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Good God!  So saith the eminent theologian, James Brown!  

Reading from the Old Testament:  Exodus 33:12-23 

Readings from the New Testament:  2 Peter 1:3, 5  

“It’s just a bowl full of goodness!” So says the happy employee at 

the cereal factory and who am I to disagree, even though I’m not sure 

what annatto extract is and the chemicals in the anonymous artificial 

flavors remain a mystery locked in a vault. I find a certain satiation in 

those Honey Bunches of Oats, even adding it to my regular rotation, 

thus doubling the diversity of my cereal portfolio. After all, I am a 

simple man. While I enjoy a pancake as much as the next guy, I prefer 

my Raisin Nut Bran for breakfast and reserve the Honey Bunches of 

Oats for those late night suppers after church meetings. Just a bowl full 

of goodness before bedtime! 

What is it that gives something or someone the quality of 

goodness? As a measure, you’d have to say goodness is rather subjective 

and perhaps frustratingly vague. The ratings options on Tripadvisor 

ascend from average to very good, skipping good altogether, so the 

reviewer is paralyzed if in their judgment, the hotel was better than 

average but not quite very good. Admittedly, I avoid surveys like the 

plague because they have no allowance for the [you say] obsessive, [I 
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say] nuanced opinion. Your health insurance company may well compel 

you to take one of those well-being assessments with the irritating 

questions like: At this moment, how would you describe your life? A.) a 

fifty car pileup and you caused it; B.) generally good; or C.) lock up the 

dentist, ‘cause life is so sweet. 

Generally good? The adverb here offers plenteous camoflauge, 

doesn’t it? Are you a good person? Umm … generally. How is something 

or someone generally good. It was Mae West who memorably claimed, 

“When I’m good, I’m good, but when I’m bad, I’m very good.”   

Maybe I’m just easily confused, but on the first day of creation, 

God looked upon what God accomplished and called it good, and by the 

end of the week God was calling it very good. The ratings improved. 

Very good, is that like a B+? And yet, Jesus Christ, the firstborn of God, 

reacting to the faint praise of an interrogator said, “Why do you call me 

good? No one is good, except God alone.”  If Jesus can’t get a B, what 

chance do I have of even passing the class?   

When Rebekah lamented the possibility her son, Jacob, would 

marry a foreigner, she asked, “What good will my life be to me?” When 
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Jethro saw his son-in-law wearing himself out responding to the 

unceasing inquiries and disputes of the people, he told Moses, “What 

you are doing is not good.” When spies came back from the promised 

land, they reported, “It is a good land that the Lord our God is giving 

us.” Samuel promised to instruct Israel “in the good and right way.” The 

Psalmist challenges Israel to “give thanks to the Lord, for he is good.” 

Amos chastised Israel, exposing the injustice of their ways, saying, 

“Seek good and not evil, that you may live.” And, of course, what is it 

that we call Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John? Gospel, which means 

good news. And what is it that the angels share with those surprised 

shepherds? “I bring you good news of great joy.” 

The word good is used over 600 times in scripture, and you can 

add to that another 22 times that you will find the word goodness. So, 

what exactly is good? The question is further confused by the variety of 

ways the word good is used in our culture. What is it that we call a 

product or commodity? A good. So, is a product of high quality a good 

good? We might covet a luxury good, but the last thing you want is for 

someone to have the goods on you. So, what are we to make of this 

obviously nimble and ubiquitous word? Good. Goodness. What does it 
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look like? Taste like? Feel like? Sound like? Smell like? What does the 

word good or goodness bring to mind to you? When I asked that 

question, some of the responses I heard this week included: Starbucks; 

a child’s dimple; the smell of bread baking; (Marcus) Shun Lee Palace, 

the classic Charlotte place for Chinese food; or maybe it’s the sound of 

your favorite song, be it A Mighty Fortress, Nessum Dorma, Blue and 

Sentimental, Body Like a Back Road, Baby Got Back, or Gimme Shelter.  

To those options I would add: mint/chocolate chip ice cream; a 

crisp fall chill in the air; an evening at a jazz club; the view at the shore, 

on the lakeside, atop the mountain. Yet, as good as these things and 

experiences are, their goodness pales in comparison to the goodness of 

relationship, a place where compassion, mercy, joy, mutual support, 

companionship, and grace mingle like the flavors of your favorite meal.  

I’ve visited some amazing places, tasted sumptuous foods, 

witnessed some spectacular events, but each of those sights, tastes, and 

experiences were diminished if not shared with my wife. These same 

experiences could likewise be less enjoyable were it not for the company 

of friends.  I remember a friend telling me that when he travels to some 

bucket list spot, he doesn’t take photos of the iconic, must-see sights in 
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isolation. Someone traveling with him needs to be in the photo because 

that is what makes the experience meaningful. As the Psalmist 

celebrates, “How very good and pleasant it is when kindred live 

together in unity!” 

“When kindred live together in unity!” Perhaps that is the 

quintessence of the goodness that we discover in God, and perhaps, this 

is our takeaway in this curious encounter between the Lord and Moses. 

In the text leading up to our reading for today there is a palpable 

tension in the air as Moses finds himself (what therapists would call) 

triangulated between God and the people. Remember, that as God was 

diligently drawing up and tutoring Moses on an everlasting covenant 

between God and the people, a covenant that would provide light for 

their path and protection from themselves through commands that 

ironically beget freedom, the impatient people down below were taking 

matters into their own hands and crafting a golden cow for a god that 

would answer to them.  

So, God’s angry, the people are clueless and there is Moses in the 

middle feeling stress from both sides. Thus, the Lord tells Moses, “"Go, 
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leave this place, you and the people whom you have brought up out of 

the land of Egypt.” Go on, now! Rest his soul, what was it that the great 

sports anchor and Tar Heel alum, Stuart Scott, used to say? “You ain’t 

got to go home, but you gotta get on up outta here!” The Lord tells 

Moses, “Go up to a land flowing with milk and honey; but I will not go 

up among you, or I would consume you on the way, for you are a stiff-

necked people."  

Here of late in the Exodus narrative, God has been using language 

reminiscent of the angry mom or dad reeling from a surprise attack of 

parental angst, who can’t wait to dump the stress on their spouse. “Do 

you want to know what YOUR child did today?”  And Moses is like, 

“Whoa, easy there big boy!! MY people? Dude, I was satisfied just 

watching Jethro’s sheep, you know, getting in good with the father-in-

law. MY people? You’re the one who dragged my tail back to Egypt! 

You’re the one who said you had heard the cries of YOUR people! You’re 

the one who told me to bring YOUR people out here. Don’t even think 

about disowning them now! MY people? Are you kidding? Is this thin 

mountain air making you hallucinate or something?”   
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Moses said to the Lord, “If your presence will not go, do not carry 

us up from here.” And here’s the amazing thing, God concedes the point. 

Can you believe it?  It’s like the Lord says, “Yeah, yeah, I know. I’m 

going with you. I’m in. I may not like it, but I’ll be there for you.” It’s 

like when the parent says, “I love ‘em, though I may not like them very 

much, right now.” Well played, Moses; well played. 

So now, Moses, feeling a little puffed up and cocky like a gambler  

doubling down, goes for the bonus. “Say God, since we’re here … how 

about showing me your glory?” Moses, Moses, Moses… Doesn’t quite 

know what he is asking of God, like the stranger approaching the 

Ferrari owner, “Let me drive it.” 

Verse 20 here has drawn a lot of attention through the years. "you 

cannot see my face; for no one shall see me and live." So, I guess you 

could say the Ferrari driver is telling the stranger, “Listen kid, that’s 

too much car for you. You’d wrap it around the telephone pole on the 

first curve.”  It would be like me telling Ron Rivera, “Put me in, coach. 

I’m ready to play.” Remember, we are finite and fragile and we are 

talking here about the glory of God, a power that cast the stars into the 

sky. That’s pretty high voltage stuff. 
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Yet, there must be something else going on here, because there 

are many instances where we read of God making such encounters at 

least possible. For if no one can look upon the glory or face of God and 

live, what are we to make of Exodus 24 where God allowed Moses, 

Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and 70 of Israel’s elders to see God without the 

need for any 911 calls. In this very chapter of Exodus we read that 

Moses would speak with God face to face as one speaks with a friend. If 

no one could see God’s face and live, does that make Aaron’s benediction 

false advertising? “May the Lord make his face to shine upon you.” Or is 

Jesus not telling the truth when he says, “He who has seen me has seen 

the Father?” 

What gives? Well, let’s ponder this for a moment. When you know 

you have wronged someone or hurt someone, isn’t there at least the 

temptation to avoid them? The temptation to not be where you know 

they may be? To skedaddle over to the yogurt aisle when you catch a 

glimpse of them there at the Oreos? Even in those guilty dog videos, 

when the wrongdoing is exposed, Fido is looking for a place to hide his 

face.  Consider the great penitential psalm we traditionally read on Ash 
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Wednesday. “Hide your face from my sins, and blot out all my 

iniquities.”  

Moses says, Show me your glory, your face. And the Lord basically 

says, “Not right now. That would not go well. I need a moment and 

more than that, you need a moment.” 

So, what does God do? It is so poignant and beautiful if we 

remember that at this point Israel finds itself in the same position as 

Adam and Eve in the garden after being caught with the fruit salad. No 

doubt, at this point Israel could have been Fredo to God’s Michael 

Corleone. “Fredo, you're nothing to me now. You're not a brother, you're 

not a friend. I don't want to know you or what you do. I don't want to 

see you at the hotels, I don't want you near my house. When you see our 

mother, I want to know a day in advance, so I won't be there. You 

understand?”  

But that’s not what God does here. Sure, Moses is a little 

impudent in his request and God is still a bit … cheesed, but do you see 

the poignancy of God here. Notice that God changes the subject and acts 

in a way that protects Moses and provides what Moses actually needs.  
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"I will make all my goodness pass before you … and I will be 

gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will 

show mercy…”  

"I will make all my goodness pass before you.” There’s that word 

again … goodness. So, maybe it’s not so mysterious after all. Maybe, 

just maybe, God tells us all we need to know about God’s goodness right 

here: “I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy 

on whom I will show mercy.” Can you see what God is doing here? 

Expanding the identity God revealed to Moses there at the burning 

bush. “Who shall I say sent me?” And God says, “I will be who I will be.” 

So, what is the goodness of God, or what was James Brown 

unintentionally proclaiming when he would shout Good God?  I will be 

gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will 

show mercy.” Grace and Mercy. Grace and mercy even when our lives 

have so poorly reflected these words. 

Good/Goodness – Yes, in many places it is so overused and abused 

it becomes a throwaway word rendered meaningless, slashed by the 

editor’s red pen; but not here. So, let’s reclaim it. 
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The Psalmist says, “I know that I shall see the goodness of the 

Lord in the land of the living.” May that be our hope. 

And, when you think about it, isn’t the land of the living what 

Jesus is pointing us to when he said, “I came that they may have life, 

and may have it abundantly.” May that be our truth. 

What is good? Micah knew, “He has told you, O mortal, what is 

good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to 

love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” And so it is that we 

read in 1 Peter, For this very reason, you must make every effort to 

support your faith with goodness, and goodness with knowledge.” May 

that be our purpose. Amen. 

  

   


