
people that he had been leading would eventually inherit. And looking out, I 
imagine that Moses sees this landscape too as nothing less than the afterglow of 
God passing by, a landscape teeming with traces and reminders of the divine. 
And curiously, the very last description of Moses that we have highlights and 
mentions the very quality and strength of Moses’s vision.  Here’s how this very 
soulful moment is described in our love-story Bible:  
 
“Moses was 120 years old when he died. His vigor hadn’t diminished a bit, he still 
walked with a spring in his step, and his eyesight was unimpaired, his vision 
remained bright and undimmed.” 
 
His vision remained bright and undimmed. And so my question and prayer today: 
what would it look like, if we too this week tried to perceive the world through 
something like the eyes of Moses, or tried to perceive it in a similar way through 
any of the other extraordinary senses that we have? How might our very 
experience and perception of things be transformed? Might we be able to see 
this world differently, and might we catch a glimpse of God’s very back in 
passing?  
 
Amen.  
 


