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Clouds of the Bible – Cloud of Witnesses 
 

How fitting that we get to be outside for at least one week of our six week summer series on 
the “Clouds of the Bible,” this being the fifth and so second to last week.  

In previous weeks I’ve began with a recap of where we’ve been with this series, with an 
overview of the cloud stories from the Bible that we’ve turned our attention to together. 
For today I’ll mostly skip the recap part, and would encourage you to read the previous 
sermons which have all been posted on the church website. But since we are blessed to be 
outside on a day of beautiful clouds, I do want to remind us of where we began with the 
series, with the beautiful first verse of Psalm 19 – “The heavens are telling the glory of God, the 
skies are proclaiming the work of God’s hands.” Or in a more modern rendering, “God’s glory is on 
tour in the skies, God-craft on exhibit across the horizon.”  

I invite you to just take a moment to look at the clouds through that lens—that what we’re 
looking at is no less than the work of God’s hands….God’s ever-evolving sculptures, God’s 
ever-changing poetry, God’s endlessly fascinating and always new sky-painting… 

*** 

Why did God create such a beautiful world, we might wonder, looking now at these 
perfectly pretty summer cumulus? To which I can only imagine that God made the world so 
beautiful as a way of awakening a desire and love and longing within us, as a way of luring us 
back to God.  

In addition to clouds drawing us closer to God through their beauty, last week we also 
pondered the dark power of storm clouds to draw us to God in a different way, through 
reminding us that in the presence of such immense power our only recourse is to place 
radical trust and hope in God.  

In a way, thinking about both their beauty and power, clouds are a good metaphor for 
nature itself. That like nature generally, clouds can be soft and gentle and they can also be 
fierce and menacing. That like nature generally, clouds are in a constant process of change 
and flux. “Nature is a mutable cloud,” as Emerson once put it, “which is always and never 
the same.”  

And so when we spend some time watching a cloud move and change in the sky, we’re not 
just witnessing one little aspect of the world, but there’s a sense in which we are witnessing 
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the whole drama of the universe itself play out in a single cloud. How, like a cloud that 
seemingly from out of nowhere forms when enough moisture has gathered together, so too 
the universe seemingly formed out of nowhere when enough energy gathered together. 
How, like a cloud that builds and builds moisture until it explodes with rain and lightning, 
the matter and energy of the universe expands and expands, giving violent birth to new 
planets, stars, galaxies. How, like a cloud that eventually loses all its moisture and seemingly 
disappears back into nothingness, so too the matter in this universe doesn’t last forever but 
breaks down and dissolves back into the dark nothingness from whence it came. Like a cloud 
then, everything that we see, including our own selves/bodies, is matter that has come 
together and configured itself in a unique way for a certain finite time—these maple trees 
that billow up out of the earth, that butterfly that flits about, this grass that flourishes for our 
brief but glorious Vermont summer, these human bodies of ours, here on the receiving end 
of this gift of life for the time being, a small part of it all just like each H2O particle is a 
small part of the cloud.  

And again, like a cloud that is here in our sky one moment and then gone the next, it’s all so 
fleeting…precious…beautiful…mysterious…beyond total comprehension… 

“Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?” God asks Job, in that great chapter of 
the Bible that reminds us that we occupy but a small and humble place as part of the vastness 
and mystery of nature. “Who has the wisdom to number the clouds?” God asks.  

One cloud-message for today then: time spent watching and witnessing the clouds is time 
spent watching and witnessing the beauty and power of Nature itself and of our small place 
in the family of things. Which ultimately is time spent witnessing the beauty and power of 
God, and our small place in God’s grand scheme.  

*** 

So our first theme for today, the idea of clouds as something we witness, and through 
witnessing, witness God. But what if the opposite could be true as well, what if the clouds in 
the sky are also placed there by God to be witnesses to us? Just like we are that part of 
nature that looks up and witnesses the glory of God in the clouds, what if the clouds in their 
own way are that part of nature that looks down and witnesses the glory of God in us?  

I know this might sound like a strange idea, but isn’t that how our second scripture reading 
from the letter to the Hebrews imagines it? 

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses…” 

It’s one of the most beautiful and striking images I think in all of scripture, and you might 
recall that traditionally we spend some time with it on All Saints Day, as indeed this is the 
major metaphor in our faith for thinking about our spiritual ancestors.  
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The image in Hebrews is literally presented here as an athletic one, in the sense that what’s 
being imagined is how, in the ancient world, marathon races like with the Olympics would 
end in the stadium, with a final lap being made in the presence of the onlookers, cheering 
the exhausted runners on. It’s these cheering onlookers that Hebrews imagines as the “great 
cloud of witnesses.” 

And there among that cloud, we heard about how…by faith Able is there…by faith Noah is 
there….by faith Abraham… by faith, maybe your grandmother is there who taught you to 
say “this is the day that the Lord has made”…by faith maybe your grandfather is there who 
taught you about what it’s like to walk through the valley of the shadow of death, fearing no 
evil….by faith maybe your parents or elders are there who taught you about the Jesus way 
of loving God and loving one’s neighbor as oneself…by faith maybe your spiritual heroes are 
there who showed you how to do justice, and love kindness, and walk humbly with your 
God… 

 “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses…” 

*** 

I find it fascinating that the metaphor that is used here to imagine the ancestors is clouds. 
More often than not in mythologies and cosmologies around the world, it’s been the stars 
that have symbolized the ancestors. In ancient Greek philosophy, for example, Heraclitus 
gave voice to the common idea at the time of our astral immortality, that “when we die, we 
become stars in the sky.” Along these lines there’s an Innuit proverb about the stars and 
ancestors that goes, “Perhaps they are not stars in the sky, but rather openings where our loved ones 
shine down to let us know they are happy.”  

In the Bible, on the other hand, stars are imagined less as representing those who came 
before us as they are representing the numerous ones that will come after us, as with the 
covenant God makes with Abraham, “to make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky.” 
(Genesis 26: 4) When the Bible does imagine the ancestors, this passage in Hebrews is 
perhaps the major moment – that our ancestors are a little closer to us than the stars in the 
sky, a little more down to earth, a little more present and impactful on our day-to-day living 
just like the clouds and the weather are—less like distant stars and more like clouds just 
overhead.  

There’s at least one other example from world religions that joins the Bible here in 
imagining the clouds as our ancestors. In the desert regions of the North American 
Southwest the Pueblo believe in a class of supernatural beings that they call the Cloud 
People. The Cloud People are said to be the spirits of the ancestors who lived good lives on 
earth, and so were blessed by the gods to be embodied as clouds in the afterlife. It is said 
that they form into clouds with the moisture from the last breath that they take, like how in 
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the winter we literally breathe out visible mini-clouds as the warm moisture within us 
quickly cools and condenses and lingers for a moment in the cold, dry air. This context, we 
can remember, is a harsh desert landscape in which clouds can be the difference between 
famine and death and harvest and life. The Pueblo believe that if they pay proper respect to 
the dead, then the ancestors in the clouds, the Cloud People, will be kind and bring shade 
and moisture, rain and life.  

*** 

Imagine your life as it is right now. Where have you come from? What’s led you to this 
moment—the right steps, the accidents, the mistakes, the ancestors, the experiences? Of 
course, it’s always true that everything that’s happened up until now has set the stage for 
now. Therefore we should “act our age,” as the philosopher Joanna Macy likes to put it, 
reminding us that we’re all made up of the stuff of this universe which is about 13.7 billion 
years old. We’re made up of that wise 13.7 billion year old stuff, and we’re surrounded by 
it. We’re supported by it. In a sense we’re cheered on by it, as if we were in the last lap of a 
race, being cheered on in an Olympic stadium by that “great cloud of witnesses.”  

Can you imagine the end of a race without cheering fans to witness it? Think about Usain 
Bolt breaking the 100m world record and then striking that lightning bolt pose of victory as 
the crowd cheered with joy to have witnessed greatness. Without the crowd to witness it, 
such a moment would be incomplete. Usain Bolt needs the cheering crowd, as much as the 
cheering crowd needs Usain Bolt.  

And so it is, our scripture suggests, for each of us as we run our own races. We need the 
cloud of witnesses to cheer us on as much as the cloud of witnesses needs us to run our race. 
We’re both here to witness one another. Which is to say that everything in God’s creation 
needs everything else.  Everything is from God…and is of God…and will return to God.  

I invite you this week to look up at the clouds and ask yourself—Who do you see in that 
great cloud of witnesses? Who are the Cloud People cheering you on? Try to feel them 
returning your gaze. Looking back at you. Wanting the best for you. Encouraging you on. 
Remember: that’s everything that has ever existed looking back at you. That’s 13.7 billion 
years of creativity. That’s the big bang and the stars in the sky. That’s trilobites and 
dinosaurs. That’s water from the Ganges and dust from the Sahara. That’s your great-
grandparents. That’s Noah and Moses. Abraham and Sarah. That’s Mary Magdalene and 
Mary the mother of Jesus. That’s Jesus. With his perfect gaze of love looking back at you. 
More beautiful than the most beautiful sunset. Cheering you on with every breath and every 
step you take.  

 


