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Clouds of the Bible: Cloud of Unknowing 
 

If you’ve been able to join us here over the last couple of weeks, you’ll know that we’re 
right about at the midway point of our summer sermon series on the topic of the 
“Clouds of the Bible,” this being week three out of a total of six weeks for this series.  

To review briefly the ground we’ve covered… in the first week we began with the 
opening words of Psalm 19, “The heavens are telling the glory of God, and the skies 
are proclaiming the work of God’s hands.” The general theme and invitation was to 
begin pondering clouds as God’s artwork in a sense, as God’s painting against the 
blank canvas of the sky, or as God’s poetry or writing in the sky.  

Last week we continued along these lines, and wondered a bit about what type of 
messages we might read when we read the clouds as God’s poetry. With that question 
we looked at a few key references to clouds in the Bible—beginning with the first 
reference to clouds in Genesis 9 when, after the great flood subsides, God makes a 
covenant with humanity and with all of creation never to destroy the earth with a flood 
again, and as a sign of God’s promise God says that whenever you see the clouds, and 
specifically, whenever you see a rainbow in the clouds, you will know that God’s plan is 
one of love and care and compassion. We also looked at the major reference to God 
as a “pillar of cloud” in Exodus that went ahead of and guided the wandering Israelites 
on their journey towards the Promised Land. We saw in that cloud aspects of God as a 
steadfast, shielding, protecting, guiding presence. And finally, we looked at a couple 
of the cloud sayings of Jesus, particularly his reflections on looking at the clouds to 
interpret the signs of the times—“red sky at night, sailor’s delight; red sky in the 
morning, sailors take warning,” being one of the sayings Jesus references. Reading the 
clouds as a way of reading the signs of the times—with that we reflected at a 
geopolitical level on how clouds might be the most literal writing in the sky when it 
comes to climate change, and then at a personal level, we reflected about how 
reading the moods of the sky in the clouds can often help us read and understand our 
own moody selves and lives.  

And so looking back we’ve covered some artistic and aesthetic ground with Psalm 19, 
and last week we covered some political and personal ground trying to read the 



messages in the clouds. For today then, I want to invite us to take a deeper theological 
turn, and spend some time pondering this question together – what might clouds have 
to show us about God? Or, how close can clouds help us get to knowing, experiencing, 
glimpsing what we’re trying to talk about when we’re talking about God? 

*** 

Maybe more so than any other aspect of creation, clouds seem like a natural launching 
point for theological musings. In part this is simply due to their positioning in the sky, 
clouds being something like halfway between heaven and earth, and so the perfect 
natural phenomenon to symbolize the meeting point between the divine and the 
mortal realms. We look up to clouds and they seem far away, but not too far away. We 
know that there is unimaginable vastness beyond them, and we know too that there is 
seemingly endless beauty and wonder here on this earth below them, and clouds are 
right there at the meeting point of these two wonderings…clouds being both beautiful 
and familiar to us like the things of this earth are, while also being mysterious and dark 
like the distant things of this universe that we’re gliding through.  

God’s “transcendence” and God’s “immanence” are two theological terms that come 
to mind here for thinking about the unique positioning of clouds between heaven and 
earth.  We can think of and experience God, for example, as transcendent, as beyond 
us, as distant as the most distant corner of the universe… and yet so too we can think 
of and experience God as immanent, as near, as within as working through every 
blade of grass and every breath that we take. And again, I think clouds can speak to us 
of both sides of God—like with the underside of the cloud that we can see well, and 
that reflects the light of the sun, together with also knowing that there’s so much to a 
cloud that we can’t see—the dark top of a towering cumulonimbus thunder cloud, for 
example.  

*** 

Given the unique natural and theological positioning of clouds, it makes some sense 
then that in the Bible some of the major moments when humanity and God are said to 
come into closest contact involve stories about clouds.  

We’ve heard two of those major moments in our scripture readings for today. With the 
first, we heard about how, in order to receive the revelation of the Ten 
Commandments, Moses was lead up to the top of Mount Sinai, where the glory of 
God in the form of a cloud settled over the top of the mountain, surrounding and 



engulfing the great prophet. God is said here to have spoken to Moses—called out to 
Moses—through the cloud, instructing Moses about the ways of God as they shared in 
a dense cloud-conversation over the course of forty days and forty nights.  

In the second scripture we’ve heard a sort of version 2.0 story of the Moses mountain-
cloud experience, as the dramatic episode in Jesus’s life known as the Transfiguration 
tells about how once Jesus took with him Peter, John, and James, as they went up on 
a mountain to pray. Again, echoing Moses’s experience like thunder echoes lightning, 
a cloud shows up on the top of the mountain and engulfs the hiking party, or 
overshadows them as we heard, and leaves them trembling with awe and wonder. And 
again, God’s voice speaks or calls to them from within the cloud, here giving them the 
revelation that Jesus, maybe himself a bit not unlike a cloud, is positioned right at that 
meeting point between humanity and divinity, between the earth and heaven.  

I like how Eugene Peterson has translated this moment in Luke’s Gospel – “While he 
[Peter] was babbling on like this, a light-radiant cloud enveloped them. As they found 
themselves buried in the cloud, they became deeply aware of God. Then there was a 
voice out of the cloud: ‘This is my Son, the Chosen! Listen to him.’” 

As they found themselves buried in the cloud, they became deeply aware of God…. 

What is it, we might wonder, about this connection the Bible makes in these two key 
episodes, between being engulfed by a cloud and being engulfed by God? Why 
might it be that finding oneself standing right in the middle of a cloud is about as 
close as the Bible comes to describing what it’s like to stand right in the middle of 
God’s presence?  

*** 

The fourth-century theologian Gregory of Nyssa was one of the first to point out this 
spiritual connection in the Bible between immediate cloud-awareness and immediate 
God-awareness. In his book The Life of Moses, Gregory suggests that that the story of 
Moses’s life is like the roadmap or paradigm for how we all as humans can go about 
our journey of growing in the love and knowledge of God. The key moment for 
Gregory, the moment in which Moses comes closest to meeting God face-to-face, is 
this moment when Moses is on the mountain and in the cloud. Gregory points out 
something interesting here between the connection between clouds and God. He 
points out that the closer Moses gets to the presence of God, the less directly and 
clearly he sees and knows God—in other words, the closer he gets to God, the 



cloudier his experience of God is. This suggests something strange but powerful about 
the spiritual life—that being in the presence of God is not like being in the sunshine on 
a clear cloudless day where you see everything clearly and certainly, but being in the 
presence of God is more like being lost and disoriented like being engulfed in a dense 
cloud, or like trying to find one’s way walking in a thick bank of fog.  

To know God, according to this line of theological reasoning, is to encounter God at a 
level that is beyond clear, rational knowledge…to encounter God truly is more like 
being surrounded by and lost in a cloud. Gregory put it this way talking about Moses 
in the cloud, that “God is there, where the understanding doesn’t reach.”  

*** 

Picking up on this line of theology, one of the greatest medieval classics of mystical 
theology is a short text called The Cloud of Unknowing. Written in the 14th-century by 
an unnamed monk somewhere in England, this text is addressed to a younger novice 
monk trying to instruct him in the ways of contemplation and awareness of God. The 
book counsels the young student to seek God, not through knowledge and the 
intellect, but through a type of spiritual contemplation that is motivated by love, and is 
stripped of all other rational thinking. Using clouds as the key metaphor, the author 
suggests that the most direct experience of God one can have is brought about by 
putting one’s knowledge and thinking mind under a “cloud of forgetting,” or a “cloud 
of unknowing,” and from within that cloud trying to pierce into the essence of God 
with a “dart of longing love” that comes straight from the heart.  

“It is a cloud of unknowing,” the author writes, “that lies between you and your God.”  

Here’s the conclusion of that text which captures the major theme of encountering 
God through a “cloud of unknowing,”—experiencing God beyond the limits of the 
rational mind, not unlike the experience of Moses in the cloud, and not unlike the 
experience of Jesus’s disciples during the Transfiguration, who, in the moment of 
finding themselves “buried in the cloud,” found themselves also becoming “deeply 
aware of God.”  

The Cloud of Unknowing author leaves us with this dialogue between the teacher and 
the student.  

“Now you say, ‘How shall I proceed to think of God as he is in himself?’ To this I can 
only reply, ‘I do not know.’ 



“With this question you bring me into the very darkness and cloud of unknowing that I 
want you to enter. Through grace a man may know completely and ponder thoroughly 
every created thing and its works, yes, and God’s works too, but not God himself. 
Thought cannot comprehend God. And so, I prefer to abandon all I can know, 
choosing rather to love him whom I cannot know. Though we cannot know him we can 
love him….Of course, we do well at times to ponder God’s majesty or kindness for the 
insight these meditations may bring. But in the real contemplative work you must set 
all this aside and cover it over with a cloud of forgetting. Then let your loving desire, 
gracious and devout, step bravely and joyfully beyond it and reach out to pierce the 
darkness above. Yes, beat upon that thick cloud of unknowing with the dart of your 
loving desire and do not cease come what may.”  

*** 

Though we cannot know God, we can love God.  

And we can learn that spiritual truth from the clouds of the Bible, and from the clouds 
of this world, those clouds that can bring us right to that thin line separating heaven 
and earth, those clouds that can speak of God’s transcendence and 
imminence…God’s familiar beauty and God’s unfamiliar sublimity…. Such clouds 
being some our best theological teachers, and best spiritual guides, teaching among 
other themes that we’re exploring these weeks, the deep contemplative truth about 
how, again, in the end… 

Though we cannot know God, we can love God.  

 


